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This one is dedicated to all the readers of When the Music Stops: DC al fin who asked for a follow-up.

Thank you, kind readers.
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Harley and I had flown back from Carcassonne after our stay at L’Abeille Nue. The Naked Bee, as it translates into English. A good name for the resort seeing as the owner’s name is Bea and I don’t think I have ever seen her in clothes.

It had been our second visit to the region, the first time was in June when Harley had whisked me away for what I thought was going to be a dirty weekend in Calais, or at a push Paris. 

At that time, we had only been together as a couple for few weeks. We’d bumped into each other at a garden party and sort of hit it off. I had immediately noticed that Harley has the softest brown eyes I had ever seen. 

I’m not sure which of my many attributes had attracted him to me. I am pretty certain it wasn’t my razor-sharp legal mind!

The Garden Party had been a strange event. My group, the Coiffeuses, were providing the music. Mr Phillips, Harley’s Dad and my boss at Phillips Vine and Walker, Solicitors, was providing the Krug champagne and the pool most of us ended up skinny dipping in.

Instead of being mucky in Calais on that first weekend away, I’d ended up being musical in Carcassonne. We had met several remarkably interesting people too. This is why we had been back to L’Abeille Nue. 

We had talked about next summer’s music festival, which the Coiffeuses would be contributing to. Harley had spent a lot of time discussing BARET (the Broadleaf, Agriculture and Rewilding Environmental Trust) and rewilding in general with Paul Johnston one of the part-owners of L’Abeille Nue. The two men shared an interest in preserving a diverse environment. Paul was strictly an amateur. Harley on the other hand was the owner of the BARET site. 

They had come up with a silly idea about how to get more people involved in simple rewilding. 

*****
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“Did you have a ‘good’ time, Juliet?” I could hear the inverted commas in Viv’s question as she’d welcomed me back to the office. Viv, the boss’s secretary, was my best friend at PVW. She felt she was entitled to the inside story of Harley and my love life. I suspected she was after finding out how good my man was. She had admitted that if she was twenty years younger ...

“Yes, it was very productive. We sorted out most of the details about the Coiffeuses appearance next summer.” I wasn’t going to give anything away to Viv, yet!

Viv knew where we had been. I had absolutely no doubt she had Googled ‘L’Abeille Nue’ back in the summer so knew full well it was a naturist resort. Not that she would have minded, she was there at the Garden Party, as she had been for many years before that.  

“I’ll tell you at lunchtime, Viv.”

“No, you won’t. David wants your company at the Fox for lunch. I gather a Mr Drayton will be joining you.”

“Drayton? As in Drayton Wilcox, the estate agents?”

“The very man. You are good at this aren’t you, Juliet?”

“A wild stab in the dark,” I started.

“Which is what I will be getting if I don’t get a move on.” Viv finished the quote from the TV programme. It was in the Black Adder, as I recall it. 

Cyril Drayton, yes I knew a little bit about him. Back before he had retired Mr Moore, my old boss had handled Mr Drayton’s personal affairs and the old firm did quite a lot of conveyancing work for the Estate Agency. I switch on my computer hoping to do a little research about Drayton Wilcox, and Mr Drayton himself. It is not to be.

“You have 673 unread emails.” 

‘Thank you, computer, and next time take that smug grin off your font!’ I follow the ‘work backwards through the list strategy’ that worked so well last time. By lunchtime, I had answered ten important ones to say that I would answer more fully soon. I had another dozen that needed answers. I’d deleted over four hundred messages and was down to the last two hundred. 

“Next time I am going to do it!” I decide as I shut down Windows ahead of my lunch meeting. I’d read a suggestion that instead of the bland, ‘I’m out of the office until next Monday. I will deal with your message then.’ One should be more assertive. Next time the message will read:

“I am out of the office until Monday and unable to deal with your message. During this period, all emails received are being deleted. If your message requires my attention please send a new message when I get back. Thank you for your understanding.”

*****
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“Glad you could make it, Drayton will be here soon. How was your first morning back?”

I had been directed straight upstairs to one of the Fox’s private dining rooms. The old fashioned town centre pub was the favoured watering hole for the members of the town’s legal profession. Upstairs there were a few small oak-panelled dining rooms where you hold a private meeting over some traditional school lunch choices.

“Very unproductive,” I explain about my battle with the junk email. 

“I have Viv, she deals with incoming mail while out of the office, I never realised people got so many messages. That is not a productive way for a fee earner to spend their time.”

I had hoped to be given some sort of briefing before the impending meeting. It appeared I was being steered away from asking. It was rather like the last time David Phillips had taken me along to a lunch meeting with a client. However, seeing as I had the boss’s ear for a few minutes; I laid out my delete them all plan. I could see the cogs working behind his eyes. More billing time versus some sensitive clients being upset. 

“I ... talk later, Juliet. Cyril! Good to see you again!” The master schmoozer leapt into action.

*****
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The sticky toffee pudding was very sticky, the cold ice cream turned the toffee into superglue between my teeth. It hadn’t mattered up until now, the talk had all been social. In fact, it had been mainly man-talk, a duel, as if they were establishing a pecking order. As a woman, I was largely ignored, I was however paying careful attention.

The coffees on the table, waitress out of the room, it was about to kick off. 

“So, Cyril what is it you want to talk to me about?” Mr Phillips must have established himself as the ‘big beast’ in the room.

Mr Drayton glanced in my direction. I had been introduced by name, my role in today’s meeting had not been explained.

“Juliet is my Situational Analyst.” That was a new one on me, a change from being Chief of Client Relationships. Was it a promotion? I wondered. “A highly competent solicitor in her own right, she has an insightful mind that the Partners value.”

‘Probably a promotion,’ I decided.

“Well, David,” First names, this wasn’t going to be as hostile as my last lunch meeting at the Fox. “As you are probably aware, there are big changes in the world of Estate Agency.”

Internet Estate Agents, predatory purchases by Life Assurance companies, Building Societies and banks. My guess Drayton Wilcox is in trouble.

“Things have been tough on the independents” There, I was right. “Now we have been approached by Gull and Swan.”

That attracted my attention. Gull and Swan had been aggressively threatening litigation in all sorts of disputes ever since an American law firm had bought them out. I had crossed swords with them several times. So far I had stayed ahead of them and kept my clients out of expensive litigation.

Giles Drayton continued his explanation. “They have decided that acquiring an estate agency will secure a steady stream of customers for their conveyancing services.”

I recognised this approach. They were employing the same method in an attempt to sneak into the British Real Estate business as they had employed to get a foothold in the UK legal sector. They wanted to buy a trusted and established name, then behind that façade, set about aggressively exploiting their customers.

“Juliet, anything you need expanding at this stage?” Mr Phillips opened the door for me to crash into this mess of obfuscation and euphemism. 

“Mr Drayton, just to make sure I have this right;” Juliet’s maxim, if there is a question to be asked, ask it. “Drayton Wilcox is going broke and Swan and Gull have offered the firm a lifeline. Why are we having this conversation?”

Mr Phillips, always Mr Phillips in front of clients, rolled his eyes as my question exploded all the genteel niceties as effectively as a small bomb. Mr Drayton ran a finger around his collar, looking for a way to restore the equilibrium.

“Ah, I can’t deny that the long term trends indicate that ... your summary is a blunt but reasonable analysis of the situation. I see why David brought you along today.”

A smile of approval flickered on Mr Phillips normally passive face. 

“Thank you, and today’s conversation?” I prompted.

“If I am going to sell the agency, I don’t want them to have it. My neighbour has had dealings with Gulls, they nearly drove her to suicide over a disputed bill from some cowboy landscaping firm. I don’t want people like that taking over my company. I have spent my life building the reputation of Drayton Wilcox, ever since I bought out Gerald, Mr Wilcox.” He looked from me to Mr Phillips and back again. Desperation writ large in those glances. “I want to save my legacy! I need a white knight.”

“You want Phillips, Vine and Walker to be your white knights?”

“Thank you, Juliet, as ever you got us straight to the heart of the matter. I think Mr Drayton and I need to look at the financials on this in some detail.” I had done my job, they could have pussy-footed around this particular bush for ages. I’d just saved everybody a considerable number of hours that could now be used for billed work.

“I have the books ready for your inspection. I was prepared to ask everybody in the region, in the hope of avoiding Gulls taking over in the end.”

“I will get my secretary to fix something up, I may have one of our financial team with me too.”

*****
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“You are serious about this take over then, David?” I asked as we walked back to the office.

“Maybe not a takeover but certainly buying a chunk of equity. Besides conveyancing is money for old rope.”

“We don’t have a specialist on the team though.”

“The new Legal Executive we appointed last week has some experience. Of course, you were away so you missed it. I was thinking that, if we give her the role, it will help her settle in.”

“Who is going to be supervising her?” I was expecting yet another job title to come my way.

“Following the merger, that brought you to us, earlier in the year, we are currently just a fraction overstaffed at Solicitor level. We were going to have to let Narinda go when his training post finished in a few weeks time. This could be his chance too.”
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Sworn to secrecy by Mr Phillips, “commercial sensitivities,” “competitive advantage,” and “nobody to know.” If he said them once he said each of them four times. I headed home.

I changed into a sweatshirt and a pair of jeans, grabbed a jacket and my car keys. I opened the door and there was Dad, key in hand. 

“Off out again?” He stepped back to allow me out.

“Yes, Dad, I’ll see you later.” I passed through the open door.

“You might as well move in with this chap,” Dad mumbled under his breath. I missed it or thought I had.

“Sorry, Dad?”

“I said you should bring this chap around for lunch one Sunday soon, your mother and I would like to meet him.” 

“I’ll ask if he is free this weekend.” 

“I’ll get Mum to buy something nice if he is.” He had added something else. I almost missed that too. “It will be nice to have met properly before the wedding!”

“Dad!” Too late, he had shut the door. How did he know that Harley and I were engaged? We had both agreed to wait until after I’d been in my job for a year before announcing our engagement. Harley would have had the announcement in the papers. I’d held him back because of the sensitivities at work; new girl, boss’s son, special responsibilities and maybe accelerated promotion.

*****
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I was well on the way to Harley’s before I deciphered the earlier comment my Dad had made. I supposed it was a fair observation for him to make. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t been living with that arsehole Colin-the-ex for over a year. I’m no longer the teenage daughter in need of her Dad’s protection from the wicked world. 

When I had pants on; they were big girl pants.

No matter the size of my underwear, I had been glad to have a safe haven to run to when I told Colin that it was over. That split had left me homeless; the flat had been in Colin’s name. Mum and Dad had welcomed me back with open arms. A year on and I am still cramping their style. That in part is why I spend a lot of time at Harley’s. That and the private swimming pool, the thick pile carpets and the fact he is a wonderful lover.

I drove up the driveway towards BARET and the cluster of buildings that included Harley’s home. A couple of portacabins serving as laboratories and an education centre. Parts of the ground floor of the house, the former lounge and dining room, were offices, his home was on the top floor and the rest of the lower level. Including the Health Club, that’s to say the pool, sauna and gym.

Harley’s Prius was parked in its normal spot. Alongside it was a large BMW saloon. One thing for certain it wasn’t one of the scientist’s cars, not unless she had won the lottery. 

I was just locking the door of my car when Harley and his father, my boss, walk around the side of the house. It isn’t just my parents who have been kept in the dark about Harley and me.

“Bugger!” I swear under my breath. I had been spotted and recognised.

“Juliet!” David greets me with a broad smile. “Of course, you’ll have met each other at the Garden Party. I’m pleased to see you came to the decision as me about the best person to look at Drayton Wilcox’s books. It seems I did make the right choice.”

Harley had started out in life as a forensic accountant before he copied the legal parts of a crook’s get rich scheme. Having made a few bob he had gotten out of accountancy into the rewilding projects that had captivated his imagination.

I chose not to say anything, based on the least said the better principle. Instead, I simply smiled my sweetest smile by way of acknowledgement.

“I’m off! Harley, seeing as young Juliet has driven all the way out here, on her own time, give her a drink and show her the wonderful work you are doing here!” 

Was my boss trying to set me up with his son? Did he know? Was this was just another of his appalling jokes? I mean how many Davids call their son ‘Harley’. My poor man had gone through life being Harley, David’s son. Mind you, it might have been character-forming. And there is nothing I want to change about my gorgeous hunk.

‘Except,’ the idea brings a happy glow to my thoughts. ‘Except his marital status!’

“Sure thing, Dad. Hi, Juliet, nice to see you again.”

We both waved as David drove off in the BMW. Then we both started to laugh, degenerating into a hysterical mass, each holding the other one up. 

*****
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“Does he really not know? Or, was that just another of his awful jokes; do you think?” I asked as we sipped a glass of wine after our post cuddle swim.

“Dad? If he knew; you’d know about it! When he finds a new victim, he is relentless.”

“I’m surprised, it appears that Viv is not just his Confidential Secretary, she is a discrete friend too!”  She is the only person in PVW who knows about my relationship with Harley. 

The only other people who actually know about us. Are the girls in the group, unless Harley has told any of his friends. 

I was about to ask him when I realised there were quite a few other people. Naked people that we had met in France. On the other hand, I had never heard him talking about his friends. I decided to file that one away as his fingers brushed along my thigh.
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I was twitching like a ... like a, I don’t know what. I had checked, looking out of the window, at least half a dozen times. Harley wasn’t even due for another half an hour. 

A clatter from the kitchen.

“Bother!” My mum seldom uses profanities. This was a level three disaster on a scale of one to five. Five being someone pressing the big red button to launch a nuclear strike while polishing the console. I had to go and see what it was.

It transpired that the handle had finally come off her favourite saucepan. The potatoes and the cold water that were about to be put on to the boil were back in the sink.

“That pan was older than me,” I observe as I hand her the saucepan that’s the next size up in the mixed assortment of pots. 

“I’d hope so, it was the last of the set I was given as a wedding present.” Her face relaxed, a soft sadness passed over it. “It out-lasted Aunty Linda though.”

A memory, that is why she had resolutely refused to throw it out. I wondered if something could be done to restore it. 

I stayed in the kitchen, helping Mum with the Sunday lunch for longer than I thought. The next thing I know I hear Dad at the front door.

“Hello! You must be the new young man, do come in!”

I dashed out the kitchen door, suppose it is a charity collector? Or ... 

Relief, it is Harley. That he is carrying a bottle of wine, a box of chocolates and two bunches of flowers had correctly identified him to Dad. He smiled at me through the blooms.

“Come in, Son.” Dad held the door open wide to let Harley through. I hurry down the hallway to do the introductions.

“Dad, this is Harley, Harley Phillips. Harley this is my Dad.” A slightly panic-stricken Harley thrust the bottle of wine into my Dad’s hands.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr Evans, I’d shake but my hands are rather full at the minute!” 

“Most welcome, Harley!” Dad had glanced at the label on the bottle. Which, if I know Harley would not have been a supermarket bottle. 

Mum hurried out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, not wanting to miss out. I repeat the introductions. Harley hands her the chocolates and a bunch of flowers.

“I wasn’t sure how welcome the calories would be, so I brought flowers too, Mrs Evans. Although I see I needn’t have worried.”

Smooth! Harley really is the arch-schmoozer’s son. He has Mum captivated by those brown eyes.

“Call me Chris, please Harley!” It had taken Colin-the-ex nearly six months to get to this point. “We are Chris and Tony. Now come through to the lounge while Tony sorts out some drinks.”

“I know what these two are having, what would you like Harley? A beer?”

“A beer would be very welcome, Mr Evans.”

“Tony, to you like Chris just said.” Dad ducked into the kitchen, Mum guided Harley into the lounge with a hand resting on his arm. 

I have somehow ended up with two bunches of flowers and a box of chocolates and my Mum has my boyfriend. I put the chocolates on the dining room sideboard and head into the kitchen looking for somewhere to put the flowers in water. 

The broken saucepan. I fill it with cold water and stand the flowers in the water, propped against the wall in a corner. I promise them I will be back to find proper vases. Then I take Mum’s and my drinks through to the lounge. Dad follows carrying the two beers for the men.

“... you being Mr Phillips just like our Juliet’s boss?” 

“Mum, we’ve put the flowers in water, but we need to find proper vases for them. Is there anything else that needs doing in the kitchen?” I hand her glass to her before racing on. “There is nothing that needs turning over? Up or down? Off or on?”

“No dear, everything is fine for the next quarter of an hour or so.” 

“Harley, where did you get that bottle of wine?” Dad comes to my rescue, whether he meant to or not. Mum’s question has been lost to another conversation.

*****

[image: ]


It was rather an unusual Sunday lunch. There was more than one bottle of wine on the table for a start. The one from Harley obviously, the other was from Dad’s special reserve. I could tell it was special, it didn’t have Waitrose stamped on the label.

“Don’t open that on my account, Tony. I have to drive!”

“But you will have a glass?” Dad paused corkscrew hoovering over the neck of the bottle.

“Yes but only one, maybe two, if I’m allowed a coffee afterwards!” Harley winked, at my mum. 

He had winked at my mum. She had looked away and I’d have sworn she was blushing! 

“Then we’ll need the second bottle, I’ll open it to let it breathe!” Dad plunged the opener into the cork.

I did the sums, six glasses in a bottle, four of us. Dad was right it did mean cracking open a second. 

He poured the first glass and then began the conversation that was to dominate the table. “Tell me, Harley, what do you do to make a living? That was just the beginning.

I half-listened, it was always possible that I might discover something new. Otherwise, I exchanged occasional pleasantries about the meal with Mum.
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