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​1:1 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.

‘Left them at home.’ 

Cecil scored a thousand Scout points when he sniggered into his gin and tonic and then gave Angela a subtle wink.

Perhaps she could conquer the old coot. 

But Margot could be a big problem.
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​1:2 The Sound of Music
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Bertie’s welcome at Angela’s home was a happy experience. Everyone loved him, even the fat bulldog (Winston Churchill), and Angela’s teenage brother. ‘So, you’re Bertie Bassett, like the Liquorice Allsorts man?’ said Kevin with a chuckle.

‘That’s right, mate. Allsorts was my nickname at school.’

‘What school was that?’

‘Gordonstoun.’

‘Blimey, your folks must be loaded.’

‘Kevin, mind your manners,’ said Angela’s mum, Tracy. ‘What beautiful hair you have, Bertie. I’d love to get my scissors on it.’

Angela’s dad, Graham, thrilled Bertie by fixing a problem with his metallic-purple Porsche that had eluded mechanics at Whitewalls, his usual high-priced garage in Kensington.

When Bertie took the mended motor for a run around the block, the car had lost its kangaroo tendencies. ‘What was the problem?’ he asked Graham.

‘Block in the fuel pipe, mate.’

‘I must pay you.’

‘A pint of the local’s best bitter will do, son.’

When Angela and Bertie announced their impending nuptials, Tracy screamed with joy and ran to the kitchen for a bottle of Lidl’s best cava and five flutes.

––––––––
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But, two months after their initial meeting and with their wedding a year away, Margot still hadn’t thawed towards Angela.

‘We should get the parents together. They need to meet before the wedding,’ said Bertie.

Angela‘s skin prickled at the awful prospect. ‘Why? They’ll be sitting at opposite sides of the church and don’t have to mingle at the reception. Joan Crawford and Bette Davis would mix better.’

‘They’re dead.’

‘I rest my case.’

At Bertie’s expense, the wedding was being organised by a high-profile events company, Beauty and the Feast, and they were having a Sound of Music theme, with the bridesmaids dressed in curtain-like fabric.

The planned wedding march was ‘How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?’

Angela’s co-worker, Dan shrieked with joy when she told him the theme. ‘Darling, I shall wear lederhosen, and my husband can dress as a Nazi. He looks so sexy in boots.’

‘You might be too hot, Dan, the wedding’s in September.’

‘I’m always hot, honey.’

‘You know what I mean, you naughty boy.’

‘Yes, But it’s in Scotland – and it’s Baltic up there. Why Scotland?’

‘We wanted mountains in the background.’

Dan pirouetted with joy. ‘Oh, the hills are alive. Joking apart, if I can help with anything, let me know.’

‘Yes, tell me how to solve a problem like my future mother-in-law.’

––––––––
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‘Nearly ready.’ Angela picked up her false-lash glue from the Louis Quinze dressing table. She didn’t want to see Bertie’s mother, and her pulse raced with fear at the horrid prospect.

‘You said that five minutes ago. Hurry, or we’ll be late, and Mum is eager to discuss our wedding arrangements. I’ll start the car, don’t forget to lock the door.’ Bertie jingled his keys.

No pressure. Drat, she needed time to apply false lashes; hadn’t ventured out without a pair to flatter her peepers in ages. They gave her confidence, and she had pairs for every occasion – from subtle and elegant to lush and dramatic. 

She surveyed her lash boutique and selected ‘virginal’ – perfect for lunch with Bertie’s parents. His mum never wore more than a slick of nude lipstick on her disapproving lips and a smudge of dung-brown eyeshadow on her suspicious eyes. And only for special occasions. Her condescending sneer was a permanent fixture.

Margot was becoming more of a problem, although Angela tried to ignore the put-downs and general condescension.

In the car, Angela said, ‘I couldn’t sleep for worry last night. Your parents, especially Margot, give me a knot in my tummy.’

‘Join the club. It was a relief to get away to boarding school. Don’t know why Mater is so uptight. My sixth birthday party was a nightmare and as much fun as the dentist’s waiting room.’

‘Only your sixth birthday party was a nightmare?’

‘I refused any more after that.’

Angela sniggered. ‘I can understand why. Your mum is the only person who’s ever made me feel inferior. She turns looking down one’s nose into an art form. Am I too common for your posh family?’

Bertie banged the steering wheel. ‘Don’t be daft, we’re not aristocrats, Mum just thinks we are.’

‘Yes, but you’re minted.’

‘True.’

‘You don’t seem to feel guilty about it.’

‘Why should I feel guilty?’

‘Don’t the rich go through agony about having too much money?’

‘Not me, only happens when you’re dependent on possessions for happiness. I’m not. I’d be just as happy on an average wage.’

Angela thought it was probably true. If you looked up ‘sunny disposition’ in a dictionary or thesaurus, Bertie’s face would be alongside the verbal description.

‘Where did all the lolly come from?’

‘Lollies.’

‘Come again.’

‘Dad owns Paul’s ice-cream, founded by his grandad. I work for the family firm.’

‘You only said you were something in the city.’

Jeepers thought Angela. Only the most popular ice-cream, ice-lolly, and frozen dessert brand in Britain – for sale in every supermarket, corner shop, and newsagents. Her favourite was the dark chocolate and almond Mega Bar. ‘That explains why your mum’s so icy.’

‘Ha blooming ha.’

––––––––
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When they told Margot about the wedding’s theme, she was minus thirty degrees on the enthusiasm meter. ‘How embarrassing and ridiculous, I refuse to attend such a circus.’

Angela dangled bait fit for a snob, ‘You could go as Baroness Elsa von Schraeder?’ 

For a mini-moment, Margot almost thawed, then changed her mind and put her freezer setting to extra-high. After a fortifying sip of Lady Grey with astringent lemon, she said, ‘I repeat, I will not attend such an embarrassment. Angela, may I have a word with you in my private living room?’

Angela hesitated. She wanted to accompany Margot to her secret lair as much as Daniel had wanted to enter the lion’s den. However, as she didn’t want a mother-in-law to rival Trix of The Gilmore Girls, she agreed and followed in the harridan’s wake. 

In the austere lily-scented room, Margot motioned to a straight-backed Chippendale chair. ‘Sit.’

Angela did as bid as Margot lowered herself onto the opposite matching seat and said, ‘I was reticent about this marriage, but this is ridiculous. The Sound of Music theme is the last straw.’

‘Thought you’d be nun to keen.’

The cringe-worthy pun flew over her head. ‘I’m disgusted.’

Angela, about to argue, met halfway. ‘We’ll change the theme to something more traditional.’

‘No.’

‘No to traditional?’ Angela’s throat dried, sensing danger.

Margot leaned forward, as her facial expression changed from disapproval to menace. ‘The wedding will not take place. Within the next few days, you will break it off with my son.’

Angela’s skin goosepimpled. ‘I will not.’

‘Yes, you will, or your father will go to prison.’

Angela’s heart thudded. ‘What for?’

Margot, in an evil hiss, said, ‘I’ve had a private detective look into your family’s affairs. Your father is a bigamist.’

‘What an outrageous lie.’

‘Ask him, then tell me I’m wrong.’

Angela’s happy world fell apart. No, it couldn’t be possible. And how dare Margot threaten her? Battling for higher, more positive ground, she said, ‘I’ll tell Bertie of your threat.’

‘It won’t do any good. If Bertie marries you, we’ll cut him off without a penny.’

‘He’d be happy without money, he told me so. And, anyway, he has his high-flyer job.’

Margot cackled. ‘My darling boy has always loved fairy tales. He’s a lowly accountant in our London office and receives an inflated salary, free accommodation in his London apartment, and a substantial allowance. He’d last weeks without the perks. Plus, would you be selfish enough to test him?’

Angela’s hope disintegrated. No, she wouldn’t. ‘Bertie will be angry about your investigations and threats.’

‘If I get the slightest hint you’ve told my son of this conversation, I’ll phone the police.’

‘But Dad’s not a bigamist.’

‘I repeat, ask him. And, as far as Bertie and Cecil are concerned, we’ve been discussing your wedding dress – simple and silk. And flowers – orchids.’

A barbed-wire suit is ideal for the groom’s mother, mulled Angela, enveloped in a cloud of doom. She’d known her father was hiding something. He always turned beet-red and stuttered when asked about past girlfriends. But she’d visit the next day while Mum was at work and pose the dreaded question.
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​1:3 The Dreaded Question
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When she reached the family home in Purley, her dad was in the garden sipping a can of Heimlich beer and reading the Guardian while reclining on a vintage striped deckchair.

The delicious fragrance of fresh-cut grass filled the warm air. Angela sauntered over and sat at his feet. ‘Hi, Dad, where’s Mum?’

‘She’ll be home late tonight, love. A wedding trial – updos for the bride, two mothers and two bridesmaids.’

‘Poor Mum.’

‘Nah, she loves it. Why aren’t you in London with fancy-boy?’

Angela had planned subtlety but blurted, ‘Dad, are you a bigamist?’

Graham, a tall, strong man shrank and his bright, confident eyes filled with fear. ‘Who told you that?’

‘Bertie’s mum doesn’t want me to marry her son and used a private detective to dig up skeletons.’

‘The evil witch found one. It was like this...’

––––––––
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When seventeen-year-old Graham was an apprentice, a beautiful girl drove onto the workshop car park in a bright yellow MG Midget. The garage was short-staffed, and Graham was in charge. Lovely Lucy was off to a country wedding and running late. ‘My car keeps cutting out. I’m terrified it will break down in the middle of nowhere.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Graham, heart aflutter, loins on fire. ‘Take a seat in the office.’

‘It’s a gorgeous day,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ll stay outside.’

She sat on the wall and crossed her long, lean legs giving Graham a full and delicious view of her luminous white panties – the gateway to teenage-boy heaven.

With great difficulty, he focused on the car and spotted the fault within minutes.

‘It’s the points,’ he said to the blue-eyed, raven-haired vision.

She knitted her pretty brow, sauntered over and peered at the engine. ‘Is it bad?’

‘No, I can fix it in ten minutes.’ 

Thirteen minutes later, she drove the MG away as Graham clutched a precious piece of paper containing her Chelsea phone number. He sniffed the air – a trail of delicious rose fragrance, mingled with the smell of oil and petrol. 

Three days later they were ensconced in the four-poster in Lucy’s bedroom at her parents’ home in Esher, snorting coke and drinking bubbly.

Graham breathed in her spicy fragrance of musk and danger. ‘What perfume do you wear?’

‘It’s Envirant, my signature scent. I have it made at a little shop in Grasse.’ As Lucy popped the cork from a bottle of champagne, she said, ‘Have you got a passport, Graham?’

‘Yes.’

‘Let’s fly to Vegas tomorrow and get married. We’ll stay at the Flamingo.’

‘I couldn’t get as far as Gretna on my apprentice salary.’

‘I’ll pay. It was my eighteenth last month, and Mummy and Daddy gave me a wad of money – two thousand pounds.’

Graham was proud but in lust. He was also not in the habit of looking gift horses in the mouth. ‘Hell, yes.’

They spent three unforgettable, sexy nights in Vegas and boarded the plane home married but dubious. What had they done?

Lucy, transfixed by Graham’s beauty, had ignored her parents’ wishes and the bright, prosperous future they’d planned for her.

‘You can have your silly flings, Lucy. But you must marry well by the time you’re twenty-five.’

When the plane landed, Lucy and Graham came down to earth with it.

‘How can I support such a high-class girl on a mechanics salary?’ thought Graham.

‘What will I tell Mummy and Daddy?’ thought Lucy. ‘And where will we live? I don’t want to live in some vile hovel. Perish the idea. But Graham is gorgeous and looks like David Essex.’

As they deplaned, Lucy and Graham looked at each other and said, in unison, ‘We’ve made a mistake.’

Naively they agreed that marriage in Vegas didn’t count and nobody would find out.

They checked into the nearest hotel and enjoyed another two days of wild and glorious sex before saying farewell.

––––––––
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Fast forward many years and the moment Graham had dreaded was upon him. During the first few years of marriage to darling Tracy, he came close to spilling his guilty secret but always chickened out, too worried about losing her. If she found out now, she’d never trust him again, would probably leave him. Horrified and embarrassed in front of his daughter, he burst into tears.

The shame, he had never cried in front of her before, even when Bambi was on telly.

Angela, after listening to the story, knew Dad couldn’t tell Mum. Tracy was easy going, except about lies. It was likely she’d leave Graham based on the longstanding lie by omission.

‘You can’t tell Mum, Dad,’ she said.

‘Yes, love, I must. I can’t impede your happiness.’

Angela then told the biggest lie she’d ever told – a whopper – she couldn’t risk her parents splitting up. ‘Dad, it’s okay. I don’t want to marry Bertie – he’s having an affair.’

‘You’re just saying that to protect me.’

‘No, Dad. I’m relieved really, couldn’t face having such an awful mother-in-law. She’s a right cow.’

Her dad wiped away a tear. ‘Something in my eye. He seemed a nice lad, not the type to do the dirty on you.’

Angela squeezed his hand, said goodbye, then headed for the train station, choking on misery.

That evening, watching Netflix, Angela paused The Crown, turned to Bertie and said, ‘I’m sorry, babes, but today I bumped into my grammar school sweetheart. He wants to get back together, and I said yes. Besides, you’ll be better with someone of your own class.’

Bertie paled. ‘But, we’re planning our wedding.’

‘I’m sorry, babes, not anymore. If I had an engagement ring, this is when I’d hand it back.’

Bertie’s mouth fell open. ‘You didn’t want one.’

‘No, and maybe it’s because I knew we weren’t meant to be. I’ll pack my things and call a cab.’

When Angela’s stuff was in a suitcase and three large bin bags, a teary-eyed Bertie helped her carry them down the marble corridor, into the lift, down an elegant hall and into the salubrious street. There, he whistled for a cab, kissed Angela on the forehead and, crushed with misery, headed back to his gilded cage.
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​1:4 Calorie-Free Cake


[image: ]




Angela, heavy with despair, waded through thick mental fog for the next few days. She’d meant to wait awhile to tell Bertie, break it gently. But there was no gentle way, so she’d blurted and ran. Now, she was suffocating with the pain of lost love. It was summer, so she blamed her red puffy, swollen eyes and croaky throat on the pollen count.

On the Magique counter, Malcolm sprayed himself with Sandalwood Noir. ‘Darling, you look dreadful from all that crying. Go for a long lunch; I’ll cover.’

As Angela was about to leave, a stunning woman, about fifty, slim, with long dark hair, honed features and upward slanting blue feline eyes arrived at the counter. ‘Are you Angela?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Aunt Edwina. May I take you to lunch?’

Angela’s skin tingled; her mother’s sister had disappeared when she was seventeen, the police never found her, and the heartbroken family presumed she’d died. 

Malcolm, sensing Angela’s reluctance, pushed her towards Edwina and said, ‘Go.’

It was sunny on Oxford Street, but Edwina led Angela to a shadowed side road, through a dusty door, down a long flight of stairs and through a door marked, the Coven Club.

Inside it was luxurious, dark and sultry with dimmed lights, red satin curtains, and black velvet chairs placed around tables covered in red tablecloths with black tassel trims. At either side of the room was a large red velvet sofa fronted by a black marble coffee table. The air smelled of patchouli oil, coffee, and vanilla.

‘What is this place?’ asked Angela, taking a seat on a sofa, so comfortable she said, ‘Ah, bliss,’ as she sunk into its caressing depths. 

‘It’s where witches and warlocks meet when in London. Would you like tea, coffee or something stronger?’

‘Coffee, black, strong, no sugar. And maybe a brandy.’ Angela, delirious with shock and confusion, needed the latter.

‘I’ll have the same. And to eat?’

‘What’s the choice?’

‘Anything you like,’ said Edwina with a giant wink.

‘Can I see a menu?’

‘The menu is infinite. Try me.’

This situation, however bizarre, was a welcome change from abject misery, so Angela joined the charade. ‘A large piece of gooey chocolate cake, covered in Smarties.’

Edwina clicked her fingers, and two mega-mugs of coffee, two large slices of Smartie-topped chocolate cake and two crystal balloons of brandy appeared on the table.

‘Wait until you taste the cake,’ tempted Edwina.

Angela couldn’t decide whether to run or feast but, lured by cake, opted for the latter. She took a slug of delicious brandy and chased it with a sip of perfect-temperature smooth and rounded coffee. When she took her first bite of cake, she nearly swooned – it was buttery, moist and perfect.

She groaned with delight.

After three heavenly mouthfuls, curiosity aced chocolate addiction. ‘Aunt Edwina, what’s this about? Why didn’t Mum say you were a witch?’

‘She never knew, and we were poles apart personality-wise. For example, how does she take her coffee?’

‘A decaf latte when out, decaf instant at home with gallons of milk. I feel ill to look at it.’

‘Exactly, us witches usually take it black, unless convalescing.’

Angela, after a slug of brandy, nearly choked. ‘Us witches?’

‘You’re one of us.’

Angela, having read all the Harry Potter and Worst Witch books as a child and teenager, had always fantasised about magic powers. ‘So, I can do magic?’

‘Yes. I’ll test how much with the Witchometer.’

‘What’s that?’ Angela hoped it wasn’t some painful medieval contraption.

‘Something akin to a blood-pressure machine to gauge the amount of magic you inherited.’ Edwina clicked her fingers again, and a small device appeared on the table. ‘Shall we test now, or when you’ve finished the cake? Eat as much as you want – it’s calorie-free.’
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