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I swallowed nervously. Helen and I were standing in front of her full-length mirror as she put some finishing touches to my make-up. Make-up! I’d never worn make-up to work before.

It wasn’t just the make-up, either. I’d been up an hour and a half already, being tutored by Helen on the arts of flirting (you have to stay in the same room as the person you’re trying to flirt with), smiling (push lips out before allowing corners of mouth to go up, and don’t show too many teeth), accepting a compliment (look up seductively and say ‘thank you’, then smile; don’t raise your eyebrows as if to suggest that the person complimenting you is an idiot), and what not to do with hands (drum fingers on the table, gesticulate vigorously), and it had just hit me that this wasn’t a game, this was real.
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 A Note from the Author

WHEN I WAS (SADLY MUCH) younger, I used to play a game with my girlfriends called ‘What If?’ We would pose What Ifs to each other - from the prosaic ‘What if you fell asleep and woke up and it was the end of term and time for exams and you hadn’t done any revision?’ to the more interesting ‘What if you found out you were adopted and your real mum was the Queen?’ to the utterly horrendous ‘What if you were getting changed for games and Mr—(any male teacher would do) walked in and saw you?’

It was a good enough game - we weren’t allowed to answer with pithy solutions (‘I’d fail; I’d make a great princess; I’d look the other way and pretend it never happened’); we had to go into detail, work through how we’d really, honestly respond to such a thing happening.

And the truth is, I never really grew out of it. That’s the great thing about writing - you can ask as many What Ifs as you like and answer them just as you want to. Which is how I came upon the plot of Jessica Wild’s adventure. What if you inherited loads of money? What if you had to convince someone to marry you just so you could get your hands on the money? What if that someone was your boss and really sexy, and you really weren’t in his league?

When I started thinking about this book, I’d just finished rereading The Importance of Being Earnest and I’d been taken aback by how many times I’d laughed out loud. The brilliance  and silliness combine to create a play that is utterly timeless, fabulously witty and incredibly entertaining. And then another What If occurred to me. What if I borrowed just a teensy weensy bit? What if I took a really unassuming heroine, the sort of girl who has been, and expects to be always, a supporting role for someone else’s story, then put her in a preposterous situation where nothing is straightforward and made her deal with it? What then?

The result of all these What Ifs is The Importance of Being Married. I hope you enjoy it.




Chapter 1

PROJECT: MARRIAGE

 




The product: Jessica Wild

I’m a product now?

Look, you’re the one who said we had to turn this into a business plan, remember?

Fine. I’m a product. Whatever . . .

 




Project mission: To rebrand product in order to make it irresistible to target audience, prompting target audience to declare its undying love for product and to propose marriage.

 




Timescale: 50 days

 



Target audience: Anthony Milton (product’s boss and gorgeous-looking advertising world A-lister)

 




Objectives for new brand:1. To be attractive to Anthony Milton.

2. So attractive that he asks product out.

3. And then asks product to marry him.

4. Oh, and all this has to happen in 50 days. Including the wedding.

5. This is the most stupid project I’ve ever worked on.




And the most lucrative. Remember, we’re talking about £4m here. That’s not to be sniffed at.

I’m not sniffing. I’m just planning what I’m going to do when it all goes wrong.



It won’t go wrong.

Easy for you to say, You’re not the one who has to do any of this.

 




Key features of product (positive): Um . . .

Small waist. Nice legs. Bit too serious, sometimes. And seriously crap when it comes to men.

Thanks.

You’re welcome.

 




Barriers to rebrand/issues to tackle:1. Target audience has so far shown no interest in product.

2. Product not remotely interested in target audience, either.



The gorgeous Anthony Milton? Come on, you must be slightly interested.

Not even a little bit. He’s not my type.

You have a type? You never go on dates. How can you have a type?

I don’t have a type; I just know who isn’t my type.

That’ll be men in general, then . . .

This is a bad idea. Maybe we should rethink . . .

Oh no you don’t. You agreed to do this. You can’t back out now.

Yes I can.

No, you can’t. Anyway, you don’t have a choice in the matter. We’ve already gone over the alternatives and they don’t exist.

Thanks for the reminder.

 




Strategies:
• Could I delegate this? Hire a supermodel to marry Anthony instead?

• Kind of defeats the point, doesn’t it? Look, it’s not that hard. You just need a haircut. Some new clothes. To learn to smile properly. And a bit of training in the art of seduction.

• I like my clothes. And my smile. And I’m not interested in the art of seduction.

• You will be when I’ve finished with you.

• You’re finishing with me? Is that a promise?





My flatmate Helen screwed up her nose. ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re not taking this entirely seriously?’

‘I have no idea,’ I said innocently. ‘Because I’m taking it very seriously indeed. In fact, I’m thinking about going to the library and researching marriage over the past two thousand years. You know, to glean top tips.’

Helen rolled her eyes. ‘Come on, Jess. This isn’t a joke. Are we doing this or not?’

I sighed. ‘Look, maybe we didn’t think this through properly. I could just call the lawyer. Come clean. Apologize and then forget all about this ridiculous idea.’

‘Is that what you want to do? Really?’ Helen demanded.

I went red and shook my head. There was no way I was calling the lawyer and admitting the truth. It would be too awful, too humiliating. It just wasn’t an option.

Helen shrugged. ‘So then tell me exactly what you’ve got to lose, Jess. I mean it.’

‘My dignity,’ I said immediately. ‘My independence. My . . .’

‘Debts?’ Helen suggested. ‘Your non-existent social life? Come on, Jess, when was the last time you went out?’

‘I don’t want to go out. Going out is highly overrated. As are marriage and relationships.’

‘How would you know? You never have relationships. And anyway, this isn’t a relationship; it’s a business proposition.’

I bit my lip. ‘Anthony won’t know it’s a business proposition. You’re saying you’re going to make him fall in love with me, but it’s never going to happen. This really is a huge waste of time.’

Helen narrowed her eyes and stared at me. ‘You’re not scared, are you?’

‘No!’ I said defensively. ‘Of course I’m not scared. I just think it’s a crazy idea.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Helen said, shaking her head. ‘You’re  scared. Jessica Wild, Miss “I Hate Marriage”, is scared of rejection. Admit it.’

I rolled my eyes, irritated. ‘I’m not scared of rejection,’ I said, pointedly. ‘I just know Anthony is never going to fall for this . . . this project. Or me, in fact. And I don’t particularly want him to, either. I’ve got better things to do with my time than go chasing after some womanizing man.’

‘Better things to do than inheriting four million pounds? Don’t be silly. Anyway, I think it would do you good to have a boyfriend.’

‘I bet you do,’ I said. ‘But I’m afraid that’s neither here nor there. Contrary to your belief system, I don’t think that men are the answer to everything. I don’t want a boyfriend. Don’t need one to validate me. I’m perfectly happy on my own.’ The words came out like a mantra, I’d said them so often. And I believed them, too. Marriage was fine for pretty young things who were happy to depend on a man, but it wasn’t for me. I knew better.

‘On your own and broke, you mean. So, fine, you’re happy on your own. But if this works out, you don’t just gain a gorgeous husband; you make four million pounds. I mean, come on. That’s got to be worth a shot, hasn’t it?’

I shrugged uncomfortably. She had me there. Four million was huge. It was a life-changing amount of money. ‘I’d still be married,’ I said.

‘You could always get divorced.’

I frowned. Sure, I didn’t believe in marriage, but I didn’t much like the idea of divorce, either. It smacked of failure, of having made a bad choice. Maybe Anthony and I could separate, I found myself thinking, then kicked myself. I was beginning to believe Helen’s hype. I wouldn’t be separated or divorced, because I wasn’t getting married. I might be humouring Helen, but Project Marriage was never actually  going to work. ‘Divorce. Great. Just what I’ve always dreamed of.’ Helen rolled her eyes at me. ‘Forget the divorce. Concentrate on the marriage. It would solve everything. You’ve got to at least try, haven’t you?’

I looked at her for a moment. It was insane. More than insane. But maybe she was right - maybe I had to give it a go, even just to rule it out, even just so that I didn’t always wonder ‘what if ’ . . .

‘Come on,’ Helen coaxed. ‘You know it’s the right thing to do. For Grace. For the house.’

I let my head hang back and let out a deep sigh. The house. Oh God. How had I got myself into such a mess?

‘So you’ll do it?’ Helen said. ‘You’ll give it a go?’

I realised she was never going to stop. That in itself was a good enough reason to try.

I folded my arms and looked at her carefully. ‘I’ll give it a go,’ I said, not quite believing what I was saying. ‘But I’m not doing anything I’m not comfortable doing. And I still think it’ll never work.’

‘Well, if it’s not going to work, you’ve got nothing to worry about,’ Helen said. ‘Have you?’

I sighed. ‘You think this is funny, don’t you?’ I said accusingly. ‘You think this is just a game.’

‘It is a game.’ Helen grinned. ‘It’s a game show. And the prize is huge. Come on, Jess. Lighten up.’

I caught her eye and frowned. I didn’t want to lighten up. I wanted all this to go away. But I knew it wasn’t going to. So instead I shrugged. I knew when I was defeated.

‘Yay!’ Helen clapped her hands together. ‘So, then, let’s go and get your hair cut,’ she said, handing me my coat. ‘Before you change your mind again.’




 Chapter 2

I SHOULD PROBABLY EXPLAIN about Project Marriage. And the four million pounds. The lawyer, too. I mean, you’re bound to have a few questions. Just promise not to judge before you’ve seen the whole picture. And even then, I’d appreciate it if you’d cut me just a little slack.

The story started a long time ago, in the tradition of all good fairy tales. Not so long ago that goblins were roaming the earth, but long enough for it to have got a little bit out of hand - two years, two months and six days ago, to be precise.

In fact, it started the day Grandma died. Well, not when she died so much as when she installed herself in a retirement home because, she kept saying, no one - meaning me - was going to be able to look after her properly if she didn’t. Grandma and I didn’t always get on well. She got left with me when I was two, when my mother died in a car accident. I didn’t have a father really - at least, Grandma didn’t know who he was and I certainly didn’t appear to understand the word ‘Daddy’ at the time - which meant that Grandma was forced into the breach. Not entirely voluntarily - as she regularly told me she could have done without another child to bring up, at her age. And once I was brought up, I did my best to be suitably grateful, to look after her, to visit her regularly and check everything was OK, but every time I saw her she found a new thing to criticize me for - my hair, my job, my friends, my car . . . I mean, I was used to it - I’d been brought up by her,  but when she mentioned the retirement home idea, I have to confess I jumped at it.

It seemed to suit her, too. She had new people to criticize, new reasons to complain. The staff hated her, the other residents were scared of her, and her venom for them meant that when I visited her we actually had something to talk about, which meant that we had the odd conversation that didn’t focus on my failings, which was very novel and incredibly welcome.

But that isn’t when the story starts. The story starts when Grace Hampton, Grandma’s next-door neighbour in the retirement home, happened to pass her room one day when I was visiting, and poked her head around the door. I was just telling Grandma about a new job I’d got at Milton Advertising, working for Anthony Milton, the golden boy of the advertising world, and in walked Grace and offered us both a cup of tea. Which was pretty surprising since Grandma had only had bad things to say about her scatty neighbour who read ‘stupid’ romance novels and watched far too much television (Grandma preferred long, turgid books that gave her headaches). Grace didn’t seem to notice Grandmas wide eyes, or her slightly brittle tone when she arrived back a few minutes later with three cups of tea, sitting down on the sofa with me and asking me all about my new job. Actually, for a sweet old lady she had very thick skin, and before I knew it she was always there when I visited Grandma, smiling expectantly at me, asking me about my life, like she was actually interested.

Then, a few months later, Grandma died and everything changed. Suddenly I was completely on my own. Grandma and I might not always have seen eye to eye but she was the only family I had in the world and now she was gone. I was going to miss her. I was going to miss my visits to Sunnymead, even if she spent them pulling my life apart and critiquing it.  She had been such a huge influence on my life - the biggest, and now . . . Well, now I was free, and I didn’t know what I was going to do with myself.

Well, that’s what I’d thought, anyway. Turned out I needn’t have worried on that front. I soon discovered that what I was going to do was organise a funeral and pay for it. Actually, it wasn’t the only thing I had to pay for. Grandma hadn’t thought to mention her failing heart to me; she also hadn’t thought to mention that she’d run out of money and owed Sunnymead several thousand pounds for her care. Grace was there when they told me, when they delicately put Grandma’s final bill under my nose. I did my best not to go white as I gripped it rather too tightly; as my eyes swam at the figures in black and white. Twenty-five thousand pounds in total. And right then Grace put her hand on mine and said, ‘You know, Jess, I wonder if you would do me a favour.’ To be honest, I wasn’t really in the mood to do anyone a favour - I was seeing my life flash before my eyes, a life of debt, of being broke. But I didn’t say that; I just smiled and said, ‘Sure.’ And then she said, ‘I wonder if you’d let me pay for your grandmother’s funeral. It would make me so very happy.’

I said no, of course, but she had a way of not taking no for an answer, and I knew that really it was her doing me the favour, but she was adamant all the way that it was the other way round. The funeral was beautiful, too - far more beautiful than it would have been if it had been left to me. Grandma might have been a strict Presbyterian, but Grace managed to turn the stark church into a beautiful place; turned a serious service into a huge celebration of Grandma’s life. She turned up in a pale pink suit, smiling at me and telling me that no one should ever wear black to a funeral, and she held my hand through the whole thing, giving me a handkerchief when to my own surprise I started to cry. ‘She loved you,’ she  whispered as Grandma’s body was lowered into the ground. ‘When you weren’t there, she couldn’t stop talking about you. She was so proud.’ And I wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth or not, but it was nice to hear.

Obviously, I offered to pay Grace back. But she always said no. She said that money didn’t matter, that what mattered was people, and company, and laughter and love. And that’s when she said that if I wasn’t too busy, she’d love it if I’d visit her from time to time. So I told her that of course I wasn’t too busy; I’d love to come and see her. Which was why, just days after Grandma was buried, I found myself back at Sunnymead. And the week after that, too. You see, Grace wasn’t much like Grandma, and visiting her didn’t seem like a chore at all; more like popping in to see a friend. All of a sudden I found myself looking forward to walking down Sunnymead’s corridors, to sitting beside Grace as we watched television and read magazines together, and discussed her favourite books. She’d tell me about her childhood - about Sudbury Grange, the house she grew up in, the house that had been in her family for generations. It was a large, rambling house in the country, she told me, full of little passages and surrounded by a huge garden where she and her brothers used to play all summer long.

I’d listen wistfully, wondering what it must have been like, to live somewhere like that with brothers and dogs and friends and trees to climb and places to hide. Even without Grandpa, who left a week after I arrived - he’d been having an affair, Grandma told me later at his funeral (he’d only survived a year without her, she pointed out victoriously, as though he’d brought his cancer on himself), but it was my arrival that sent him over the edge - Grandma’s house had been small and cramped. The few toys I’d owned weren’t allowed to leave my bedroom, weren’t allowed to clutter what little space she had. It wasn’t a house for children, she’d tell me in a way that let me  know I had intruded. It wasn’t a house that could cope with laughter or shouting or games or loud music, either. It appeared to be a house for reflection, for sitting quietly. Solitude, Grandma would tell me, was something to be valued. Friends couldn’t be trusted, men would always let you down, but you could depend on yourself. If you were happy on your own, then your life would always be satisfactory. And satisfactory was a good state of affairs, she’d add. Satisfactory was as high as one should aim for.

Grace, on the other hand, didn’t believe in solitude one bit. She loved people and noise and gossip. And I came to love her. Every time I went to see her, I left feeling slightly happier, slightly more comfortable in my skin. She always seemed to be interested in what I had to say, remembered things I said from one week to the next, and she never made me feel like I was inadequate or a failure; in fact, she made me feel like anything was possible. She was one of those people who assumed that everything would be a success - as opposed to Grandma, who assumed that things would fail. And if she was rather too fixated on my love life (or lack thereof), it wasn’t a big deal. At least, I thought it wasn’t.

Grace’s fixation would generally manifest itself halfway through my visit, when she would ask me if there was anyone special in my life. I’d give her a slightly incredulous smile and then, not wanting to upset her by admitting that the last thing I needed in my life was a man making demands on my time, I’d change the subject. It wasn’t like I didn’t like men. I mean they were fine, in their place. I just didn’t want one as a boyfriend. Didn’t have time for one. Romance, in my opinion, was a dangerous drug that turned sensible, independent women into gooey love-struck teenagers, and that was never going to happen to me. Not if I could help it. I had no interest in obsessing over some man who would only walk out on me, just like  Grandpa did, just like my own father must have done. The fact that men very rarely asked me out - or in fact showed any interest in me at all - was really quite convenient.

But Grace didn’t let it go. To her, the only thing that really mattered was ‘finding that special someone’. Every time I came to visit, she’d press her hand onto mine and ask me if that nice boss of mine had asked me out yet (her favourite romance novels were the sort where secretaries would be asked to take off their glasses and let down their hair, before their bosses would sweep them into their arms and declare their undying love), and I’d roll my eyes because that was never going to happen. I was fine on my own. More than fine. It was the way I liked things.

And so a little stalemate situation developed. When Grace asked me about my love life, I’d tell her about a project at work. When she asked me if my boss was still single, I brought up the coffee machine Helen and I had splurged on in an attempt to save money on lattes (for the record, don’t try it - they’re expensive and we still ended up buying coffee every morning). One visit I managed to spend nearly the entire two hours telling Grace about a campaign I was working on, and after all that, she fixed me with those twinkling eyes of hers and said, ‘So, Jess, how’s the husband-hunting going? Has that golden boy of the advertising world noticed you yet?’

I kept thinking that eventually she’d get bored, that she’d give up, that she’d accept that she was fighting a losing battle, but not a bit. Instead she just upped the ante, asking me about every single man I worked with, analysing them as potential husband material.

And then, finally, after months of avoidance, months of subject changes, incredulous eyebrow raises, and determined shrugs, I did something I’m not proud of. I invented a boyfriend.

OK, I know how bad that sounds. Inventing boyfriends is what you do when you’re thirteen. But you have to believe me when I say I didn’t have a choice. Or, if I did have a choice, it wasn’t really apparent to me at the time.

Fine, so most people would probably have thought of something else. But someone else probably would have had a boyfriend, too, so that isn’t exactly relevant.

But back to the story. It was a really warm, sunny day, and I arrived at Sunnymead Retirement Home a bit earlier than usual. There were doctors in the room, so I waited outside because, well, doctors freak me out a bit, frankly, with their tubes and their serious faces. So there I was, standing outside in the corridor, and I heard one of the doctors say, ‘I’m afraid, Grace, that it’s not looking good. The situation is worsening.’

And I didn’t know which situation was worsening, or what exactly didn’t look good, but when doctors use words like that the details don’t tend to be too important, do they? I shrank back and found myself getting all breathless and panicky because I didn’t want anything to happen to Grace, couldn’t bear it, and then the doctors left, and I forced myself to calm down and put a big smile on my face, because I figured she was going to need cheering up after news like that, and she looked so pleased to see me, and I wanted that cheery look to stay on her face and not to be replaced by fear, or despondency, or anything else bad.

The first thing Grace said was: ‘So, Jess, how are you? Any exciting news? Any nice men asked you out recently?’

And I was about to say, No, of course not, when I saw the little glimmer of hope in her eyes and knew suddenly that I couldn’t disappoint her again. Not now.

So instead what I said was: ‘Yes, actually! Guess what? I’ve got a date!’

You should have seen her face. It lit up like a beacon - her  eyes were shining, her mouth was smiling, and even through my guilt I couldn’t help but feel pleased with myself for making her so happy.

‘Who with?’ she asked. Immediately I started to rack my brain for a name, any name, but I’ve never been that great under pressure and my mind just went blank, so I just smiled, awkwardly, and Grace gave me a mischievous grin and said, ‘It isn’t with your handsome boss, is it? Anthony? Oh, tell me it’s Anthony Milton, please!’

In retrospect it would have been really easy to say no. When, later, I replayed this scene to myself, I realized there were a million and one things I could have said that would have been infinitely better than my actual answer. But I panicked. I’d just made up a date - I didn’t have the imagination to come up with any new information. ‘Anthony Milton?’ I found myself saying. ‘Um . . . Yes, that’s right. That’s who my date’s with.’

I should probably mention at this point that me going on a date with Anthony Milton was about as likely as me going on a date with Prince William. Or Justin Timberlake. Or James Bond. Anthony Milton was the proprietor and chief executive of Milton Advertising. He was tall, blond, handsome, successful and everyone loved him. A week didn’t go by when he wasn’t photographed in Advertising Weekly; a year didn’t go by when he wasn’t nominated for some award or other - mainly because his presence at an awards ceremony would guarantee that everyone in the advertising world would want to be there, too. Also, a day didn’t go by when he wasn’t fawned over by every woman in a four-mile radius.

He’d interviewed me for my job at Milton Advertising - he and Max, his deputy, who fired questions at me while Anthony smiled winningly as he told me how great the company was, making me lose my train of thought several times. Then, when  I got up to go, I caught Max’s eye and he grinned at me, and the next thing I knew I’d walked into a glass wall. When I say walked into, I mean it literally: bang slap, sore head, the whole works. Luckily Anthony had seen the funny side and still offered me a job; Helen helpfully pointed out that he’d probably been worried that I was going to sue him for dangerously placed glass walls and my physical and emotional distress after walking into one.

Of course, news spread about my interview, and by the time I actually started at Milton Advertising I was known as the girl-who-walked-into-walls. But that didn’t bother me - after several years working in data processing (Grandma had told me regularly I was lucky to have a job, and that it was very selfish of me to complain when some people hadn’t had half the chances I’d had in life), I finally had a job with prospects, one that might earn me a decent wage. Anthony had given me a chance, and I was going to grab it with both hands, even if I started out a bit of a laughing stock.

But I digress. The point was, Anthony wasn’t just out of my league, he was in a different stratosphere. Even if I was interested. Which I patently wasn’t.

‘Anthony Milton?’ she twinkled. ‘I knew it! I knew it the moment you told me you walked into his glass wall.’

So that’s how it all started. Just a date, just a little story to cheer Grace up. I never meant it to snowball. I never meant it to go any further than that at all. But somehow, it did. Somehow it all got just a little bit out of hand, bit by bit, layer by layer, until there just wasn’t any going back.

Not that there was ever the possibility of going back. I mean, I couldn’t come in the following week and say the date had been cancelled. It would have broken her heart, or she’d probably have had a relapse, and I would have been responsible. So instead I told her about our date. Actually, I told her  about my flatmate Helen’s date with a director of a record company, substituting my name and Anthony’s in their place, except it didn’t end up with us having sex in his office but with us sharing a chaste kiss at my door. Anthony, it turned out, was honourable, interesting and, most importantly, crazy about me. And I know it sounds stupid, I know it’s humiliating to admit it, particularly since I looked down on people who spent their time obsessing about getting boyfriends, but I quite enjoyed telling Grace all about it. Free from the constraints of reality, it was the best date I’d never been on. So good, in fact, that I wouldn’t have been able to bear it if he hadn’t called afterwards. So he did call. Two days later, in fact - just like the music executive. Only while Helen let her date leave message after anguished message, I agreed to a second date. Figuraitvely speaking.

If I had any doubts back then, I managed to bury them, convincing myself that it was all just a bit of harmless fun. Just some silly stories to feed Grace’s desire for romance. And if I’m being honest, I quite enjoyed it, too. I mean, OK, I knew it was ridiculous; the logical, sensible side of me knew that it was no more realistic than ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs’ or ‘Cinderella’. But that’s the thing with fairy tales - they’re warm and fuzzy and full of happy endings, and even if you know life isn’t like that, it’s still nice to suspend your disbelief, just for a little while.

Grace, meanwhile, could not have been more excited. She had a good feeling about it, she kept saying. So good that she could barely wait for my visits for each instalment of the story. It was keeping her going, she told me.

Keeping her going. I mean, how could I tell her that it wasn’t true?

Every time I visited I would steel myself, would be determined to tell her the truth, to admit that it was all made up.  But every time her eyes lit up as I walked into her room and she’d say, ‘So? Tell me! Tell me everything,’ and I’d bottle it, would tell myself that the truth could wait, that now wasn’t a good time, that the truth didn’t matter if my stories were making Grace happy.

And when I told Grace that we were going on holiday together (I was actually going on a week’s course on ‘Boosting Your Profile at Work and Getting the Promotion You Deserve’), she looked at me, her eyes shining, and she said, ‘You know what he’s planning, don’t you?’ And I frowned, and said no, and then she smiled and said, ‘He’s going to ask you to marry him.’

Sure, I froze slightly. Sure, I did think to myself then and there that maybe things were getting a bit out of hand. The idea of getting married, even in imaginary fairy-tale land, brought me out in a cold sweat. But I’d never seen Grace look so excited. She was almost trembling with anticipation.

So I rolled my eyes and said, ‘Oh, I doubt it.’

‘I don’t,’ she said wistfully. She sighed, brushed a tear from her eye, and took my hand in hers. ‘Jess, I want you to promise me something.’

‘Really?’ I asked tentatively, ‘What is it?’

‘I want you to promise me that if and when someone offers you everything they have, you’ll take it,’ she said.

‘What?’ I raised my eyebrows. ‘What do you mean? I don’t want everything Anthony has.’

Grace smiled sadly. ‘Jess, I know you’re very strong and very independent. But don’t turn someone down who wants to help just because you don’t think you need it. We all need help, we all need love, we all need . . . Just promise me, won’t you?’

I frowned. ‘Yes, OK,’ I said.

‘No,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘This is serious, Jess. I want you to promise.’

I looked at her uncertainly. ‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’ Grace nodded. ‘Promise that you won’t run away. That you won’t reject it out of hand.’

‘Reject what?’ I asked, perplexed. ‘I don’t really know what you’re asking me to promise.’

‘You will,’ Grace said, a little smile on her face. ‘You will.’

‘Fine,’ I relented, figuring that it didn’t matter, since what I was promising related to something that didn’t actually exist. ‘Then I promise.’

‘Wonderful,’ Grace said. ‘And let’s see what happens on your holiday, shall we?’

He proposed. Of course he did. Grace was so excited, she borrowed a nurses mobile phone to text me while I was away and to find out ‘how things were going’. If I’d come back without a proposal I think her heart would have broken. And an imaginary fiance é wasn’t such a great leap from an imaginary boyfriend. He proposed on the beach. Which is, I know, a huge cliche, but I couldn’t think of anything else. He had the ring already - a perfect square-cut diamond, beautiful and delicate (that’s when I bought a paste ring. Yes, it felt pretty depressing, buying my own fake engagement ring, but I did it online so I didn’t have to think about it too much or face a real-life salesperson. And Grace thought it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen). The moon was full and bright and he had suggested a walk after a lovely dinner. He’d started saying how he couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have met me. I’d obviously told him that no, I was the lucky one, and then he’d got down on one knee and asked me to be his wife, and I’d just nodded because I couldn’t speak, I was choking up. In truth, I got the whole story from a cheap magazine I’d picked up at the dentist, and I did wonder at one point whether I was going too far, whether Grace could possibly believe such a load of old tosh, but she did. She even started crying. She said that it  wasn’t just me who was the happiest person in the world. She said that she’d been hoping and praying for this moment ever since she met me, that it was everything I deserved and more, and that she wished me - us - as much happiness as she’d had over the years. And yes, I felt uncomfortable. Yes, my stomach twisted in knots slightly. But I kept telling myself I was doing the right thing, even if it didn’t always feel like it.

In the event, we eloped. It just seemed like the easiest solution. Grace was upset, of course - she’d wanted to come to the wedding - but not when I told her that it had been Anthony’s idea to forgo a big wedding so we could give the money to charity instead, and that our little register-office affair had been exactly what we’d both wanted - intimate, low-key, private.

The next week I went back online and bought myself a wedding ring (silver, twenty-five pounds), and every week when I went to see Grace I’d put it on, with my engagement ring, and would make up stories about my married life to my own Prince Charming.

And now she was gone. Now it was all gone.




 Chapter 3

IT WAS GRACE’S LAWYER who told me she had died. He turned up unannounced to give me the news. It was the one Sunday I hadn’t been able to visit because of a work deadline. He told me that she’d died in the morning, and so I wouldn’t have have managed to get there in time anyway, but it didn’t help much.

I’d arrived home that day at 6 p.m. to find Helen in the sitting-room, watching Deal or No Deal. As I poked my head round the sitting-room door, she held up her hand to stop me talking. ‘No deal!’ she shouted at the television. ‘No deal!’

Helen and I had met at university where we’d found ourselves next-door neighbours in our first-year hall of residence. I’d never had a best friend before - I told myself I didn’t have time for one, but the truth was that Grandma had scuppered my chances at female bonding very early on by refusing to let me watch television, buying me only extremely unfashionable clothes and imposing a strict curfew of 8 p.m., all of which meant that I could only ever be an embarrassment to anyone who gamely attempted to befriend me for any length of time. She’d made a mistake with my mother, Grandma used to tell me constantly, giving her too much freedom, allowing her to become fixated by clothes, make-up, boys and television programmes, and she wasn’t going to make the same mistake with me. By the time I got to university, I saw it as a good thing: it meant I had more time for work, more time to focus on getting straight As.

But Helen, I soon discovered, wasn’t like other people. Wasn’t like me, either. In fact, she was the opposite of me in almost every way - she was beautiful, rich, impulsive and sociable - but for some strange reason she didn’t dismiss me, or befriend me only to dump me a few weeks later. Instead she took to storming into my room on a regular basis to tell me about her latest conquest or agonize about an essay that was invariably several weeks overdue. She thought it was funny when I rolled my eyes and told her that I’d never heard of any of the bands she listened to; she made me spend the whole weekend watching Friends DVDs when I told her I’d never seen an episode, and didn’t even seem to mind when I sneaked away from parties early to catch up on my studies. We were an odd couple, but despite my best attempts to show her just how inappropriate I was as a friend, we were still close years later. Not just close - roommates.

Helen worked in television as a researcher, which meant that she worked very intensively on a programme for several weeks, then had a few weeks off ‘resting’ before she got her new contract. Recently her ‘resting’ period seemed to be extending rather longer than usual, which meant that the only income she had coming in was my rent (the flat had been a ‘gift’ from her father. I’d have been jealous, only she invited me to move in with her and charged me far less than I’d pay elsewhere, so instead I was just hugely grateful), which nowhere near covered her living expenses. But whereas I fretted on her behalf, it didn’t seem to worry her too much. Instead, while she rested, she considered it her duty to watch as much television as possible so that when she finally got around to applying for a job she’d be clued up on whichever programme she was potentially going to be working on.

The contestant said ‘Deal,’ and Helen threw her arms up in despair. ‘Idiot!’ she yelled, then turned the television off. ‘Can’t  bear it,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I just can’t watch these people. So, what’s up with you?’

I didn’t get a chance to answer - at that moment the doorbell rang and I got up to answer it.

‘Jessica Milton?’ a man’s voice asked over the intercom, and I jumped slightly.

‘Um, who is this?’ I asked tentatively. I didn’t tend to get many visitors. Not male ones. Not on Sunday evenings. And certainly not ones who called me ‘Milton’.

‘It’s Mr Taylor. I’m Grace Hampton’s solicitor. I have some bad news, I’m afraid. I wonder if I might have a word?’

‘Grace Hampton?’ I said, curious, then reddened. She’d found out about Anthony, I thought with a thud. She’d found out it wasn’t true. Then I kicked myself. She’d hardly send her lawyer round, even if she did find out. ‘Um, come up.’

As he came through the door, the credits were rolling for Deal or No Deal, and Helen evacuated the sitting room, telling me that she was going to make a chilli for supper. I smiled gratefully and ushered Mr Taylor in.

‘Sorry,’ I said quickly. ‘Please, sit down.’

The sofa and chair were strewn with Helen’s magazines and my work projects, so I hurriedly cleared some space for him, then sat down myself.

‘So, is there something wrong with Grace?’ I asked tentatively.

Mr Taylor looked at me sadly. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that Mrs Hampton has . . . passed away.’

It took me nearly a minute to digest this information. ‘Passed away?’ I gulped eventually, and my eyes widened.

‘Last night. In her sleep. I’m very sorry.’

I stared at him opened-mouthed, then felt myself stiffen. ‘I think you’ve made a mistake,’ I said quickly. ‘Grace is fine. I saw her just last week.’

He gave me a sympathetic look. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again.

‘Sorry?’ My throat caught as I spoke. ‘Well, you should be. Because this isn’t happening.’ I turned away from him like a petulant teenager. People were always dying on me - my mother, my grandmother, my grandfather (even if I never met him I still went to the funeral, so I figured he counted), and I wasn’t going to have Grace die, too. I just wasn’t.

He nodded sadly. ‘I’m afraid it is. I believe the situation took a turn for the worse quite suddenly.’

‘A turn for the worse?’ I shook my head, incredulously. ‘She’s dead and you’re calling it a turn for the worse?’ I regretted saying the word dead as soon as it came out of my mouth, as though saying it made it real. I could feel tears pricking at my eyes, tears of indignation, of anger, of sadness. And of guilt. Because I hadn’t felt like this when Grandma died. When Grandma died, I listened to the news with an attitude of resignation, kept my voice low and sombre because that’s what you did in these situations. I hadn’t felt like my world was breaking in two; hadn’t wanted to rewind time to make it untrue.

‘Perhaps I can get you a drink of water?’ Mr Taylor offered. I shook my head.

‘I don’t want water. I want Grace.’ I rushed to the phone and dialled Sunnymead’s number. ‘Yes. Grace Hampton, please. I’d like to speak to Grace Hampton.’

‘Grace Hampton?’ The voice was uncertain, preparing itself to give me bad news.

‘Yes, Grace Hampton,’ I said impatiently. ‘I want to talk to her, please.’

There was a pause. ‘I’m . . . I’m afraid to tell you that Grace . . .’

I put the phone down before the woman on reception could finish, before she could repeat what Mr Taylor had already told  me. Grace was dead. I wasn’t going to see her again. Ever. Slowly, I walked back to the chair I’d been sitting on, eased myself onto it, pulled my legs up and hugged them into my chest.

‘I understand that the two of you were very close. I’m truly sorry to be the bearer of such bad news,’ Mr Taylor was saying.

‘Yes, we were close,’ I said. I was angry, suddenly. Angry with this man who dared to come into my flat on a Sunday night and tell me that there would be no more little chats with Grace over tea and biscuits, no more Sunnymead. And no more fantasy love affair. From now on it was just me.

‘Very close.’ I felt tears in my eyes and wiped them distractedly. ‘I should have been there,’ I heard myself say, anger suddenly being replaced by sadness, emptiness. ‘I should have known.’

‘I’m very sorry.’ The lawyer didn’t seem to know what else to say. I looked up at him and realized how badly I was behaving. It wasn’t his fault. None of this was his fault.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ I managed to say. ‘It’s just . . . well, it’s a bit of a shock.’

‘Indeed,’ Mr Taylor said sagely.

An image came into my head of Grace on her bed, just like Grandma had been when she died, her skin almost translucent, her spirit ebbing away. I saw her being taken out of her room, her things being packed up, someone else taking her place, as though she’d never existed in the first place. Forcefully, I pushed it out.

‘Do . . . do you know when the funeral’s going to be yet?’ I found myself asking. ‘Do you need a hand with anything? I mean, I know what her favourite flowers were, if that helps? And she loved “I Vow to Thee My Country”. You know, if you’re wondering about hymns . . .’ I trailed off, trying to keep my voice level.

‘Thank you, Mrs Milton. I mean, Jessica. That’s very kind. In actual fact, Mrs Hampton had very . . . specific ideas about her funeral. All written down. They don’t allow me much leeway at all.’

I managed a rueful smile at that, imagining Grace detailing her requirements like a shopping list. She had a wonderful way of coaxing people into getting her exactly what she wanted without ever seeming to impose herself - the nurses brought her not just tea bags but Twinings English Breakfast, and I brought her not just apples but English Coxes, and only in season.

‘OK,’ I said, nodding awkwardly, not sure what I should be saying or doing. I wanted to be on my own. Wanted to feel angry and sad in private. ‘Well, thank you for coming to tell me. And you’ll let me know where and when, won’t you. And if you need anything else . . .’

I waited for him to stand, but instead he gave me a funny sort of smile.

‘Actually, there is something else,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘There’s the matter of Mrs Hampton’s will.’

‘Will? Oh, right.’ I sat down again with an inward sigh. I knew all about wills. Grandma’s will had been read to me two days after she died. I hadn’t expected anything - I knew she’d sold the house to pay for her care at Sunnymead. What I hadn’t banked on was that wills worked both ways - that instead of inheriting money, I was inheriting all her debts.

‘Mrs Milton,’ Mr Taylor said seriously, pulling out a folder and handing it to me. ‘You are the primary beneficiary of Grace’s will, and you’re going to be inheriting her estate. I can run through the detail now, if you’d like, or if you’d like to come to my office one day next week, we can sort out the paperwork then and there.’

I put the folder to one side. ‘OK. I mean, I’ll look at this later, if that’s OK. When I’m . . . better able to . . . you know.’

‘You’re not interested in the contents of the estate?’

I looked up. ‘Contents. Yes, of course. You mean her personal effects?’ I sniffed, forcing myself to concentrate. She hadn’t had much in her room - a couple of pictures, a few books. Still, it would be nice to have something to remember her by.

‘Ah. Yes, well, I suppose I do,’ Mr Taylor said uncertainly. ‘But it’s the house that forms the largest part of the legacy.’

‘The house?’ I looked at him blankly.

Mr Taylor smiled at me as if I were a small child. ‘The house has been in her family for several generations. I know that she was very keen for it to come to you.’ He handed me a photograph of a crumbling stone house. I say house, but really it was a huge mansion, surrounded by land. And suddenly I knew what it was; could see Grace as a young girl tearing along the corridors with her brothers, spilling out into the garden.

‘Sudbury Grange?’ I gasped. ‘She left me Sudbury Grange?’

‘So you know the house? Well, that’s good,’ the lawyer said, nodding. ‘In addition to the house there are some not insignificant investments, along with various paintings, jewellery, and so on. Obviously you’ll be wondering about death duties, and I’m happy to tell you that Grace also provided for those, with a trust of one million pounds that should be ample to cover all your taxes.’

My eyes widened, then I grinned. ‘Oh, you’re joking. For a moment there you had me. A million pounds for taxes. That’s good. That’s very good.’

Mr Taylor didn’t smile. Instead he cleared his throat awkwardly.

‘The liability is reduced because of various trust arrangements, ’ he said. ‘Without them, I’m afraid that the bill would be even higher.’

‘Higher?’ I repeated stupidly. My skin felt prickly and I was getting rather warm.

‘Grace thought a great deal of you,’ the lawyer said. He was smiling benevolently at me, as if he was talking to a small child. ‘With no . . . no family of her own, I think she rather thought of you as . . . kin.’

‘Me too,’ I said. ‘But there has to be some mistake. She wouldn’t leave me her house. No way.’

‘Oh, but she did.’ Mr Taylor smiled. ‘You do know who Grace Hampton was, don’t you?’

I looked at him impatiently. ‘Of course I knew who she was. I’ve been visiting her for nearly two years.’

He looked relieved. ‘The estate, then,’ he said, seriously, taking some papers out of his briefcase and passing me a photograph. ‘There is a husband-and-wife team who currently work full-time and live in one of the cottages. I understand that they’re happy to continue if you’d like them to. Then there’s a team of gardeners, a cook and two cleaners who work on an ad hoc basis.’

I was staring at the photograph. It was even more incredible in real life than Grace had described, with ivy growing up the walls and acres of land around it with secret gardens and outhouses and places to hide where no one would ever find you. When I’d lived with Grandma in her small terraced house in Ipswich, I used to imagine that my mother hadn’t really died; that she was still alive somewhere, living in a crumbling house like the one in the photograph (only about a quarter of the size), and that one day she’d come and find me and take me home. Not that she ever did. And I knew it was just a dream, not real. But this house in the photograph was completely real. And it was mine.

‘Its . . . very big,’ I said tentatively.

‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ Mr Taylor said, nodding. ‘Now, I’ve got  all the information here, along with details of the furniture. It’s all staying with the house, so you can go through it at your leisure, along with Lady Hampton’s personal effects.’

‘Lady . . . Lady Hampton?’ My voice had become a squeak.

‘So you didn’t know?’

I shook my head. Maybe I hadn’t known her as well as I’d thought.

‘Then you had no idea that her will in total amounts to somewhere in the region of four million pounds?’

‘Four million?’ I couldn’t see properly. I felt like the world was closing in on me.

Mr Taylor started to open his briefcase, but I held up my hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, my voice now several octaves above its usual register. ‘Can we just rewind slightly? I thought you were talking about Grace having left me a few books or something. I didn’t know . . . I mean, an estate? I . . . And she was a lady? She never said. And I don’t want her money. That’s not . . . I mean . . .’

‘Grace considered it very important that someone she trusted took over the estate,’ the lawyer said, gently. ‘Someone who would nurture it, perhaps have a family there. Someone whom she could trust with her possessions, too,’ he said. ‘Grace was a very . . . private lady. I know that when she met you, a great weight was lifted from her shoulders because she knew that you would be a good and trustworthy heir. That by leaving her estate to you, she would protect it. I know that this knowledge made her very happy. Very happy indeed.’
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