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Hester Browne’s polite thank you notes

These thank yous are heartfelt, even if they’re not delivered on correspondence cards attached to bunches of violets, as per Tallimore Academy instructions. I’m v. grateful to Sara Kinsella and Isobel Akenhead, who edit with such humour and encouragement, and, as always, to the incomparable Lizzy Kremer, the best agent anyone could wish for.

Also, thanks to Mrs X, the beautifully-finished lady whose anonymity I will protect, but whose naughty recollections over a long lunch at le Gavroche were better than anything I could invent. The day I can host a party as well as her will be the day I hang up my ice tongs in triumph. (Note to self: buy ice tongs.)


For Maggie, with love and thanks


Prologue

21 July 1981

Mayfair, W1

Deep in the discerning matronly bosom of Mayfair, Full Moon Street hid the last remaining secret of London society. Between buzzy, chaotic Soho on one side and the discreet gentlemen’s clubs of St James on the other, Full Moon Street’s elegant Georgian townhouses rose behind curled iron railings, while, high above the pavement, pigeons perched on tight-packed rows of red chimneypots. Four storeys below, at Number 34, was the only surviving finishing school in London.

The Tallimore Academy for Young Ladies had occupied the same double-fronted townhouse since 1880. It had once been the place for England’s oldest families to send their daughters for a year of pre-marriage-market polishing – Tallimore girls had a reputation for never letting a conversation die over dinner, no matter how curmudgeonly or drunken the guests, and maintaining a cheerful attitude and ramrod deportment well into old age.

Now, one hundred years later, enrolment was well down from the Academy’s post-war heyday, but a steady trickle of jolly blond girls still tottered in for the year’s course in minding one’s house, family and manners. Lately, the trickle had become a stream, thanks to Lady Diana Spencer, the most famously finished girl in England, and the Tallimore Academy was enjoying something of a mini-revival.

Although the boarding girls didn’t stumble down for their full English breakfast till eight, every morning at twenty to seven, Kathleen Connor, the cook, opened the front door to collect the milk. This morning – 21 July 1981 – was no different, except Kathleen discovered, to her annoyance, that the milkman had ignored her note requesting orange juice, and left a box of Cooper’s fine cut marmalade instead.

‘Fine cut? I’ll give him fine cut,’ she grumbled to no one in particular, and started to scoop up the milk-bottles, stuffing them in the ample crook of her arm, when a distinct cough from the box almost made her drop the lot.

Kathleen stared into the marmalade box, uncharacteristically lost for words. One of her most secret, heartfelt prayers seemed to have been answered, in the oddest fashion.

She looked up and down the street, in search of the box’s owner, but the pavement was deserted, the only sound a distant rattle of traffic already crawling down Piccadilly.

Meanwhile, the box coughed again. Kathleen could restrain herself no longer.

‘Jesus, Mary, Joseph and all the saints!’ she breathed, crossing herself as she bent to pick it up.

Upstairs, in the morning room, Lady Frances Tallimore was tapping her red lips with a silver fountain pen.

How best to comfort a girl suffering an unfortunate eyebrow wax? So far, all she’d come up with was a photograph of Marlene Dietrich and a vague memory that a drop of castor oil speeded up regrowth. Or was that eyelashes? Frances made a note to check with Nancy, the Academy’s matron. Nancy knew all sorts of useful little nuggets, most involving malt vinegar.

The finishing school had been in her husband Pelham’s family for generations – ironic, really, since Pelham himself had the social ease of a penguin who’d stumbled into the lion enclosure, much like every other Englishman she knew. Frances wasn’t the principal – that was Miss Vanderbilt, who had been correcting the girls’ tea drinking technique since before colour television – but Frances had wanted to be involved from the start. She was eager to pass on some of the mysteries of modern life that her own finishing school had failed to explain, like how to extricate yourself from a blind date. Or make an instant supper from five eggs and a kipper.

Though Frances always said that she pitched in for the sake of the family business, she loved her mornings at the Academy, particularly the giggling atmosphere that fifteen or so teenage girls carried round like their clouds of perfume. The Tallimores had one child – a son, Hector – and Frances would have dearly loved a daughter, but to her great sorrow, the Hon Hector was her lot. She was pragmatic, though, and Frances’ silver lining now was to be a sort of wise aunt who could offer some proper advice to the rich but neglected teenagers who were sent to Full Moon Street for finishing off. Some of them, she thought sadly, were barely started.

There was a knock on the door, and Kathleen appeared, as she always did at nine o’clock. Frances noted that she wasn’t bearing the usual tray of morning coffee, but was clutching a box of marmalade.

Behind her, bobbing up and down nervously, was Nancy. From the anxious way she kept glancing into the box, Frances assumed, with a sinking heart, that either Harrods’ delivery system had broken down badly, or else one of the girls had let her cat have kittens again.

Kathleen seemed flustered, chewing her lip and flushing pink to the roots of her jet-black hair. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but I think you ought to see this, Lady Frances. I found it on the doorstep.’

Kathleen placed the box on her desk and Frances found herself looking into the round, blue eyes of the most beautiful baby she had ever seen. She knew at once she was a little girl, just a few days old: the pink mouth curled up at the edges and her eyes were thickly fringed with pale golden lashes. Before Frances knew what she was doing, she had lifted the baby out of the box, and was cradling the warm weight in her arms, marvelling at the peach-down softness of her pearly skin.

The baby didn’t make a sound, but gazed up with serious eyes, the colour of navy blue school shirts. Frances’ own eyes brimmed with tears, and her heart flooded with a fierce, protective yearning. The baby was dressed in a clean cotton romper suit and wrapped in a pashmina, with her fragile fingers opening and closing like sea anemones. Her feet were, Frances was relieved to see, covered with pink cashmere socks, and from her heavy contentedness, she’d obviously just been fed.

‘Hello,’ she murmured, stroking the porcelain cheek with the back of her finger, taking care not to graze her with her diamond rings. ‘Where’s your mummy, darling?’

Frances cupped a tiny foot in her hand and squeezed, transfixed, as the baby sent invisible tentacles of love into her heart, wrapping round so tightly she could hardly breathe.

‘We’ve called the police!’ wailed Nancy. She flapped across the room, and hovered over the box like a mother hen in support tights. ‘But it’s dreadful! Poor wee mite! Just that blanket, in this weather, with those filthy pigeons everywhere! I don’t know what sort of irresponsible—’

‘It’s good cashmere, that scarf. And there was a note,’ said Kathleen, more matter-of-fact. ‘Whoever left her isn’t coming back, if you ask me.’

But Frances was only half listening. The scarf had fallen back to reveal a fine covering of red-gold hair curling around the baby’s delicate ears, and by then she was absolutely lost. This tiny vulnerable scrap needed her, and she wasn’t going to let her down! Not like whoever had left her there, helpless and alone on the doorstep of a strange house.

Kathleen was speaking again. ‘. . .  tried to find Lord Tallimore, but the man at his club says he’s not there. I gave a message to telephone at his earliest opportunity.’

Nancy stepped forward to take the baby from her arms, but Frances turned slightly, unwilling to break the spell. ‘Pelham’s busy this morning,’ she said.

Kathleen and Nancy exchanged a look. Frances knew they knew exactly where Pelham was: trying to find Hector. They’d been part of her family for too long not to read between the lines. When it came to Hector the lines were drawn pretty far apart, just to fit everything in.

Even Frances had to admit that Hector was getting to be the sort of junior cad she warned the girls to avoid at all costs. Handsome, charming, utterly irresponsible and not to be trusted in moonlit gardens. It didn’t help that some of her charges already had wild crushes on Hector and his circle of young earls and millionaires’ sons who fell in and out of the gossip columns and rehab clinics as often as they were in and out of the casinos and cocktail bars of Mayfair. They were getting to be quite notorious, and it gave Frances insomnia. It wasn’t how he’d been brought up. It wasn’t what she wanted for him. And yet she still hoped he’d grow out of it.

Or find a girl who’d make him grow out of it.

‘I’m expecting Lord Tallimore back this afternoon, with Hector,’ she added, more confidently than she felt. Hector had had been AWOL for a week now, and so had his two best friends, Rory and Simon. Last time Hector had gone missing, Pelham had had to spring him from a police cell in Venice. The Daily Mail was delighted to print that the Hon Hector Tallimore had been arrested in full dinner dress, complete with a tutu.

‘What will Lord Tallimore say?’ wailed Nancy. ‘What will it look like, abandoned babies on the step! They’ll think it’s one of the—’

‘Nonsense,’ said Frances, briskly. ‘The poor soul who left this baby knew this was a place where young women are well looked after, and she was quite right. Nancy, we’re going to need some supplies, so perhaps you’d be so good as to pop to Harrods for the necessaries? Did you say there was a note, Kathleen?’

Kathleen fished a folded piece of writing paper out of her apron pocket and handed it over.

‘Well, the mother had a fountain pen at least,’ Frances observed. ‘Please look after my baby. I want her to grow up to be a proper lady. Thank you,’ she read. ‘Polite and to the point.’

‘The bee, Kathleen,’ whispered Nancy, urgently. ‘Show her the bee!’

‘It was fastened on this.’ Kathleen produced a kilt pin from her apron. ‘I took it off for her own safety.’

‘Poor wee mite could have had her eye out!’ exclaimed Nancy, then clamped her mouth shut under Kathleen’s glare.

Frances frowned as she examined it. It was a common-or-garden kilt pin, and attached to it was a gold charm, in the shape of a diamond-studded bee. An expensive one, definitely.

‘No name?’ she said, turning the paper over. ‘That’s very odd. You’d think a mother would want her little girl to have a name, at least.’ She looked down at the baby, who was making the occasional mewing noise. ‘We can’t have an angel like you without a name, now can we?’ she said, softly, tracing the faint golden eyebrows with her fingertip. ‘What will we call you?’

The smell of lavender, bleach, and shortbread was getting stronger. Frances looked up at the two middle-aged spinsters, hovering closer as they’d hovered for most of her life, and she could tell that they were yearning to cuddle the baby too.

They were the two kindest women Frances knew. Between us, she thought wryly, the poor desperate mother couldn’t have picked three women keener to love an unwanted baby.

‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘Something royal? After Lady Diana, maybe? With the Royal Wedding in the morning, after all!’

‘No. Elizabeth,’ said Kathleen at once. ‘After our own dear queen.’

‘I don’t know if she’s quite an Elizabeth,’ mused Frances, unable to tear her eyes away from the baby’s face for more than a moment. ‘She’s too pretty for such a long name. She’s . . .’


Not Lizzy, or Bessie. Or Beth.

‘Betsy?’ suggested Nancy.

‘Betsy,’ Frances repeated, in a whisper. ‘Yes, I think she is. Bee for Betsy.’

The baby blinked her navy blue eyes, and for a fleeting moment, Frances thought she opened her mouth into a smile. Frances didn’t know who’d brought Betsy to the Tallimore Academy, but she made a silent promise that from now on, even if someone came to take her away, it would be her home.


1


The only truly waterproof mascara is an eyelash tint.

‘If you want a sneaky cry at weddings and funerals, dye your lashes.’ That was probably one of the best tips Franny gave me, out of the thousands she passed on over twenty-seven years.

Other pieces of useful advice included, ‘sun screen now saves face lifts later’ and ‘never trust a man with a ready-made bow tie’.

I stared blankly out of the window at the red London bus idling next to our taxi. For once, I didn’t mind the clogged-up traffic on the Brompton Road, because it gave me time to pull myself together between leaving the church and arriving at the memorial tea, where I’d have to hear how elegant and inspiring my mother was, all over again, this time while juggling canapés and a wine glass.

Tears prickled treacherously along my lashes. They weren’t the same miserable tears I’d cried six months ago, when Franny’s headaches turned out to be a tumour, but they were sad ones, because now it was real: I’d never feel her elegant, comforting presence behind me at memorials again. Franny always knew what to say, the kind word to murmur at the right time. She handled awkwardness gracefully.

I blinked hard, knowing that at least I wouldn’t be given away by telltale panda eyes. I hadn’t had time to buy a new outfit for the memorial service, but I had made time for a lash tint. I could almost see Franny’s familiar smile that twisted up one corner of her mouth. I knew she’d know. It was one of her lifelong quests: the unsmearable mascara that would let you cry at Red Arrows flypasts without anyone knowing.

That thought really set the tears off. Oh, nuts.

A hand clamped on my knee and shook it. ‘Betsy? Betsy, will you pack in that stiff-upper-lip bollocks? It’s us! If you can’t let your nose run with your best friend, when can you?’

I turned my face back into the cab, swallowing my tears. ‘I’m fine! Honestly!’

‘No, you’re not. You’ve been wobbling your lip for the last five minutes.’ Liv’s words were brisk but her voice was gentle and concerned. ‘You’re meant to cry at these things. The whole point of memorial services is to let everyone have a good howl. It’s good for the soul. Then the women can repair each other’s make-up as an ice breaker after, and get on with the hilarious memories. I’m sure you told me that.’

Liv was balanced on the taxi jump seat opposite me, her long legs arranged like Bambi’s, and a mixture of concern and proudly smudged mascara all over her beautiful face. Apart from the lack of a lash tint, Franny would thoroughly have approved of Liv’s outfit. The dress code had been ‘celebratory’ and Liv was wearing a sunshine yellow miniskirt and a selection of perfectly chosen accessories, including gloves and a gold sequinned beret on her straight blond hair, as her tribute to Franny’s devotion to the Tallimore Academy finishing school and its ‘Hats for All Seasons’ lesson.

It made my simple blue coat and shift dress look rather sober in the grudging January light, but I’d barely had time to think about what to throw on before the taxi came for me that morning. I didn’t have Liv’s panache for accessorizing, or her wardrobe.

There was a discreet cough from my left, but I didn’t turn my head, because that would mean looking at Jamie, and I wasn’t sure whether that was a good idea. I hadn’t known Jamie was coming along today. If I had known, I might have distracted myself with hours of worrying about what to wear. And done something about my puffy eyes, at least. I angled my head so he couldn’t see my dark circles.

‘What my darling sister means is that after everything that was said about Lady Frances, you’d need a heart of pure concrete not to be weeping like a burst drain,’ said Jamie. ‘Even I cried when you read out that letter she sent you at school, about making friends with bullies by complimenting them on their shoes. And you know what a heartless bastard I am.’

Liv wiped under her eyes with a finger, and smeared her mascara. ‘It was such a lovely service,’ she sniffed. ‘It was like Franny was there. Those lilies she loved, and that Bach solo and everyone in beautiful little hats with veils . . .’

‘Here,’ I said, reaching into my bag, glad of the distraction. ‘Have a handkerchief.’

‘But what about you?’

‘I’ve got two.’ I waved mine, a big white gent’s hanky. ‘Always carry two: one for you and one for a friend.’ I managed a watery smile. ‘A top tip from the Academy.’

‘Franny told you such useful things.’ Liv’s face disappeared into the hanky. ‘I wish I’d grown up in a finishing school.’

‘So do I,’ said Jamie.

‘Shut up, Jamie,’ said Liv, blowing her nose with a trumpeting sound. ‘No one in their right mind would let you into a finishing school. It’d be like letting a fox loose in a hen house.’

‘A fox?’ I could tell by his voice that he was joggling his eyebrows. ‘Why, thanks!’

I risked a sideways glance. I hadn’t really expected Jamie to come to the memorial service – in fact I’d thought he was in New York, working – but he’d arrived with Liv, looking devastating as usual in a dark suit, his blond hair cut slightly shorter than I remembered but still falling into his eyes. When he brushed it away from his handsome face with a tanned hand, my stomach still flipped over, memorial service or not.

It was a habit, I told myself. My stomach had flipped over at the sight of Jamie O’Hare’s floppy hair since I was fourteen years old; if only he was as easy to knock on the head as nail biting.

‘I meant I wished you’d grown up in a finishing school, you plum,’ said Jamie. ‘It’d have done you good to have learned some manners. And how to arrange flowers and . . .’ He turned to me and gave me such a charming smile that I forgot to look away and disguise my puffy face. ‘What exactly did they learn at the Academy? I’m afraid my knowledge of finishing schools is limited to, um . . .’

‘Dodgy DVDs and his own private fantasy world,’ Liv finished. ‘You knocker.’

‘They learned how to dine with royalty, and talk to anyone, and arrange flowers,’ I said, promptly. The Academy and its fairytale lessons had been such a big part of my childhood, it merged in places with storybooks. ‘They used to rehearse proposals, too, accepting and declining without hurting anyone’s feelings, that sort of thing. What to wear to the opera and to Ascot.’

‘How to be a princess, basically,’ sighed Liv.

‘Sort of,’ I agreed. ‘I think there was some useful stuff too. Franny was quite keen for the girls to have things to talk about, in between the proposals and flowers. The girls were there to be finished, you know. Polished up.’

‘Turned into the perfect wives?’ asked Jamie, with a leading wink.

‘Nnngh,’ I agreed, as my brain registered that his knee was almost touching mine and conveniently went blank.

It said something about my distracted state of mind that I hadn’t already mumbled something moronic to Jamie. Whenever I saw him normally I acted as if I was suffering from an incapacitating hangover; Liv, who had no idea how I felt, always mistook it for supreme indifference, something she felt Jamie didn’t get enough of in the general scheme of things.

Now, for instance, my face was grinning, but my brain was pretty much white noise.

‘And it’s still going now?’ he went on, gamely making conversation to haul us through this sticky moment. I admired people who could do that, but then Jamie had to be sociable professionally. ‘What sort of finishing do the girls get these days? Do they still do curtseys?’

Guilt at my long absence jerked me into focus. ‘I haven’t been back in years . . .’ I began.

‘Before you ask,’ Liv interrupted, leaning over to rap his knee with her clutch bag, ‘they don’t learn how to mix cocktails while waxing their own bikini lines, so if you’re coming along to the reception to check them out, you’re going to be disappointed. We all know what your ideal woman is. And you won’t find her type here.’

I glanced between Liv and Jamie as the penny dropped. I’d wondered why he’d been at the service – though it was lovely of him to pay his respects to a woman he’d rarely met, Jamie was very busy. He and his friend, Howard, owned a company that arranged parties for the sort of clients who were mad enough to demand special cocktails to be served at their Shih Tzu’s third birthday party – and rich enough to pay for them. But when Liv put it like that . . . He wanted to see inside the Academy for potential conquests and/or posh waitresses. My heart deflated a little.

‘That is not what my ideal woman . . . oh, forget it, Liv,’ said Jamie, seeing my crestfallen face. ‘I came because I know how much Franny meant to Betsy, and I happened to be in London this week. I’m glad I did.’ He turned to me, and said, with the grave charm that kept a stream of Olympic skiers and party girls swooning in glossy heaps all over London’s hottest nightclubs, ‘She was obviously a real lady of the old school, and if it’s any consolation, I think she passed on a great deal of that to you.’

I blushed, and Liv coughed, hard, to disguise a snort.

The trouble with Jamie’s famed charm was that it was hard to take him very seriously off duty. Besides, it wasn’t true. Franny had done her best to pass on a lifetime of hints and tips, but I just didn’t have her natural grace. That wasn’t something any finishing school could teach; it was something you were born with.

The traffic began to move again and I grabbed the chance to stare out of the window so he couldn’t see my expression. We were moving up Knightsbridge now, getting nearer Mayfair and the tall townhouses near the Academy, and my heart began to thump in anticipation of the moment when I’d have to get out of the car and not have Jamie’s leg pressing against mine.

I mean, face the other guests at the reception.

‘He’s right, for once, Betsy,’ said Liv. ‘You are like her.’

‘That’s really sweet of you to say,’ I squirmed. ‘But Franny was gracious and chic and had fabulous parties and knew everyone. I never know what to say and I’m still doing my holiday job after five years, even though I’m a university graduate.’ I sighed, not wanting to go down that particular route. ‘She just knew how to make people feel better about themselves. That’s proper manners.’

‘But you’re . . .’ Liv began.

‘I’m not,’ I said flatly. ‘I wish I was.’

‘She didn’t manage to teach you how to accept a compliment,’ said Jamie. He nudged me, until I turned back and had to look at him. His greyish eyes twinkled with a sad sort of friendliness, and I wished he’d been paying me the compliment under happier circumstances. I managed a small, non-stupid smile, then readdressed my attention to the traffic lights on Piccadilly, so he couldn’t see the gormlessness that broke through.

‘Anyway!’ said Liv, slapping her tiny, tanned knees. ‘We’ve done the sad part, let’s concentrate on remembering the good bits! Let’s talk about the way Nancy and Kathleen used to throw duchess parties for you when you were little and Franny would lend you her tiara and fur coat!’

‘Really?’ Jamie cocked an eyebrow and something melted inside me. ‘Any chance of doing that . . . Oh, excuse me.’ He reached inside his suit pocket and took out both his phones, then answered one. ‘It’s work. Hello, Jamie O’Hare speaking. Lily! Hello! Yes, the ice sculptor should be with you any minute; the question is, are you ready for him?’

Liv rolled her eyes at me. ‘When you turn your social life into your job, I suppose the fun never stops. Or the work never starts, whatever.’

I rolled my eyes back. We’d turned down Full Moon Street now, and were only moments away from the reception.

‘Are you OK?’ she mouthed, all concern, and I nodded bravely.

‘Let’s stop here,’ I said. ‘I’d like to walk.’

Jamie leaned forward to talk to the driver, phone still clamped to his ear. I could hear the distant honking of Chelsea panic. ‘Can you drop these two lovely ladies here, please, then take me back to Cadogan Gardens, mate? Cheers.’ He sat back. ‘Sorry, I can’t stay for the bunfight, I’ve got a hostess in distress with an engagement party at seven. Themed round Dirty Dancing. You don’t want to know what I’ve had to arrange.’

‘You came to the most important part,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

Jamie smiled and rubbed my upper arm. ‘My pleasure.’

Liv was busy getting out and paying the driver, and for a second or two, my eyes locked with Jamie’s as his hand rested on my coat sleeve, and I thought he might say something else. Or the conversation fairy might help me out with a witty comment. But the silence stretched, and then Liv’s hand grabbed mine and we were walking down Full Moon Street, towards the Academy.

Although I’d often been back to the mews cottage where my adoptive grandmothers, Kathleen and Nancy still lived, I hadn’t set foot inside the Tallimore Academy itself since I was twelve years old – for various reasons. Their cottage was warm and cosy, full of cakes and impenetrable nannyisms about ‘not being at home to Miss Rude’, whereas the big house was much more imposing altogether. An old chill of anticipation fluttered in my stomach when I spotted the familiar brass plaque next to the red door.

I’d felt the same flutter as a little girl, walking down the street after my afternoon turn around Green Park with Nancy. There was always something intriguing to spot in the upper windows of the Academy, some romantic lesson in the mysterious grown-up world awaiting the shrieking Sloane girls I saw streaming in every morning, with their padded jackets and long hair.

In winter, the four-storey facade was like a living advent calendar with a different scene behind each lighted square: blond girls waltzing together in the old ballroom where moulded plaster vines were picked out in gold above glittering crystal chandeliers, and on the floor beneath them, the Social Dining class, struggling with a plateful of oysters and seven different glasses.

On very hot summer days, the sash windows at the front were opened, and Nancy and I would catch the sounds of a piano being hammered and enthusiastic singing as we walked down the street. Not that we ever went in through the red door; we took a side alley two houses down that ran into the mews behind the street, and from there let ourselves into Kathleen’s kitchen, where table manners were more rigidly enforced than they were in the class. Both Kathleen and Nancy were well into their sixties when I arrived, and were fond of the ‘elbows off, napkins on, plenty of prunes and early nights’ approach to child-rearing.

Now I thought about it, I’d had a very Bridehead Revisited sort of childhood, though it had seemed perfectly normal at the time . . .

I was jolted out of this daydream by Liv nudging me.

‘I said, did it take you long to get everything arranged, Betsy?’ she asked, in a tone that suggested I’d probably done everything in an hour. I had a reputation for organising which, to be honest, wasn’t one hundred per cent deserved.

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t do very much, really. I did offer, but it’s been so busy in the shop, and Lord T insisted that he’d manage it all himself. In fact, he specifically told me not to take time off work and come down.’ I paused, wondering now if I’d done the right thing. ‘I thought it was best to let him, you know, keep busy.’

Keeping busy was my personal therapy when things were bad. Right now, my flat and the shop were absolutely gleaming, with every account filed and shelf spotless. A couple of days after Franny’s funeral I’d even arrived early and polished the windows, to the amazement of the assistants. I’d used vinegar and newspaper. That was one of Nancy’s Good Housekeeping tips, not Franny’s.

‘Probably for the best,’ Liv agreed. ‘I suppose there’d be people at the Academy to help? The headmistress?’

‘Mm,’ I said, distracted by the middle-aged ladies with ‘good legs’ already heading towards Number 34 like honey-blond bees: obviously old Tallimores from their confident sashay in high heels.

‘And there’s always Kathleen and Nancy,’ she went on. ‘I can’t imagine they’d stand by and let him undercater a party. You know what Kathleen’s like,’ Liv went into a terrible impression of Kathleen’s Lancashire solidness, with her hands on her non-existent hips, ‘If a party’s worth having, it’s worth having wi’ lots of sandwiches. A cake shared is a pleasure halved. Better to feed the birds after, than starve the guests before.’

Kathleen and Nancy communicated entirely in pithy sayings, most of which I now suspected them of making up to suit the occasion.

‘At least there’ll be plenty to eat,’ I said. ‘That’s one thing you can be sure of. That and the three hundred thank-you notes Lord T will get in exactly twenty-four hours’ time.’

We were nearly outside the house, and as we approached, our pace slowed as we tried to pretend we weren’t looking at the famous Doorstep of the Abandoned Child.

Over the years, Franny, Nancy and Kathleen had told the story about the Cooper’s marmalade box left on the Academy’s front step so many times that it was sometimes hard to remember it was actually me inside it. Obviously, I had no memory of it myself, and what I’d really wanted to hear wasn’t what had happened, but how excited and delighted they were to find me there, and how Franny had sent to Harrods for nappies.

I’d told the tale quite often myself at school, admittedly with a few elaborations involving cloaked figures and tearstains on the blanket, and there were times when I’d even made myself cry with second-hand pathos, along with everyone around me. But as I got older, and started thinking more deeply about why my mother might have left me, and where she might be now, I wasn’t sure it was healthy to feel so detached. The simple truth was that I wanted to feel something – but there was nothing there, except the little bee pendant that I wore every day around my neck on a gold chain Franny had given me.

I tried to feel a flicker of something now, seeing the front doorstep where the box had been wedged against the bootscraper, but all I could see was tatty ivy clinging to a frontage that needed a lick of paint.

‘Head up, shoulders back, chest out,’ said Liv, as she rapped the lion’s-head door knocker. ‘Just remember the happy times, OK?’

It wasn’t quite so straightforward as that though, I thought. Much as I loved Franny and the graceful, white-shouldered vision of high-society elegance she represented, there were other memories attached to the Academy for me. Painful ones that I thought I’d put to one side, but which were now rising up inside my chest like acid reflux.

The red front door was opening. The nostalgic smell of polish and high ceilings and fresh flowers rushed out to meet me, making my head spin with recognition.

‘Betsy?’ Liv’s voice sounded far away. ‘Are you all right?’

I took a half-step back away from the black-and-white tiles of the entrance hall, but then I saw a familiar face and my manners took over. Without thinking, I stood up straighter, pulled my shoulders back and put on my best smile.

Lord Pelham Tallimore, my adopted father and the official host, stood at the door, his wiry frame thinner than normal in his dark Savile Row suit. He’d put a crimson silk hankie in the top pocket, in a melancholy attempt to comply with the cheerful dress code, but his face was grey and tight with strain beneath his white hair.

I wished I could hug him, but the only time Lord T voluntarily submitted to having anyone put their arms round him in public was when his tailor took his chest measurement. His expression, though, softened when he saw me, and I smiled, hoping he’d read the hug in my eyes.

‘Betsy,’ he said, reaching out for my hands, ‘and Olivia, how lovely. Come in.’

There’s an irony, I thought, as he kissed my cheek and welcomed me inside. Me, being welcomed into the Tallimore Academy by the very man who’d decided, nearly a decade ago, against his own wife’s wishes, that it wasn’t appropriate for me to attend.
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A good handshake should be firm but not tight, with three shakes up and down, hinging at the elbow, and plenty of eye contact.

The day I found out that I wasn’t allowed to join the Academy girls in their napkin-folding, prince-meeting etiquette classes was the day my life stopped being like something from one of Nancy’s well-thumbed Georgette Heyer novels, and turned into something more approaching real life.

Actually, I’m being melodramatic. I was eighteen. Real life had definitely cut in – I’d already failed two driving tests and had my ears pierced. What I mean, I suppose, is that, for the first time, I was forced to consider the possibility that I might not be the abandoned baby of a wronged actress/broken-hearted heiress/tubercular ballerina. I might not be special at all.

Up till then, I’d enjoyed the luxury of a mysterious past that made first the Academy girls, and then my own schoolfriends go gratifyingly misty-eyed, but with the comforting safety net of Franny, Nancy and Kathleen’s absolute devotion. Franny treated me exactly as if I were her own little girl, and, to be honest, I felt as if I was. It’s hard to miss your ‘real’ mother when you don’t even know what colour her eyes are, and Franny couldn’t have loved me more than she did. Lord T and I weren’t what you’d call close, but he sorted me out with a dog and made sure my pocket money was up-to-date.

I went to a smart primary behind Buckingham Palace until I was eleven, and then Franny sent me to her old boarding school in Yorkshire. I met Liv on our first night, tearfully scoffing a Pot Noodle and chicken nuggets because ‘it reminded her of home’. Liv’s dad, Ken, was an Irish property wideboy who’d made a pile from correctly guessing which areas of London would go from scummy to trendy in the time it took him to install Ikea kitchens and new loos, and her mum, Rina, was a retired fashion model who’d been the ‘legs’ of various famous stockings. Liv and I were both outsiders, among the 24-carat posh girls: Lanky Liv had a half-Irish, half-London accent that didn’t fit in with everyone else’s drawly yahs; I had carroty hair and dressed just like you’d expect someone who’d grown up in a finishing school would: pearls, kitten heels, Laura Ashley floral skirts. We clicked at once.

I tried hard at school, knowing how expensive the fees were, and I was popular enough, given that my best subject was Maths, which I loved because everything added up, there was always a right answer and no room for mystery whatsoever. But as my final year approached, and we started to talk about jobs and university, something strange happened. I started thinking about my mother, and the Academy and that sad hope she’d written on the note: I want her to grow up to be a proper lady. I hadn’t really followed what was happening at the Academy since I’d been away, and from what I remembered, I wasn’t sure if I needed to learn half the stuff on offer, unless International Economists also had to lay the dinner table before hosting summits. But it seemed like the only way I’d ever connect to my shadowy birth mother, even if she never knew I’d been, as well as pleasing Franny, who ran it, so I decided it’d be as good a gap year as any.

It didn’t work out like that.

At the end of the summer, Franny and Lord T took me out for lunch at the Savoy Grill to celebrate my A-level grades, and after some discussion about what kind of dog would result if Lord T bred his Great Dane with their neighbour’s evil little Border Terrier (a Great Derrière, we decided), the conversation turned to my ‘future plans’. The atmosphere up till then had been quite merry, and I was sure that Franny was hinting that I should get myself a cashmere twinset in readiness for some tea strainer and placecard action.

I beamed at her over the cheese platter, and said, ‘Liv reckons we should drive across America and make a road movie, but she’s failed her test again, so that’s not on. I thought I might have my gap year in London and learn some manners?’

Franny smiled sadly and pulled her triple string of pearls tight, and I knew something was wrong.

I followed her gaze to Lord T, who was gouging awkwardly at the Stilton in a fashion that wouldn’t have passed muster in the Academy’s social dining class.

‘Finishing school’s wasted on a girl like you,’ he mumbled, flushing and spraying a tenner’s worth of crumbs over the tablecloth. ‘Get yourself a degree, something useful . . . How about Durham? Know some people there . . . My old college, jolly good Maths faculty . . .’

I felt as if I’d just swallowed a wasp. A girl like me? What sort of girl was that?

Even though I had every intention of going to uni, thank you very much, I was stunned. I tried to tell myself that it was a compliment, that he was proud of my academic achievements, but I couldn’t get round the fact that he clearly thought there was no point wasting time or money trying to turn me into something I wasn’t.

I’d never felt more adopted in my whole life. I wanted to slide under the table with humiliation.

Franny leapt in at once. ‘Pelham, it’s up to Betsy where she studies!’ She glanced at me and her eyes were full of something I hadn’t seen before: frustration. ‘How about LSE, darling, nearer home? With your grades, they’ll be begging you to apply!’

But she didn’t try to talk him round and something inside me curled up into a tight ball.

Well, I thought, grimly, if he wants me to go away, I’ll go away.

That afternoon I applied to St Andrews – the furthest British university I could find – and moved up to Scotland where I turned my back on everything the Academy stood for. Manners, etiquette, twinsets, behaving like Audrey Hepburn – it hurt even to think about it. Much to Liv’s horror, I gave all my kitten heels to Oxfam, and bought cargo pants, and vowed I’d never, ever write a stupid bloody placecard.

It broke my heart that I hadn’t been able to be what my mother wanted, but if she’d known what the entry requirements were, maybe she should have thought about putting a pedigree in the Cooper’s marmalade box with me, not a plea for help and a necklace.

I got over it, of course. Franny refused to acknowledge my hurt silence and sent me Fortnum & Mason hampers and funny letters full of advice and gossip and passed on worried queries about whether I was eating enough (from Kathleen) and wearing thermals (from Nancy). In the end, as I told Liv, I was glad I hadn’t wasted precious time on curtseying: I learned more useful things in one Freshers’ Week than I would have done in a year of napkin-folding. I left with a first-class degree and ten different hangover cures, and started my life over again in Edinburgh, where no one would have believed the ‘left in a box at a finishing school’ story even if I’d told them. Which I didn’t.

I thought I didn’t care about the Academy any more. And yet, standing there on the doorstep, a grown woman with a proper job and her own flat, I felt a weird sense that there was something waiting for me behind the door that I didn’t even know about yet. Like one of those spooky ‘and this is how your life could have gone’ films.

‘Come in, Betsy,’ said Lord T and I realised I was hovering, blocking his polite attempts to shake Liv’s hand. ‘And thank you for coming, Olivia.’

‘Oh, my pleasure,’ said Liv and I could see Lord T melt under her most concerned smile. Liv had that effect on people, even men who usually talked to women as if they were dangerous.

I took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold, looking round at the reception unfolding beneath the old crystal chandeliers. Between the swooping staircase on one side and the table of wineglasses and teacups on the other, the hall was packed with women, all somewhere between the ages of thirty and seventy, although you couldn’t pin an exact age on a single one of them. They were stylishly dressed in flattering pastel shades, engaged in animated conversation, and most were wearing nude shoes to elongate their legs.

Lord T stuck by my side, seeming a bit lost amidst the female hordes. ‘What on earth are they laughing about?’ he asked, more bemused than upset. ‘Half of them were in floods half an hour ago. I’m down to my last handkerchief and I brought four.’

‘Drinks!’ said Liv, stealing my own ‘get out of jail free’ conversation card. ‘That’s what we need! I’ll go and get some tea!’

Before I could reply, two sisters beetled up and accosted us with outstretched hands to shake. Tallimore girls were not backwards at coming forwards in a cocktail party situation.

‘Betsy! It’s Marcia Holderstone!’ said one of them. ‘You won’t remember me but I used to plait your hair, do you remember, in Personal Grooming! You must have been about six! How lovely to see you again!’

I found myself smiling as my hand was grasped and shaken warmly. There was something effortless about confidence like that. I really envied it. Franny taught me all the tricks about walking through a party, head high, pretending you knew everyone, but women like Marcia really did know everyone; she’d probably been networking since she was knee-high to a Shetland pony.

‘Oh, we had such a wonderful year here, didn’t we, Kate?’ Marcia turned to her sister, and then suddenly turned serious and sympathetic as her funeral manners kicked in. ‘We’re so sorry for your loss, Lord Tallimore. And you, Betsy. Lady Frances was marvellous. I still think of her every time I pack my suitcase. Shoes at the bottom, clean knicks in the . . .’

‘I don’t think Lord Tallimore needs to know the details,’ said Kate, quickly.

I glanced at his frozen expression. In Lord T’s circles, the women were trained for social occasions and the men drank port and communicated about death and childbirth via grunts. It must be torture, I thought, hearing how everyone adored his wife and not having the faintest idea what to say.

‘That’s the secret of a well-packed case, isn’t it!’ I interjected, in a voice that sounded a bit higher than my normal one. ‘No one sees the details!’

‘Absolutely! Oh, it’s such a thrill to be back!’ Marcia’s eyes darted around. ‘Can we see the old ballroom, do you think?’ she asked, already gazing up the curving staircase to the teaching rooms on the first floor. ‘Do you remember, Kate, learning the fashion catwalk?’

‘Ah no!’ Lord Tallimore sprang to life with a sudden cough. ‘No, I rather think Miss Thorne has decided to keep the reception to one room . . . health and safety, you see . . .’

‘Oh! Of course, yes.’ Marcia recovered but looked disappointed. ‘What a shame.’ She shook his hand again. ‘Mustn’t monopolise you, I’m sure everyone wants to share their condolences.’

I spotted the hovering line of women waiting to have similar conversations, all primed with kind comments. Funerals, broken engagements, hairs in soup: Tallimore girls were well briefed on every awkward situation up to and including alien abduction. No cringe-making silences with unintroduced Martian warlords for them. I touched Lord T’s arm as Marcia and Kate swayed towards the buffet and the next commiseree approached. ‘Would you like a moment on your own? I know it’s a strain thinking of new things to say every time. If you want to slip out to the library, I can bring some tea . . .’

‘No, duty first.’ Lord T grimaced as if he were about to be shot at dawn, then dropped his voice. ‘Maybe in quarter of an hour? If you see me trapped in a corner? Frances used to wait for me to put my spectacles on, then she’d shimmer over and save me. Subtle, you know.’ He looked forlorn, and I suddenly saw what a team they’d been for forty-odd years.

‘OK,’ I whispered back, and he squared his shoulders and went back to his task.

I was gasping for a cup of tea, though, and my eyes darted greedily around the hall as I headed for the table. I kept seeing things I’d forgotten about: the moody painting of the first Lady Tallimore draped on a chaise longue (her magnificent Georgian bosom painted over by a disapproving Victorian ancestor), the china bowls of potpourri on dark oak sidetables, the framed photographs of each year’s intake adorning the deep red walls. All just as I remembered.

Liv was deep in conversation with a flamboyant-looking granny, so I picked up a cup and drifted over to the wall of photographs, which began with pre-war smiles and neat ankles and ended around 1995, in a cloud of Elnett hairspray. Automatically, I looked for the 1981 photograph, ‘my’ year – a dozen or so girls arranged around the rose garden seats, all looking up from under their floppy Duran Duran fringes with bashful expressions and pearlised pink lipstick.

I wondered what they all looked like now – how many of them were here? And whether they would remember me, and my arrival on the steps. Whether, in fact, they knew who might have put me there?

Ever since Franny’s funeral, I’d been having the same nagging thought: who knew where my birth mother was now? Over the years, I’d daydreamed various dramatic meetings with my biological parents but I’d never thought seriously about actually tracing them. As far as I was concerned, Franny was my ‘real’ mother, and though she’d never made a secret of my mysterious beginnings, her eyes filled with unbearable sadness whenever I asked about it, so I rarely did. But now Franny wasn’t here to be hurt, I’d started to wonder if it mightn’t be the time to start investigating. The only trouble was, I thought, staring at the Class of ’81, I had nothing to go on but a note, and a necklace. But if anyone was going to know something, surely it would be here?

I peered closer at the frilly collars and blue eyeliner. Maybe even in this very photograph . . .

‘Oh my God! Didn’t we all look awful! Look at me in that ludicrous ruffly shirt. I look like someone’s just assaulted me with aerosol cream.’

I jumped as a woman in a Pucci print dress loomed up behind me. She’d taken the ‘cheerful’ dress code to heart, and added turquoise shoes and perched a jaunty feather fascinator in her black geometric bob in case her swirly dress wasn’t quite cheerful enough. She was carrying it off, though. Her eyes twinkled naughtily, as if she knew me, but I wasn’t sure whether we knew each other well enough for me to agree with her about her hideous blouse, or not.

‘Oh, um, I think ruffles are coming back in,’ I hazarded.

‘Only if you’re a female impersonator, darling.’ She waved her hands in the air, nearly spilling her wine. ‘But you’re far too young to know how embarrassing these clothes are! If you’re who I think you are, you popped up about three days after that photograph was taken! While we were all queueing down the Mall to get a peek at Charles and Diana, the real excitement was unfolding on our doorstep! Quite literally! It’s Betsy, isn’t it? The Tallimore baby?’

I felt my cheeks go hot under her frank gaze. Seriously posh people could be incredibly direct, even with intensive finishing, it would seem. ‘Um, yes. I’m very sorry, but I don’t remember . . .’

‘Well, how would you, darling? You were teeny enough to stash in an evening bag last time I saw you.’ Her eyes creased up as she smiled. ‘I’m Nell, Nell Howard. Or Eleanor, as I was here. Are you still Betsy Tallimore, or have you racked up some double-barrels yet?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘I’m still Betsy Tallimore.’

‘Ah, not a true Tallimore girl until you’ve bagged a few spouses,’ she said, with a sardonic flick of her black brows. ‘Miss Thorne must have had shares in The Great Trading Company wedding list, the way she banged on about the importance of getting ourselves shacked up. Well, hello, Betsy.’

I juggled my teacup and biscuit while she expertly juggled her wineglass and sideplate, and we shook hands.

‘So, do tell,’ she went on, chattily, ‘did you ever track down your real ma and pa? Oh, sorry! Personal questions!’ She slapped her own wrist and looked slightly, but not very, remorseful. ‘I’m not the most tactful conversationalist – used to get some dirty looks from Miss Vanderbilt. But if you don’t ask, and all that . . .’

‘No, I never tried,’ I admitted. ‘I was very happy. The Tallimores were all the family I needed, and Nancy and Kathleen looked after me . . .’

‘Oh, I can imagine those two! Mother hens! But you never even looked?’ Nell squinted at me as if I was standing in front of a bright light. She had the squinty tanned face of the habitual ski/sun/sand Sloane, who’d happily take a few wrinkles in the name of snow, wine and shrieks of hysterical laughter.

I shook my head. ‘I think it would have hurt too many feelings.’

That wasn’t the whole truth: I had to admit to a fair bit of suspicion about my father’s identity, at least, though I’d never have said.

Everything pointed to feckless Hector, Franny’s runaway black sheep son, with the aristocratic good looks, and the debt management problem. Why else would the Tallimores have taken me in and looked after me like their own if they weren’t secretly sure that he’d had a hand – at the very least – in my arrival? From what I’d managed to glean from Kathleen, he was irresponsible enough, had access to a veritable sweet shop of impressionable girls, and he’d skipped off to Argentina years ago, which in Nancy’s book(s) was standard Guilty Rake Behaviour. If there were any photos of Hector twiddling a moustache while posing next to a sportscar, the evidence would be complete.

Sadly for my detective ambitions, there were no photos of Hector, because Franny had hidden them all, apart from the one by her bed – which, to my mind, explained why she doted on me the way she did. I was the last link with him. Nancy had looked after Hector as a baby and missed him too, so I couldn’t ask, but a couple of times, I managed to enter into a dark hinting exchange with Kathleen. She insisted she didn’t know my father’s identity, but that she could ‘feel it in her water that whoever it was, wasn’t a million miles away from here. If you know what I mean.’

Nell didn’t need to know the complicated emotional reasoning behind all this though.

‘Besides,’ I said, as lightly as I could, ‘I didn’t mind not knowing. It meant I had nothing to live up to, or down to. I was just me!’

She tipped her head on one side and her feather fascinator bounced. ‘Fair enough.’

‘I did wonder whether it might be . . .’ I hesitated, surprised at myself. ‘Whether my mother might have been at the Academy? Someone who knew what time Kathleen collected the milk in the morning? Did anyone else wonder that?’

‘God, yes!’ Nell nodded. ‘Quite possible. Bit of an scandaloso year, that – tons of really gorgeous girls who ended up as models, three-second roles in a Bond film, Flake adverts, that sort of thing. And of course they went round town with the Kensington Hunt. Gosh.’ She fanned herself with an enthusiastic hand. ‘They were even more divine than the girls, to tell the truth. We’d be in some tedious dress-making lesson, and the horns would honk outside, and there they’d be – Rory, Simon, Hector . . . All floppy-haired and disgraceful, but so much fun. Everyone would squeal. Apart from Miss Vanderbilt, obviously. But even she went a bit pink around the gills, old Vanders.’

‘The Kensington Hunt?’ I repeated. ‘I didn’t know there were foxes round here.’

Nell fixed me with a look. ‘Did Lady Frances keep you in a bunker all your life, darling? They were terribly notorious in their day, always hot on the trail of girls. Foxy girls, I suppose. Hence the nickname. They used to hang out at the Admiral Cod, mostly, but any party would do. Hilarious up to a point, but they always went a bit too far – not much common sense. Hector Tallimore was the worst of the lot, which would explain why Lady Frances never mentioned it. He actually had a horn he’d blow if . . .’ She looked more curiously at me. ‘Now, did he ever turn up? The bold Hector?’

I shook my head. Nell had an outrageously forthright manner, but I was too curious to be offended. I just wanted her to keep on talking. It was like a gossip sugar rush. ‘He’s still in Argentina, as far as I know. Didn’t even come back for the funeral.’ I bit my lip. ‘It was very sudden, though – a brain tumour. By the time . . .’ I gulped. Even I had missed the very end.

‘I heard.’ Nell sighed. ‘He always was utterly unworthy of his mother, darling. Anyway, moving on . . .’

‘So, you think my mother was one of these girls?’ I asked, pointing at the photograph, my pulse hammering with the thrill of asking proper questions at last. ‘One of your friends?’

Nell barked with laughter. ‘My year? I don’t think so! Look at us!’ She gestured at the photograph with her glass. The wine sloshed. ‘Bunch of heifers! The only film we’d end up in would be Alien! No, they were a year older. We all got mixed up, you know – some people did one term, some did three or four.’

But I was already searching for the 1980 photograph. ‘1979 . . . 1982 . . .’ I turned to Nell. ‘It’s not here.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Her cat’s eyes widened and she put a finger on her chin. ‘Ooh! The plot thickens. I must say, they weren’t the most popular year. Not with the staff, anyway.’ She winked.

‘Elizabeth! And Eleanor Howard! What a nice surprise!’

I whisked round to find Miss Thorne, the new headmistress, right behind us.

No, not new headmistress, I corrected myself. She’d been running the place for four years, since Miss Vanderbilt retired. The trouble was, it was very hard to think of the Tallimore Academy without thinking first of Franny, then of Miss Vanderbilt. I imagined Miss Thorne was probably more aware of that than most.

Nell discreetly tipped back the remains of her wine then looked in surprise at her glass. ‘Goodness! I’ve run dry! Miss Thorne, can I get you a cup of tea? You must be parched. Betsy? No? Excuse me for a moment, won’t you?’

And she slid off into the throng, leaving me with Miss Thorne, who I could tell was marking my outfit out of ten. I didn’t care: my brain was still whirling with drunken hi-jinks and cads in dinner jackets, and the possibility that I might have Bond girl blood running through my veins. Was that better or worse than impoverished ballerina? It certainly felt more real, all of a sudden.

I concentrated on standing up straight and saying the right thing to Miss Thorne. She had been the Nice Cop to the redoubtable Miss Vanderbilt’s Really Rather Disappointed Cop and although Miss Thorne was generally much freer with her compliments, they tended to be the sort of compliments that exploded on closer examination. She also had favourites, of which I knew I wasn’t one, not being tiny or fabulously wealthy or related to a polo player (as far as anyone knew).

‘Elizabeth! You read very nicely, dear,’ she said, offering a small soft hand and I managed a nod. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but I must say, I wouldn’t have recognised you! So chic!’

Miss Thorne stood back so she could get a proper professional view of me. I was at least five inches taller than her, despite her stout heels.

‘Thank you,’ I said, pleased despite the obvious way she was marking out of ten. I tried hard to be chic. After my angry university grunge phase, which only made me look like a lumberjack Ronald McDonald, I’d settled back into a sort of Jackie O middle ground of simple neutral separates – which had the added advantage of not costing much and being easy to match first thing in the morning – and minimal make-up, just crimson lips and mascara, which I normally ended up doing on the bus. Just enough to make me look coloured-in.

‘But where’s all that adorable curly hair?’ Miss Thorne went on, taking in my blue shift and gold flats. ‘What was it the girls used to call you?’ She affected not to remember but I knew she knew. ‘The film, you know, with the ghastly dog and the dancing . . .’

‘Annie,’ I said, reluctantly.

‘Yes! Little orphan Annie! How funny.’

The warmth drained out of my smile, though I didn’t let it drop. It wasn’t a nickname I liked for a number of reasons, but I could hardly pretend I didn’t remember. It was largely because of that nickname that I’d spent two arm-wrecking months teaching myself to blow-dry my coppery frizz into submission. I could do a salon-perfect finish in under fifteen minutes now, and my hairdryer doubled as a crème brûlée torch.

Miss Thorne either didn’t see my awkwardness or chose to gloss over it. ‘So what are you up to now?’ she went on. ‘Is there a lucky chap? Or are you still working?’

‘I’m focusing on my career at the moment,’ I smiled, so my voice would sound cheerful, though I didn’t feel it. ‘It keeps me very busy.’ There was no way I was going to tell Miss Thorne that not only was I conducting a one-woman survey into the very good reasons why the remaining single men of Edinburgh were still single, I was also using my famous Maths degree to work out sale discounts on diamante sandals.

She carried on staring at me, which was the socially acceptable way of saying ‘and?’ My mouth started moving on its own under the force of her gaze. ‘I work in brand positioning and market analysis,’ I stammered, crossing my fingers and thinking of the January sales plan I’d just drawn up for Fiona, the somewhat highly-strung owner of the shoe shop where I work. I did sometimes wonder if Fiona had won The Glass Slipper in a raffle, rather than made a conscious business plan.

Miss Thorne’s bright eyes glittered and she tilted her head to one side, watching my face. ‘How marvellous! Who are you working with? Is it one of those big companies I might have seen on the news?’

‘I don’t think so . . .’ I flushed even more. That’s the worst thing about having skin the colour of milk: no fake tan, no sunbathing and absolutely no blushing. ‘It’s a shoestring operation.’

I was saved from having to think up further shoe-related semi-fibs by a slender forty-something woman in a pink boucle suit, who sailed up behind us and touched Miss Thorne on the arm. ‘Miss Thorne? Julia Palmer? From the Somerset Palmers? So sorry to hear about . . .’

‘Piggy Palmer!’ cried Miss Thorne, turning away from me as if I’d never been there. ‘Look at you, my dear!’

Piggy – who must have been piggy a very long time ago from the state of her toned calves – flinched, then gamely re-engaged her warm smile.

I took the opportunity to slide away, scanning the room for any sign of Nell Howard, but she’d vanished into the sea of silk dresses and Chanel jackets. My brain was buzzing with questions I desperately wanted to ask her: it might just be old gossip to Nell, but to me, it was the first direct connection to the flesh and blood woman who’d dumped me here.

Had there been one red-headed girl she might remember?

And exactly what sort of things went on with these reckless rich boys?

Did Hector Tallimore have a particular girlfriend?

Did she recognise my little bee necklace, the one I was wearing right now, and never took off?

I nudged my way into the throng, conscious that my stomach was making most inelegant noises. I hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch the previous day, which was highly irregular, since Getting A Good Breakfast was something Kathleen had drilled into me from an early age. ‘The bigger the day, the bigger the breakfast,’ she’d insist, shovelling three different types of egg on to my plate. I’d skipped breakfast with her this morning for that very reason – I was far too tense to eat, much less deal with roaring indigestion.

Now, though, I was starting to feel decidedly peckish, and I headed towards the sandwiches. If I knew Franny, I thought, she’d have left specific instructions about the catering: no crusts, plenty of tiny cakes and cloth napkins all round.

The post-memorial spread was laid on a long table beneath the first Lady Tallimore’s lascivious oil portrait, and I began helping myself to the cucumber sandwiches and scones. I was disappointed to see that the plates were already looking rather picked through, with telltale spaces between the parsley sprigs. Out of habit, born from Kathleen’s catering tips, I shuffled the remaining egg and cress sarnies together, so they’d look nicer, when suddenly the silver sandwich platter slid backwards out of my reach and I heard an audible tut.

I looked up in surprise. A dark-haired man in a black suit and tie that, going by the clashing colours, seemed to be from a very, very minor public school, was standing behind the table, holding the other end of the platter.

‘Two,’ he said, nodding at my plate. ‘Two sandwiches per person. And one scone half. Jam or cream?’

‘Excuse me?’ I said, in surprise.

‘Two sandwiches,’ he repeated. ‘You’ve got two there.’

I didn’t recognise him. Apart from Lord Tallimore, he was the only man in the sea of oestrogen and cashmere, which would have explained the nervous air on its own, but his brown eyes were darting back and forth, as if something was just about to go wrong, but he didn’t know where.

‘Are the sandwiches rationed?’ I said in a joking tone and tugged my end of the platter, which – I couldn’t believe it! – he refused to let go of. I tugged again, more meaningfully. ‘What if I don’t like egg and cress?’

‘There are enough sandwiches to go round,’ he said, ‘as long as people aren’t greedy. This is meant to be a quick buffet, not afternoon tea at the Ritz.’

I put my hand to my mouth in shock, and he took advantage of my confusion to seize control of the platter. Triumphantly, he pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up his long nose with one finger. I made a determined grab for another sandwich, but he was too quick and moved the platter just as a woman approached from my right; he made it look as if he wasn’t actually snatching the platter away from me, but offering it to her.

‘How rude!’ I gasped.

She looked at me before accepting the two (curling) egg and cress quarters and moving off, hurriedly, casting glances over her shoulder as she went.

Did I imagine that? I wondered, bewildered. Did I really just fight over the sandwiches with a caterer?

‘Have you had a cup of tea?’ he asked, politely.

‘One – so far.’ I glared at him. ‘Is that also limited?’

‘No, there’s plenty of tea,’ he said, then paused. ‘If you could just stick to one glass of wine, though. And keep your glass to save on washing up, if you don’t mind.’

What sort of firm was this? I put my plate down and sized him up. He seemed quite posh, but then most caterers I’d met in my attempts to cater launches for Fiona were posh bankers’ wives doing it for a hobby – maybe this was his post-Crunch career. It would explain the obsession with sandwich equity.
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