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​A Chance Meeting
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Angela Smith fell in love with handsome Bertie Bagley-Basset in the checkout queue in a Tesco Metro. His basket contained fillet steak, Barolo, rocket, strawberries and double cream. Her basket, the pauper’s version, boasted dried pasta, half-priced lettuce and a late-dated toffee yoghurt.

When Bertie dropped his Smythson’s of Bond Street maroon leather wallet, Angela picked it up, and her brown eyes met his blue ones. Ten minutes later, they were chatting over coffee and blueberry muffins in the local Starbucks. Three hours later they were dining in a cosy Covent Garden basement bistro – the Climbing Vine.

‘This is better than my lone sad dinner of fillet steak and rocket,’ said Bertie, pouring pink vintage champagne.

‘I’m rescued from dried pasta and a jar of Strapped-for-Cash tomato and garlic sauce,’ Angela batted back. 

‘Fifteen love to you,’ said Bertie with a laugh. ‘That’s a worse scenario than my thwarted fate.’

An hour after their last mouthful of crème brûlée, they were getting to know each other better between million per cent thread-count lavender-scented Egyptian cotton sheets in Bertie’s London W1 luxury bed. They’d flung their hastily discarded clothes onto the beautiful walnut floor – Bertie’s royal-blue Ralph Lauren shirt, periwinkle silk tie, and grey suit; and Angela’s black Primark jeans, pink t-shirt, trainers, and Minnie Mouse knickers.

‘You’re so beautiful,’ said Bertie, soft-eyed. 

Angela thought she was quite ordinary– five feet three, curvy, with mid-brown hair, a snub nose, and full lips. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘You’re not exactly hideous, yourself.’

It was the first time she had slept with a man on the first date (she usually waited until the second). It was like she’d known Bertie for ages.

After round two of the sexual athletics, Bertie said, ‘Shall we watch the Wimbledon highlights while we eat strawberries and cream in bed?’

––––––––
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A week later, Bertie took Angela to visit his parents in their Surrey home, Snortington Towers – a ten-bedroom mansion with imposing ornate electric gates, a coy-carp pond (with fountain), indoor and outdoor swimming pools, and a live-in housekeeper and gardener. 

The atmosphere was uptight and made a Puritanical church service akin to a party. It was the polar opposite from the relaxed atmosphere of Angela’s parents’ happy three-bedroom semi-detached in Purley.

When Angela called her new boyfriend ‘Bertie’ over the cucumber sandwiches and fairy cakes, his mother, Margot, bristled with annoyance. ‘Our son’s name is Bertram. If we’d wished to call him Bertie, we’d have christened him thus.’

Rather than the admonition creating a penitent Angela, it created one with the urge to giggle. Bertram – wait until she teased him about it later. 

Margot, looking like she’d swallowed a pint of vinegar, said, ‘What do your parents do?’

To Angela’s shame, she was embarrassed when she said, ‘Dad’s a car mechanic, and Mum’s a hairdresser.’

‘How quaint.’ Margot speared a Kalamata olive with vicious intent. ‘And what do you do, dear?’

‘I’m a beauty consultant for Magique; in Peter Robinson’s, Oxford Street.’

Usually, when Angela announced her profession, the women (and some men) were delighted and asked for tips. Margot sneered and said, ‘That explains the layers of makeup and those spiders around your eyes.’

‘Mother, back off.’ Bertie’s tone was threatening.

Angela’s pulse quickened. ‘I’m only wearing tinted moisturiser.’ And false eyelashes, blusher, concealer and lipstick.

‘There’s nothing prettier than a freshly scrubbed face, you don’t need all that muck,’ said Bertie’s dad, Cecil.

Margot dripped with disdain. ‘Where do you live?’ 

‘With my parents in Purley.’

‘It’s a long way from Oxford Street. I hope you’re not planning to live with my son for a shorter commute,’ snapped Margot.

Angela didn’t dare say she was moving into Bertie’s posh pad the next week. He’d begged her...

‘Come and live with me, Angela.’

‘But we’ve only just met.’

‘Maybe. But you’re the first woman I’ve wanted to live with. I went out with my last girlfriend, Clarissa, for a year and never asked her to live with me.’

‘She probably owns a mansion,’ Angela said with a laugh.

‘Just a small pad in Sloane Street.’

‘I rest my case.’

‘Pack your cases and bring them over to my place. Come on, say yes, we hit it off from the outset, and you know it. There’s something magical about you, and we’re meant for each other.’

Although Angela was happy with Bertie, how would she cope with his parents and was it worth it? Yes, of course it was – blonde, floppy-haired, friendly Bertie was a gift from God. How did his awful parents produce their non-judgmental son who didn’t have a snobby bone in his body?

‘Did you hear me?’ barked Margot, shocking Angela from her daydream.

‘Mum, leave her alone.’

‘Your mother asked the gal a reasonable question,’ said Cecil.

‘I need the bathroom.’ Angela escaped to the nearest loo, which smelled of strong pine disinfectant. Queen Victoria peered imperiously from a gilt frame above the Heritage sink.

Orienteering back to the drawing room through knee-deep fitted Wilton, Angela’s hackles raised when she heard Margot’s plummy voice say, ‘She’s rather common, Bertram. And fancy wearing jeans and a t-shirt for tea.’

‘All right for a fling, my boy,’ said Cecil. ‘But find a fine filly of your own class to marry.’

What was this, the Victorian age? Almost immobile with hurt and anger, Angela’s rage reached stratospheric levels. Damn cheek. She was about to burst into the room and vent her fury when Bertie said, ‘I love Angela and want to marry her.’

Angela, a mixture of joy and rage, took a deep breath and entered the fray. ‘I’d love to marry you, Bertie.’

‘He hasn’t asked you, where are your manners?’ bristled Margot.
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