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Prologue: Cheltenham, one Monday morning in spring

There was no putting it off any longer.

Laurel Page stood in St Thaddeus Place, a lone fixed point in a two-way stream of people disgorged from buses and cars. Her second-best work suit itched horribly; all the little hairs in the woollen fabric seemed to have worked their way through her tights already, and it was only eight-thirty. But it was too late to go home and change.

Setting down her briefcase, she felt for the bunch of keys in her pocket – a brand-new set, cold and unfamiliar to the touch – and took a good hard look at the brass plate on the door in front of her. It read: DOVECOTE & MARSH MARRIAGE BUREAU (est. 1856). The very sight of that old-fashioned, mock-wood-grained door made her smile, sandwiched as it was between the Day-Glofronted One-Stop Copy Shop and The Happy Nappy: it looked for all the world like the portal to some other, more leisurely dimension.

And anyway, who in their right mind would run something that called itself a marriage bureau, in this day and age?

Me, she thought: that’s who. And the concept felt crazier than ever. What on earth are you doing, Laurel? she asked herself for the umpteenth time. You of all people, running a dating agency! Not to mention that by some odd quirk or another the job also included acting as agony aunt for the local rag, when frankly she could have used one herself right now, the way she was feeling. Not that she’d know what to say if one did pop up like a genie from a bottle.

She imagined a quill pen scratching across vellum. Dear Auntie Laurel, Today I’m starting my new job. Lucky me. No, scrub the cheap sarcasm. The thing is, it’s all so embarrassing. I’m thirty-two years old and I feel like a four-year-old on my first day at nursery school. And I keep wondering if I’m making this really big mistake, you know, setting myself up for another fall. After all, I did promise myself I’d never be in charge of anything again after …’ Her mouth dried at the memory. After you-know-what. But this is hardly some massive multinational, is it? It’s just a cute little old marriage bureau. Surely nothing can go wrong this time.

She swallowed hard. ‘Can it?’

A tiny shiver ran up and down her spine. And then the quill pen raced to the bottom of the page.

Yours sincerely, Laurel Page, spinster of this parish.

‘Right,’ she said out loud, determinedly ramming the key into the lock. Time to see the whites of their eyes.


Chapter 1



Laurel sat down in her squeaky leather armchair, behind her monolithic mahogany desk, and revelled in her splendid new office. Not that the word ‘new’ could really be applied to anything at Dovecote & Marsh, where even the franking machine had Queen Anne legs: it was like walking into a Charles Dickens theme park. What with the converted gas lamps and the etched glass windows, it felt as though a gang of street urchins might pop up from behind the aspidistra at any moment and break into ‘Consider Yourself’.

I could really get to like this, she thought, and directed another beaming smile at Miss Gemma Brodie, her very first client. This matchmaking lark was turning out much easier than she’d thought; and better than that, it was fun. ‘Well, I’m sure we can help you,’ she said brightly, tucking a strand of collar-length blonde hair behind her ear. ‘As our brochure says, there’s someone for everyone at D&M.’

Miss Brodie’s impressive chest heaved with pleasure, and the giant panda on her rather tight T-shirt suddenly looked several dinners better off. ‘You really think so?’

Laurel ran a thoughtful finger round the rim of her teacup as her eyes darted around the five open files on her desk. No computer matchmaking here; everything at D&M seemed to live in pink cardboard folders, with an ad hoc filing system that had even colonised a cardboard box in the lavatory. It was certainly a change from the dot com company where she’d looked after publicity. Not that that was necessarily a bad thing.

Laurel’s gaze lighted on one file in particular, and she smiled. ‘Yes. As a matter of fact I really do.’

‘Oh, thank you!’ Gemma gushed, grasping Laurel’s hand. ‘Thank you so much!’

Somewhat embarrassed by this excess of gratitude, Laurel gently extricated her fingers. ‘Don’t mention it. It’s what we’re here for.’

‘Yes I know that, but old Mr Case – you know, the one that was here before you – well, he just didn’t seem to understand. I could talk and talk and talk, but it didn’t make the slightest difference what I said, he just kept staring at me.’ Gemma leaned forward and her chest spread out alarmingly across the desktop. ‘I’m sure his mind wasn’t on the job.’

Laurel could see why. ‘Oh, I’m sure that wasn’t the … er … case.’ She winced at her own terrible pun. ‘The important thing is that you’re here now and we’re going to introduce you to lots of suitable people. In fact,’ she confided, ‘I think I may have just the man for you right here.’

It was perfectly true. Laurel couldn’t think of anyone easier to find a match for than this voluptuous pocket Venus.

Miss Brodie’s eyes widened in delight. ‘Oh, how lovely!’

‘In fact if you’re comfortable with the idea, there’s someone in the waiting room now I’d love you to meet.’

Miss Brodie grinned broadly. ‘Really? That would be wonderful.’

Laurel mentally rubbed her hands together, and placed a tick in an invisible box. Job done. That nice Mr Coxon was in for a real treat.

Flushed with success, Laurel sauntered into her secretary’s office with the empty teacups. ‘Well! Are they all that easy?’

Connie Stanway looked up from stabbing at her aged typewriter with a pair of scissors. There was ribbon ink all over her bitten fingernails, and a blob of Tipp-Ex on her pale pink cardigan. ‘Sorry?’

‘Miss Brodie.’ Laurel lowered her voice. ‘The one with the chest.’

Connie’s face acquired a couple of extra frown lines. At forty-three it was still a pretty face, but one that didn’t smile quite as much as it ought. ‘Ah. That Miss Brodie.’

‘So, are they all that easy to match up?’

‘Match up?’ A hint of concern appeared in the cloudgrey eyes. ‘Actually, I meant to tell you about—’

Laurel wasn’t really listening; she was too busy basking in the afterglow. ‘Easy as anything.’ She bounced up and perched on the edge of her secretary’s desk. ‘As soon as I saw Mr Coxon’s file I knew they were perfect for each other. Fancy them walking into the office on the very same morning!’

Connie’s face turned the colour of stale hummus. ‘Miss Brodie?’

‘Yes, I told you.’

‘With Mr Coxon?’

‘That’s right. They’re having a nice little chat in the waiting room. Why?’

‘Because …’ Connie’s pallor acquired a nasty tinge of green. ‘Oh God.’

‘Connie?’ Laurel was sure nobody’s face should be that colour. ‘Are you all right?’

But Connie just kept repeating the same mantra, over and over again. She ran inky fingers through her mousy curls, leaving black streaks. ‘Oh God oh God oh God.’

This was just plain exasperating. ‘Whatever is the matter?’ demanded Laurel.

Connie looked up at Laurel with pleading eyes. ‘Just tell me you haven’t matched Gemma Brodie with—’

At that point, Connie was cut short as a masculine yelp resounded round the office, and Mr Adrian Coxon entered stage left, closely pursued by an extremely irate Gemma Brodie, a woman who looked as if she had something other than romance on her mind.

‘Oh no,’ groaned Connie. ‘You have.’

Laurel paced up and down her office, with Connie trailing in her wake.

‘You’ve prised them apart?’ demanded Laurel.

Connie nodded.

‘And they’re both OK?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘And nobody’s suing us?’

‘No, but—’

‘Thank God for that.’

‘Everything’s sorted out now,’ said Connie, pausing by the fireplace to straighten the portrait of the first Mr Dovecote as Laurel caught it with her elbow.

‘No thanks to me,’ commented Laurel, flinging herself into the squeaky leather armchair. ‘How could I be so stupid?’

‘You weren’t to know they used to live together, were you? It’s my fault, I should’ve warned you about those two. I meant to add a note to Miss Brodie’s file.’ Connie hovered between the desk and the door. ‘The thing is,’ she began, then stopped and began fiddling with the Sellotape dispenser.

Laurel looked up and feared the worst. ‘What? What’s happened now?’

‘Nothing’s happened. It’s just … well, you’ve not to get yourself all in a panic over this, that’s all.’

‘I’ve not?’

‘Definitely not. Hey, we all make mistakes, don’t we?’

Laurel caught sight of her reflection in the giltframed mirror by the door; she’d bitten most of her lipstick off, her nose was all shiny, and her hair was sticking up on one side like a honey-blonde cockade. ‘Oh no, how long have I been walking around like this?’

‘A while. I didn’t like to say.’

Laurel did her best to flatten down the unruly tuft. ‘Thanks a bunch Connie, I look like a one-eared koala!’

Their eyes met and after a brief moment’s awkwardness they both burst out laughing.

‘Have a biscuit,’ urged Connie. ‘Go on, there’s a chocolate one under all those digestives.’

‘I’m not sure I deserve a chocolate one,’ said Laurel, biting into it ruefully.

‘It’s OK, it’s medicinal.’ Connie perched her pink polyester bottom on the windowsill, munching. ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself, everybody gets stuff wrong to start off with.’ She chuckled. ‘And you’d be amazed, some of the folk we get in here. Ask Bette about the time she had that Sir Marlon what’s-his-face on the phone, and she thought he was a heavy breather!’

‘No!’ Laurel gasped.

Connie’s cheeks coloured. ‘Then there was the time I got locked in the loo with an Arab sheikh who was looking for wife number fifty-two.’

Laurel choked on a biscuit crumb. ‘How on earth did you manage that?’

‘It’s a long story. If we hadn’t found a twenty-fourhour locksmith it could’ve turned into a diplomatic incident! So you see, matching up the gruesome twosome isn’t really in the same league, is it?’

‘Well, since you put it like that.’ Laurel decided she could forgive herself enough to the extent of a Bourbon cream and two fig rolls. As she nibbled, she mused. ‘Looks like I’m going to need help,’ she announced.

‘No problem.’ Connie didn’t just look willing, thought Laurel; she positively oozed eagerness. ‘Whatever you need.’

‘Thanks. I suppose Mr Case had some kind of routine for running this place?’ Not that he bothered leaving me any notes or anything, Laurel added silently. That would be far too helpful.

‘Well yes, as a matter of fact he did. I know you wouldn’t think so from all the cardboard boxes and the equipment here’s straight out of the Ark, but we’ve kind of built up a system over the years. You know, ways of doing stuff, places to put things so they don’t get lost.’

‘Ah, so that’s why the spare safe key’s with the custard creams.’ Laurel swallowed the last mouthful of biscuit, wiped her hands on her skirt and came to the only sensible decision. ‘OK then, no more jumping in at the deep end for me. I’d be really grateful if you could help me get into the same daily routine, so I can ease myself in gently, get a proper idea of how this place has been run in the past. And then …’

‘Then?’ enquired Connie.

Laurel winked. ‘Then we start making changes.’

That afternoon, Connie was humming to herself as she sorted through her files, piecing together Mr Case’s typical working week. Haphazard Dovecote & Marsh’s systems might be, but Connie’s own files were as ordered and professional-looking as pink cardboard would allow. Of course it hadn’t helped that Mr Case had been in the habit of taking files home, only to leave them on the bus, have them chewed by his dogs or return them back to front and covered in jam. But Connie was made of stern stuff: her desk drawers never lacked for Sellotape, a damp cloth or the telephone number of the bus company.

As she was hammering out a list on her antiquated typewriter, she spotted a flash of red lurex jumper out of the corner of her eye. Looking up, she was just in time to see Stacey’s three-inch steel stilettos tottering past her door for the fifth time that afternoon.

‘Stace?’

Stacey didn’t seem to notice, so Connie raised her voice and bawled. ‘Stacey Biggs!’

A startled ginger poodle perm appeared in her doorway, framing a heart-shaped face dominated by large doll-blue eyes. ‘Did you say something?’

‘Honestly Stace, you’re in a world of your own half the time.’

The doll-blue eyes blinked. ‘Sorry.’

‘And don’t think I haven’t noticed you accidentally wandering past my door every five minutes.’

Stacey coloured up. ‘I was just on my way to, er—’

Connie wagged a mock reproving finger. ‘It’s no good, you won’t get a look at Miss Page now, she’s gone off to buy a fireproof filing cabinet.’ She smiled at Stacey’s crestfallen expression. ‘It’s OK, she’s fine.’

The bounce returned to Stacey’s poodle curls, making her look more than ever like a twenty-five-yearold version of Shirley Temple. ‘Really?’

‘Breath of fresh air if you ask me. You’ll like her.’ She nodded towards the main office. ‘Go on, tell the others, you know you’re dying to.’

It wasn’t until Stacey had skipped happily out of earshot that Connie added under her breath: ‘Oh yes. This one I can really make something of.’

By the time Laurel had bought a nice electric-orange filing cabinet, arranged for it to be delivered to D&M, had a coffee and chatted with her staff about paper clips, it was getting on for five and she decided to go home. After all, she was her own boss now: who was going to tell her off for stealing the odd five minutes here and there?

Besides, she was knackered. She stifled a contented yawn as she turned off the London Road into Oriel Gardens, and parked outside a square-cut, creamcoloured Georgian pile with several TV aerials bristling out of it like cocktail sticks from a lump of cheese. It rejoiced in the name of Rivendell, but the nearest it had ever got to an elf was the solitary garden gnome, dangling its fishing rod rather pointlessly over the rockery.

Grabbing her briefcase from the passenger seat, she walked up to the front door, unlocked it and stepped into a rainbow of softly coloured light, filtered through the stained-glass panel. There were several neat piles of post on the half-moon-shaped hall table, one for each of the six flats. Laurel’s consisted of a TV licence reminder, a mailshot about cosmetic surgery, and a picture postcard depicting a cowboy roping a steer.

Laurel climbed up the stairs to her first-floor flat, made a beeline for the fridge and drank half a litre of orange juice straight from the carton. Then she flicked on the CD player, threw her itchy jacket and skirt over the sofa bed and flopped into the chintzy depths of her favourite armchair to read the postcard.

Dear Laurel, it ran. having a lovely time here in Montana with your Uncle Greg. Going to rodeo tomorrow, your dad’s threatening to take part!!! Weather hot, noses peeling, you’d love it. Love Mum and Dad XXX. PS How’s the love life?

Laurel shook her head and smiled. The love life? God Mum, you never give up do you? Laurel had lost count of the number of times she’d told her mum she’d given up men for ever, end of story. One of these days it might finally sink in. Yeah, and the Isle of Man might win the World Cup.

Hauling herself out of the chair, she ambled over to the cork board she’d hung above the telly and pinned up her mum’s postcard with all the others. So far she had Tipperary, Copenhagen, Reykjavik, Boston, Louisiana and Montana. Who’d have thought the Page family could have spread itself so widely, or that Laurel’s parents might take it into their heads to visit every last one of their distant relatives? A tiny flicker of irritation disrupted Laurel’s serenity; there was something annoying about being less well-travelled than your own mother, even if you’d never particularly felt the urge to go llama-trekking in the Andes.

She took a deep, calming breath and sprinkled a few flakes of fish food into the aquarium. ‘Hi Neil. How’s my favourite guy today?’

Neil mouthed back soundlessly, a little piece of the tropics that had come to her. Not a very interesting piece admittedly, but Laurel liked to think she saw through those drab greyish-brown scales to the essential Neil beneath.

‘Not bad for a first day,’ she reflected out loud. ‘OK, so I nearly witnessed a murder in my own office, but hey, things could definitely have gone worse.’ She bent down and looked Neil in the eye. ‘What do you reckon? Any words of fishy wisdom on offer?’

But Neil just scarpered and hid, quivering, behind a lump of plastic coral.

‘OK, be like that.’ She stuck out her tongue at him. ‘I’m off down the pub.’


Chapter 2



Nice quiet drink: that’s what I need, thought Laurel as her inner remote control guided her out of Rivendell, across the road, past the corner shop and into the saloon bar of her local. Ah yes, some quality time slumped in a corner with a half of lager, letting the day’s adrenalin seep away into the sweat-stained moquette. Just the very thing.

Unfortunately the Ram was not the best place to find it, at least not tonight. Half the chairs and tables had been stacked up against the wall, and in the middle of an improvised stage a man in a sequinned stetson was directing colourful oaths at a tatty old amplifier. Bugger, thought Laurel; I forgot Monday was country and western night.

Heads swivelled at her arrival, clocked the newcomer as One Of Them From The Flats, then returned to the much more interesting spectacle of Burford Bill trying to thump some life into his amp.

‘Plug it in,’ somebody shouted helpfully. Everybody laughed. Burford Bill made an obscene gesture.

‘Nah, give it a kick.’

He tried that, but all he got out of it was a dull thud and a sore toe. ‘Buggerin’ thing’s busted.’

Thank you God, thought Laurel, getting herself a bottle of Beck’s and squeezing into the remotest corner she could find. And please could you see your divine way to giving him laryngitis as well, just for tonight?

Kicking off her shoes, she slid down on the poorly disguised church pew that called itself a settle, took a swig from the bottle and pondered the day she’d just had.

Dovecote & Marsh. The very name had an inch-thick layer of dust on it. There was oak panelling in the one and only toilet, one of the desks looked like genuine Chippendale, and a stack of brochures she’d found in the stationery cupboard listed all the prices in guineas. If anybody had asked her a few weeks ago whether places like that still existed, she’d probably have laughed. If they’d told her she’d be managing one of them, she’d have told them to get their heads examined. Still, at least D&M was distinctive. And that was what she’d been looking for lately, wasn’t it? An escape from dot com hysteria, a little time to stop and smell the flowers rather than flog them over the Internet.

She smiled, recalling the big Deco vase on her office windowsill. Freesias, a great big scented cloud of them. They smelt great.

And then there were the staff. Four of them, too many for such a small business if it hadn’t been so resolutely old-fashioned. You could probably run the whole outfit with one iMac and a mobile, but that wasn’t really the point. And the staff seemed normal enough, from the little she’d seen of them. At any rate nobody had more than one head, and the rumours of cloven hooves had been vastly exaggerated.

But first impressions were only that, and maybe she had them completely wrong. After all, she’d made mistakes in the past. There were some who might say she was no judge of people at all.

Her hand closed on a beer mat and scrunched the cardboard circle until it snapped in two. Not going to think about the past, she told herself firmly. The past can’t hurt you any more. What matters is what you’re doing now, and the people you’re doing it with.

Fluffy Stacey, eager Connie, jokey Ravi, and Connie’s no-nonsense sister, Bette. Laurel could already frame their faces in her mind’s eye, make dumb, one-dimensional guesses about their lives; so what were the odds that at this very minute they were doing exactly the same about her?

It was quite an uncomfortable thought.

The minute Bette got home to the Connelly stables, she threw her work shoes into the back of the Land Rover and slipped on the pair of gumboots she always kept under the passenger seat. If you lived around horses you had to dress the part, and Bette couldn’t recall a single happy episode in her life that hadn’t had a horse in it.

‘Where’s Jack?’ she asked a girl grooming a bay mare in the stable yard.

‘Top field, Mrs C.’

‘He’s not with that damn donkey again?’

‘’Fraid so.’

The ground squelched comfortably underfoot as she thrust her hands deep in the pockets of her ubiquitous Puffa jacket and headed for the top field. As she took a brisk and muddy short cut, she wasn’t thinking about her husband and his stupid donkey fetish, but weighing up the new manager of D&M like a piece of prime bloodstock.

Sixteen hands, presentable teeth, mane could do with a trim but coat in passable condition. No obvious problems with colic or staggers, nice athletic build and a good solid rump. Ah, but temperament, that was the key, ask any tipster. How would the filly shape up when the pressure was on and you were hanging on to the rail with two furlongs still to go?

As she reached the top field, where a tatty grey giant of a donkey was stuffing itself with carrots, a man in a checked cap and Barbour jacket waved to her and called: ‘How’d she shape up?’

‘Game filly. Haven’t checked out her form yet though.’

Yes, Bette nodded to herself, that was the important question. Did Laurel Page have the stamina to go the full distance, or would wily old Edwin Case bring her down at the first fence?

The pink Fiesta lurched backwards into the residents’ car park, only just missing the tub of marigolds it had clipped on its way out that morning. It wasn’t easy to park while wearing three-inch heels, and Stacey was thrilled to bits whenever she got between the white lines first time.

More through habit than anything else, she checked out her reflection in the rear-view mirror before grabbing her shopping and heading for the seventies’ block of flats where she lived. She liked to look nice; in fact, she thought everybody had a duty to make the most of what they’d been given, even if what they’d been given was a bit mousy and past its best. You could do an awful lot with a bottle of hair dye and an uplift bra, as she was always trying to reassure Connie, not that Connie ever stopped working long enough to listen. And Bette; well, Bette was just plain not interested.

All Stacey really wanted was to make the world a lovelier place, filled with kittens and big red hearts and people being nice to each other. It was a pity not everybody saw things that way.

As she tottered up the stairs to her flat, she wondered if Miss Page saw things that way. Of course she did, or why would she want to run a marriage bureau? Why would anybody, if they didn’t think romance was the whizziest, spiffiest, gorgeousest thing in the whole wide world? Mind you, she reminded herself as she unlocked the door, Mr Case used to run D&M and all he cared about was patting people on the bottom, which certainly didn’t count as romantic in Stacey’s book.

‘Home!’ she called as she closed the front door behind her.

A distant voice called back, ‘In the kitchen.’

Stacey followed the voice to the kitchen and found her niece there, up to her elbows in flour and concentration. ‘Hi Alex. Homework?’ she panted, dumping her bags on a chair.

‘Done it.’

Stacey ruffled the mop of flour-streaked hair. ‘Don’t believe you.’

‘Don’t then. How’s the new boss?’

Stacey pondered for a few moments. ‘Relaxed. Nice I think. Tell you what though.’ The girl looked up. ‘What?’

‘I’d love to know who does her highlights. They’re lush.’

The sign on the door read RAVI’S ROOM: PRIVATE!, but it might as well have said ‘Piccadilly Circus’ for all the notice anybody took of it.

‘Push off, Ash,’ said Ravi, one eye on the TV as he peeled off his tie and threw it onto the pile of other ones slung over the back of a chair. ‘I’m knackered.’

His younger brother evidently took this as an invitation, since he came in and flopped down on the end of Ravi’s bed. ‘Well?’

‘Well what?’

‘You asked her out yet then?’

Ravi squirmed. It was bad enough having a younger brother at all, without him ferreting out every tiny detail of Ravi’s so-called personal life. ‘No,’ he admitted.

‘Taking your time, aren’t you?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Come on mate, when you were back at school you asked the Deputy Head out on a date! They’re still talking about it now.’

‘Yeah, and I got detention for it. Budge over.’ Ravi pulled a creased sports top from under his brother’s backside.

‘Oh I get it, you’re chicken!’ Ash dodged a swipe from a Juventus pillowcase. ‘So what’s she like?’

Ravi retrieved the pillow from the floor. ‘Who?’

‘Your new boss, stupid. What’s her name … Holly Bush or something?’

‘Laurel Page.’ Ravi pulled the sports top over his head and wriggled into his second-best black jeans. ‘I dunno, thirtyish, maybe thirty-five tops. Sort of blonde, nice bum, not too thin.’

Ash grinned. ‘Older woman eh? Sounds tasty.’

Ravi shrugged. ‘If you like that sort of thing.’

Then, just as Ash was about to ask Ravi if he liked that sort of thing, a voice drifted up the stairwell in the nick of time. ‘Food!’

In her father’s dismal time warp of a kitchen, Connie gripped the washing-up sponge and counted to ten.

‘Don’t reckon much to this fish,’ he droned through the open doorway from the dining room. ‘We ate better in Korea.’

‘So go back to bloody Korea,’ growled Connie, sotto voce.

‘What’s that? Speak up, you’re always mumbling.’

‘I said, hurry up, Dad, your pudding’s going cold.’ Dad sniffed. Connie washed up the same plate for the fourth time, unable to relax, anticipating every petty whinge and hating herself for resenting it. ‘Did you have a nice day?’

‘No.’

‘I thought you were going down the Legion.’

‘I was. Then I didn’t.’

‘Oh.’ Try again. ‘I’ve got a new boss at work.’ Pause. Nothing. ‘She seems nice.’ Still nothing. ‘I think she’s going to modernise things a bit.’

‘There’s bones in this fish.’

‘I did say to be careful, Dad.’ Connie took a deep breath and waited for the inevitable.

It came. ‘Why can’t you cook like your sister? Your sister can cook.’

‘Because I’m not my sister,’ she muttered between clenched teeth, then raised her voice to a peak of forced pleasantness. ‘It’s haddock, Dad, you know you love your haddock. I did it just the way Mum used to.’

There was a pause. Then: ‘Your sister cooks a bit of haddock better than that Delia woman any day.’

Tears pricking the undersides of her eyelids, Connie swung round and marched to the door of the dining room. As if it wasn’t bad enough working with Bette, she had to put up with her Dad eulogising her at every turn, as if being rich and having kids was the be-all and end-all of everything. ‘Well my sainted sister doesn’t want anything to do with you,’ she flared, ‘so you’ll just have to put up with my haddock, won’t you?’

Dad’s small, red eyes contracted to malevolent pits in his withered potato of a face. ‘Don’t you talk about her like that! Bette’s a good girl, made something of herself. Not like some. Now take this much away and bring me my pudding.’

It wasn’t that you could have heard a pin drop; more like you could have heard a snowflake falling on cotton wool. The Ram hadn’t seen anything like it in twelve years of country and western nights. It was safe to say that Burford Bill and the Burfordettes were not going down all that well. As the silence turned to jeers and insults, one of the Burfordettes burst into tears and got hiccups; while the great man himself snatched up his guitar and stormed off into the Gents as the beermats came flying.

The landlord tapped the mike to get attention. ‘Change of plan ladies and gents, Alan’s going to fetch out his Big Green Karaoke Machine.’ A cheer went up. ‘So, what lovely lady’s going to set the ball rolling?’

In two bounds, Laurel was out of the door. That was quite enough people for one day.


Chapter 3



First thing on Thursday morning, Connie was waiting by Laurel’s desk with a small cardboard box. If she had been smiling any more broadly, the top half of her head would have toppled off backwards.

Intrigued, Laurel hung her jacket on one of the pegs behind the door. ‘Morning Connie, what’ve you been up to? Nobody should look that cheerful this early in the morning!’

‘I’ve brought you this.’ Connie laid the box on the desk as gently as if it contained new-laid eggs – which, for all Laurel knew, it did.

‘What is it? An office pet?’ Laurel’s imagination started running away with her. ‘It’s not a hamster, is it? I’ve always fancied a hamster.’

Connie laughed. ‘Good grief no, nothing like that. I’ve just spent this week working on some ideas, that’s all.’

Laurel frowned. ‘Ideas? What ideas?’

‘Mine. Ones I had. You did say you were thinking of maybe changing a few things round here?’

‘Yes, I suppose I did. Once I’ve settled in, found my feet …’

‘So I thought, why not jot down some of my ideas and show them to you?’ Connie looked eagerly at the box, like a schoolgirl presenting her teacher with a giftwrapped packet of Quality Street.

‘Oh,’ said Laurel, somewhat taken aback. Slipping a fingertip under one of the flaps, she peered cautiously inside. ‘Connie – that’s an encyclopaedia in there!’

Connie’s face beamed like a tropical sun. ‘Oh, not really. Just a few … you know … thoughts.’

Laurel flicked through the two-inch pile of paper. ‘All week?’

‘Uh-huh.’ The tropical sun went supernova. ‘But only in my own time, of course.’

‘Wow.’ Laurel felt distinctly punch-drunk. ‘That’s very, um, pro-active of you.’

Connie looked so proud she might explode. ‘You can read it now if you like.’

Laurel let go of the cardboard flap and it pinged back onto the box. ‘Not just this minute, Connie. The thing is, I’m ever so busy right now.’

‘But you will read it later?’

‘Oh yes. Definitely later. You couldn’t be a saint and get me a coffee, could you? Only I’ve got someone coming to see me in ten minutes.’

Not until Connie was gone did Laurel allow herself a sigh of relief. With the door securely closed, she lifted the pile of papers out of the box, scanned the first page then replaced the whole lot hurriedly, her heart inexplicably thumping. Yes, Dovecote & Marsh certainly could use some changes; in the fullness of time. But she’d been thinking of starting with new curtains, not a fully budgeted Five-Year Economic Plan! What had appealed most about the agency was the fact that it didn’t seem to have changed its approach to business since it first opened its doors. After all that had happened to her, Laurel couldn’t help but feel relieved at the sanctuary D&M offered from the twenty-first century. What she wanted now was a quiet life. But it seemed her new colleagues had other ideas.

‘Bloody hell, Connie!’ she whistled. ‘You certainly don’t hang about, do you?’

By Friday afternoon, Laurel was beginning to feel almost at home. She had her own mug on the rack in the office kitchenette, Bette had enrolled her in the Lottery syndicate, and Stacey was threatening to knit her some red leg warmers.

‘So, d’you fancy Villa for the Cup then?’ she enquired as she and Ravi sorted through some ancient files.

‘Nah. Got to be United every time.’ He shook half a dozen dead spiders out of the top file, and sneezed loudly.

‘Gesundheit. What, even with five out injured?’

‘It’s all a big PR con, you mark my words. Oh yeuch, get a load of this.’ He dropped half a twenty-year-old Twix into his waste bin. ‘You a fan then?’

‘On and off. I used to go to—’

She didn’t get a chance to say ‘Goodison Park’, because for some reason Ravi’s entire body was overtaken by a sudden spasm and he leapt out of his chair as though five thousand volts had just zapped through the seat of his trousers.

‘Ravi?’ She stared at him. ‘Ravi, why are you standing to attention?’ As she spoke the words she followed his eye-line and pivoted round, to find herself gazing right over the head of a short man with tall hair.

Five foot five with a seven-foot personality, that was Edwin Case. Not to mention the hundred-decibel voice.

‘No need to stand on ceremony,’ he boomed, and Laurel’s eardrums recoiled from the onslaught. ‘For God’s sake relax, boy!’

‘Yes Colonel, thank you Colonel,’ said Ravi, and sat straight back down again, looking anything but relaxed.

‘And get a haircut, it’s halfway down your back.’

‘Yes Colonel.’

Laurel looked quizzically at Edwin Case. ‘Colonel?’ Then she set off after him in exasperation as he walked straight past her and into her office. ‘You didn’t tell me you were a colonel.’

‘What?’ He looked her up and down as though he had just discovered her behind the toilet cistern and was working out what best to spray her with. ‘Oh, that. I was in the Guards for a while, nothing to make a song and dance about, what?’ Slipping off his gloves, he laid them on Laurel’s desk. ‘Just thought I’d drop by to see how you’re getting on.’

His eyes lighted on Laurel’s pride and joy: her lovely, brand-new, hundred-per-cent fireproof filing cabinet.

‘Ye gods, woman, what on earth is that?’

‘It’s a filing cabinet.’

‘I can see that. But …’ His voice dropped to an outraged whisper. ‘But the bloody thing’s orange!’

Laurel polished its gleaming top protectively with the sleeve of her blouse. ‘What’s the matter with that?’

‘The matter? The matter!’ Edwin’s whispered rage rose to such a high-pitched squeak that dogs five miles away started howling. ‘You listen to me, young lady.’ His finger wagged at her chest. ‘I didn’t hire you just so you could go buying orange filing cabinets!’

‘No,’ agreed Laurel. ‘You hired me to run this agency.’

‘Bureau.’

‘All right, to run this bureau. Which I’m doing.’

‘Incorrect, Miss Page!’ By now, Edwin was so puffed up with indignation that he looked like a bullfrog with wind. ‘I hired you to uphold my mother’s principles. To the very. Last. Letter. And that is what I expect you to do. There will be no radical changes. Is that quite clear?’

Laurel manoeuvred herself in front of the desk. Perhaps now would not be such a great moment for Colonel Case to clock an eyeful of Connie’s in-depth report. ‘Perfectly clear, thank you.’

‘Because if you’re not willing to do that,’ Edwin’s eyes narrowed, ‘you can find yourself a new job.’


Chapter 4



‘Oh dear.’ Mr Graeme Lillee smiled a small, mortified smile. ‘I really should have warned you about the smell.’

Laurel exchanged quizzical looks with Stacey, whose turn it was to sit in on Laurel’s interviews. Stacey looked none the wiser. ‘Smell?’ Laurel sniffed the air. ‘What smell?’

Dovecote & Marsh’s newest client shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He was one of those men, Laurel mused, who would always look as though their suits were wearing them, rather than vice versa. And what with him being blond, that black two-piece made him look like a pint of Guinness.

‘My smell. It doesn’t matter how often I wash or change my clothes, it just won’t go away.’

Laurel really was confused now. All she could smell was soap and aftershave. ‘But you don’t—’

‘Please, there’s no need to be polite.’ He leaned forward and lowered his voice. ‘I know my clients tend to, um, linger around me. And once people find out what I do for a living …’

Laurel consulted the open file on her desk and instantly understood his paranoia. ‘Ah.’

‘Exactly. And that’s why I came to you.’ Mr Lillee fiddled despondently with the end of his tie. ‘I mean, I don’t want you to waste your time on me if there’s no chance, only I thought maybe somewhere there might be a … a …’

‘A woman with no sense of smell?’ quipped Laurel. Then she caught the look of disbelief on Stacey’s face, realised what she’d just said and clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh gosh Mr Lillee, I’m so sorry, I can’t believe I said that!’

There was a short but very uncomfortable silence, broken only by the gentle sound of Stacey’s heel tapping on the polished parquet. Whoops. Laurel grimaced inwardly. Nice one, Loz, ever considered a career in the diplomatic corps? The poor man’s only been here five minutes and already you’ve upset him.

Then, miraculously, Mr Lillee threw back his head and guffawed. ‘No sense of smell, I like that! You’ve hit the nail on the head there.’

Phew, thought Laurel as the spectre of litigation receded. ‘You know, Mr Lillee, you mustn’t run yourself down.’

He sighed good-naturedly. ‘That’s easier said than done.’

‘Not if you keep reminding yourself you’re worth it. Try and, you know, think positive.’

It sounded so trite, but then she looked him up and down properly for the first time and thought perhaps it wasn’t. Passably good-looking, under forty, vaguely blond, nice, polite, good-humoured … Good grief, he even had his own hair, which set him apart from at least thirty per cent of Dovecote & Marsh’s male clientele. So what if he was a wee bit neurotic? Who was she to talk? This was the kind of guy who really deserved to have somebody.

‘You’ve seen our motto, haven’t you?’ She indicated the framed poster on the wall by the door. ‘ “There’s someone for everyone at D&M”?

‘Sometimes I can’t help thinking it means everyone but me.’

It was then that a moment of true epiphany descended from the heavens and thumped Laurel smack between the eyes. Mr Graeme Lillee, she declared silently, you will have someone. Someone really special. Yes I, Laurel Page, am going to take your life and completely rebuild it for you.

And if that works, her subconscious added, maybe I’ll even think about rebuilding my own.

Laurel paused outside Connie’s office. Through the door came the furious rattle of fingers bashing hell out of an elderly typewriter.

‘Go on then.’ Laurel looked soulfully at Stacey.

The large blue eyes blinked in innocent incomprehension. ‘Go on what?’

‘Tell me what a mess I made of it.’ She squared her shoulders. ‘It’s OK, be honest, I can take it.’

Laurel held her breath and waited for Stacey to give her the full scathing rundown on the way she’d handled Mr Lillee. Tactless, clumsy, promising more than D&M could deliver.

‘Well, it is Monday,’ said Stacey brightly.

‘Uh?’

‘People are never at their best on Mondays, are they? Leastways, that’s what my magazine said. Your biorhythms are all up the creek, see. Tuesday mornings about eleven o’clock are best for social interaction. Monday mornings, you might as well not bother.’

‘Oh,’ said Laurel. ‘I’ll remember that.’

‘And actually, I thought you did really well,’ Stacey went on.

‘For a Monday?’

Stacey smiled. ‘Even for a Friday.’

‘Even though I practically insulted him?’

‘Well, he seemed quite happy when he went.’

‘Either that or he was just too nice to complain.’

‘And you’ll get lots better at it with experience. Besides,’ Stacey pointed out encouragingly, ‘we’re here to help you out when you’re stuck. We’re good at calming people down, we had loads of practice with Mr Case.’

As Laurel opened her mouth to demand the full SP on Edwin Case, the door to Connie’s office opened and she appeared with a brick-sized pile of envelopes held together with blue elastic bands.

‘There you go, boss,’ she announced, thrusting the envelopes at Laurel’s chest.

Laurel took them. ‘What’s this?’

‘Your share of the letters from the Courant – you know, for the agony page?’

Laurel contemplated the solid chunk of paper. ‘My share?’

‘That’s right. We take a pile each and pick out the best ones.’

‘You mean the ones we think we can help,’ Stacey corrected her.

‘And the ones that are printable!’ Connie retorted.

‘Then we think up the replies between us. Mr Case knows the editor, we’ve been doing it for years. The company gets paid a monthly fee and we get a discount on advertising.’Stacey read the return address scrawled across the top envelope in vivid green ink. ‘Ooh look, there’s one from Rampant of Rodborough, can I read it after you?’

‘So what exactly am I supposed to do with these?’ asked Laurel.

Connie winked. ‘Same as we’ve always done. Read, inwardly digest and try not to be sick when you get to the one from Lovelorn of Leckhampton.’

‘You mean you’ve already read them?’

‘Oh no, Lovelorn’s just one of our regulars.’

‘Hmm.’ Laurel twanged a rubber band. ‘Be still my beating heart.’

‘Well, you did say you wanted to learn the routine before you made any changes!’

Connie vanished back into her office and Laurel had just turned to leave when her secretary popped out again. ‘Er, speaking of changes …’

Laurel, fresh from her run-in with Edwin Case, tensed. ‘Yes?’

‘I was sort of wondering. Don’t suppose you’ve read my report yet?’

It was a perfectly innocent question, but Connie might just as well have taken an axe to a hornet’s nest.

‘No Connie, I haven’t!’ snapped Laurel, and left Connie wondering what on earth she’d done wrong.

Connie was the last one to depart that evening. As she closed the door of the office behind her, she saw Laurel on her hands and knees on the landing, doing something to her new orange filing cabinet.

Correction. Her half-orange filing cabinet. For the top half had already disappeared under a coat of gunmetal-grey paint.

She walked up behind Laurel. ‘Hello.’

Silence.

‘Why are you painting it grey?’

Laurel’s brush paused momentarily, but she didn’t turn round or answer.

‘I thought you liked it orange.’ The words hung in the paint-scented air for a few moments, then seemed to spiral like smoke down the stairwell and out through the door to St Thaddeus Place. ‘About my report. I was just wondering –’

This time, Laurel looked up at Connie just long enough to say, ‘I’m busy.’ And then turned her attentions back to her short, impatient brush strokes.

‘Oh,’ said Connie. ‘’Night then.’

She paused halfway down the stairs for the answering ‘’Night’, but Laurel didn’t reply.

*

On Tuesday afternoon, Laurel was in a much sunnier mood, humming happily to herself as she arranged some stargazer lilies in her office. She’d decided on the arty green glass vase; it would really brighten up that bare windowsill. Even Case couldn’t object to her adding a vase to her office space.

There was a knock at the door. Before she had time to decide between ‘Come in’ and ‘Bog off’, Connie walked right in.

‘Is something wrong?’ demanded Laurel, slightly put out.

‘No, nothing,’ replied Connie. ‘I just wondered if you’d got round to …’ Her gaze took in the entire room before lighting on the cardboard box perched on Laurel’s topmost shelf. ‘Oh, there it is!’

‘Not yet.’

Connie fidgeted on the threshold. ‘Oh. So when do you reckon you might have a look at it?’

‘What do you think?’ breezed Laurel, practically frogmarching Connie across to the window. ‘Vase in the centre or to the left?’

By Wednesday lunchtime, nowhere in the entire building was sacred any more; not even the toilet. When Laurel opened the cubicle door, she found Connie lying in wait outside.

‘I was just wondering,’ began Connie.

‘You asked me ten minutes ago!’ protested Laurel.

‘Yes I know, but I don’t suppose you’ve managed to read my report yet?’

‘No, I haven’t!’ Laurel stalked across to the washbasin, feeling more and more like a persecuted minority. ‘And going on about it isn’t going to make it happen any faster,’ she added, her eyes meeting Connie’s in the mirror. Oh please go away, she prayed silently. Can’t you see I don’t want to talk about this? What was the point in talking about Connie’s extensive plans for the business when Case wouldn’t let her change so much as the colour of their envelopes? But evidently the point hadn’t got through, since Connie was still hopping up and down like a neurotic bedspring.
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