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‘Dear Santa, I’d like a divorce and true love for Christmas,’ I muttered as I buttered a plain scone in Crumbs Cafe. I was sick to death of my husband - Oliver.

A fat slice of chocolate cake decorated with marzipan reindeer had tempted me, but my mood was bah-humbug. Also, Oliver kept an eagle eye on my spending and the cake was pricey. The idea of another ‘festive’ season with him was as appealing as a root canal. 

Not even Oxford Street’s Christmas decorations could wake my festive spirit that day. And they usually did - whether the illuminations were on or off.

It was a chilly, overcast day in early December, and I was in London to collect Oliver’s new suit from Natty’s Gentleman’s Outfitters. I’d never visited the shop before as the business was relatively new. 

Crumbs Cafe was busy, and an elegant fiftyish woman with dark hair, emerald eyes, a fitted red coat, and a leopard hat said, ‘May I join you?’

‘Of course.’ I waved a hand towards the opposite chair, and the woman sat as a divine scent wafted towards me - sultrier and more mysterious than my Yardley English Lavender - Oliver’s choice.

‘Your perfume’s gorgeous,’ I said.

‘Heavenly Woman - I began wearing it after I divorced my husband - he hated it.’

I giggled. Divorce - the enticing but scary word which had swum in my mind since I married Oliver twenty-five years earlier when I was twenty and Oliver twenty five. ‘How long did your divorce take?’ 

‘Ages - but that was decades ago. You can get a quickie these days.’

‘A quickie what?’ My mind boggled.

‘Divorce.’

My heart leapt with hope. One reason I avoided divorce was the horror of a long, drawn-out process ending with me sad and needy and Oliver happy and victorious.

Anxious since we married, I didn’t believe I’d cope with the worry. I even dreaded moving house - all that angst waiting for exchanges of contracts. The last time Oliver and I moved, the doctor prescribed Valium for me. I know - pathetic. I preferred safety but detested my timidity. Once I’d been bold, full of fun, and fearless. What had happened?

‘Here’s my lunch,’ said the woman as a server placed a plate of turkey, roast potatoes, gravy, Brussels sprouts and carrots on the table along with a glass of iced cola and then sped away. The fragrance of the hot lunch was divine, and I longed to tuck in. She extracted a small bottle from her Chanel handbag and slipped its liquid contents into her drink.

‘Now I have rum and cola,’ she explained. ‘Would you like one?’

‘Actually, I would, as I’ve drained my teapot.’ Oliver disapproved of lunchtime drinking (unless for himself), but an evil mind sprite said, ‘Sod him.’ My husband disapproved of fun.

The woman raised an elegant hand and summoned the server. ‘May we have another glass of iced cola, please?’

‘You should order at the counter, madam.’

She winked. ‘Is that so? Well, here’s a tenner, and keep the change.’

‘Yes, madam. Thank you.’

The woman was so slim that I’d imagined her pushing lettuce leaves around her plate. Instead, she cut into a crispy roast potato with gusto and groaned with ecstasy at the first mouthful. My gastric juices flowed as I surveyed the remains of my scone - pleasant enough but not as satisfying. 

‘How do you stay so slim?’ I felt heifer-like in comparison.

‘Intermittent fasting.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I only eat dinner.’

‘But it’s lunchtime.’

‘Today is a cheat day. Ah, here’s your cola.’

Once the woman spiked my drink with the Caribbean contraband, we clicked glasses. ‘Cheers.’

I sipped the drink. ‘This is yummier than rum and cola.’

‘What does it taste like?’

‘Freedom - happiness. I could do anything.’ When the woman had first sat opposite me, my consciousness lifted, and now after a sip of the spiked drink, I believed I could fly. Even if the contraband was LSD, I didn’t care, as I felt light, airy and free, no longer squashed into a corner of Oliver’s world.

The woman raised a perfectly sculpted brow. ‘What would you most like to do?’

‘Get divorced.’ Fancy telling a stranger my buried secret.

‘Then do it. Lovely to meet you, but I must go.’

‘Oh, okay.’ She’d pulled the happiness rug from under me.

After she re-applied scarlet lipstick from a gold tube, she floated away on a cloud of glamour, and I took another sip of the drink, which had seemed magical in the woman’s presence.

Plain old rum and cola, and my bubble of happiness deflated. 

Then I spotted a small gold-edged card on the table. It said, 

Michelle Mindblower

Guardian Angel 

Call me, and I’ll appear

There was no phone number.

Was she a nutter? Or was I? Because I wanted to believe in magic. 

––––––––
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Home in Godalming, I keyed Michelle Mindblower into Froogle, but there were no relevant results. Disappointed, I keyed in ‘quick divorce’, but as the results appeared, the front door slammed, and Oliver shouted, ‘I’m home - make me a G & T, old girl.’

My husband was bossy but polite unless he didn’t get his way. As a Nazi torturer, he’d have said, ‘I am about to apply ze thumbscrews, madam.’

I quickly deleted the search history as he appeared. ‘Hello, Oliver.’

‘Did you get my suit?’ 

‘Yes - it’s in your wardrobe.’

‘Jolly good - I’ll try it on while you prepare drinks.’

On a beige sofa in the bland living room of our ‘four-bedroom detached mock-Tudor with extensive manicured lawns, a small ornamental lake and room for a pony,’ the drinks and peanuts on the coffee table, I waited for Oliver to appear. And give a blow-by-blow account of his day in excruciating detail while showing no interest in mine - as usual. 

It was all about Oliver.

We had one child, a son (adored by me, endured by Oliver), who lived in South Africa with his boyfriend.

Oliver hadn’t spoken to our son since he announced he was gay two years earlier. And he forbade me to talk to him.

But that was one area in which I disobeyed my husband. I stashed a secret pay-as-you-go phone in my underwear drawer (Oliver wasn’t interested in my knickers), on which I phoned my lovely son once a week.

He and his boyfriend were having a child via a surrogate, but I didn’t dare tell Oliver lest he rained poison on my secret pleasure about my soon-to-be granddaughter. A copy of the ultrasound scan was also in my underwear drawer.

Oliver told me about his day in the usual microscopic detail as we sipped drinks.

‘After scrupulous research into that high-interest bond, he plumped for the safe low-interest one. Some people have no balls.’

I nodded and didn’t mention the massive amount of MY money Oliver lost on a ‘dead cert’ a few years after our marriage. But when he went for his shower before dinner, I chopped carrots and thought back.
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When Michael was two, Oliver said, ‘How much money did your aunt leave you in her will?’

‘Two hundred thousand pounds,’ I said. 

Oliver’s eyes gleamed with greed or helpfulness - I wasn’t sure, as he said, ‘I’ll double it in two years if you let me invest it.’

Tempted because he’d quickly doubled the money of some close friends, I nearly said yes. But a warning voice in a deep recess of my mind whispered, ‘Leave it in the bank, Holly.’

‘I prefer to leave it in the bank, Oliver.’

If he’d got angry, I’d have stuck to my guns - instead, his eyes watered as he hiccupped, ‘My wife doesn’t trust me.’

Upset to see him in tears, which I now suspected were fake, I tried another angle. ‘I might open a boutique, and there’s a suitable shop to rent on the high street.’

‘In Godalming?’

‘Yes - next to the cake shop.’

‘Don’t be silly, old girl. We’re too near London - why would anyone buy clothes from your silly little shop when they could hop on a train to Oxford Street or Knightsbridge?’

‘Not everyone wants to go to London - I bought this outfit locally.’

He looked me up and down. ‘I rest my case, old girl - you possess zero clothes sense. Stick to the classic clothes I bought you and take that hideous ensemble to the charity shop tomorrow. Left to your own devices, you look cheap.’

I’d believed my style was chic, but Oliver continued to berate me. ‘Above-the-knee skirts and tight jeans are for teenagers, Holly. Have some decorum - you’re my wife, and I must protect my image.’

‘We’re not in Victorian times, Oliver.’

‘Immaterial. It would be like me running a financial advisory business if I had no money sense. Stick to what you do well - looking after Michael and me. Where is he, by the way?’

‘At your Auntie Joyce’s.’ 

Our son spent a night a month with Oliver’s aunt, who thought her nephew a boring fart. ‘He was born old and money-obsessed,’ she once confided in me. ‘His favourite toys were his cash register and fake money. In later years he got angry when he lost at Monopoly - he once threw the board across the room and stomped out. And he always refused to wear jeans - called them common.’

‘When is Michael home?’ said Oliver now.

‘Tomorrow.’ I saw my chance. ‘I’d like another baby.’

But he was steps ahead of me. ‘So would I, old girl. But babies are expensive. When I double your money, you can have another baby - heck, three more.’ 

Double my money? It reminded me of the 1960s quiz show, but it was a tempting prospect - more money and babies.

‘Do you promise, Oliver?’

‘Absolutely. Tell you what, when your money increases by a mere twenty per cent, we’ll try for another baby.’

But my investment halved within six months and almost disappeared within a year.

And I wished I’d left Oliver and spent it on a house and business because I believe he lost my money deliberately, as he didn’t want me to have power or independence. Or another child. But with the loss of funds went the last of my confidence and self-esteem.

––––––––
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Now, as I put the carrots in the pan (chopped the way Oliver liked them), I was livid with myself - as usual. Why hadn’t I heeded the warning bells years ago? Why hadn’t I taken the money and Michael and ran, divorced Oliver, and set up independently? Then married a man I truly loved and had more children. Or stayed as a single mum. Either option was a vast improvement on life with Oliver.

Suddenly, I longed for my guardian angel, although the incident had probably been a prank. Gullible old me - again.

Just to check, I said, ‘Michelle Mindblower, please come to me,’ but she didn’t appear (big surprise).

Dejected, I finished preparing the meal (chicken breasts in breadcrumbs with new potatoes, carrots chopped into batons, and peas) and placed the warmed plates on the table at precisely 6.58 pm before I called Oliver. He demanded dinner at 7 pm on the dot.

But instead of entering the dining room in his usual casual evening clothes (he disapproved of pyjamas before bedtime unless one was ill), he appeared in his new suit. He reminded me of Toad of Toad Hall with his burgeoning tummy and short legs, a tight jacket straining at the buttons about to pop off. 
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