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To the unknown woman who left the prawns hidden inside the curtain poles before leaving the house to her faithless husband. Attagirl!




‘Revenge is a dish best served cold.’

Mario Puzo, The Godfather





Chapter One

‘Right, I see. I understand completely, Mrs Cooper-Adams. It has to be perfect. Well, we’ll need a sample to analyse for the closest possible match.’ Pulling a pencil from the pot in front of her, Georgie tucked the phone under her chin and started to note down the details in the planner in front of her on the desk. The weak autumn sunshine was streaming through the windows, making the whole room glow like the inside of a jewellery box but the voice in her ear was unhappy and tense.

‘. . . it’s a matter of life and death, you do understand that?’

‘Of course I do,’ Georgie soothed. ‘It’s a delicate operation, naturally, but here at the agency we’ve dealt with this kind of . . . er, emergency before, many times. Our specialists are the best. Now obviously they do have a waiting list for this kind of procedure, but given how urgent this is, I think we can get André an appointment today.’

The sigh of relief from the other end of the phone was almost as much of a reward as the hefty fee would be. ‘But can you send someone straightaway?’ Mrs C-A pressed. ‘I want to be here with him when you take him away. Will he have to stay in overnight?’

Georgie tried hard to keep a straight face. ‘Why don’t you pack an overnight bag for him, just in case. Now, someone will be with you within . . .’ a quick scan of Flick’s schedule on the wall-planner showed she’d soon be finished with the appointment in Balham, so if Georgie diverted her to Chelsea and put the later clients on hold, it would just be possible, ‘. . . forty minutes.  Has André eaten this morning? No? Probably just as well. Now, let me double-check the details.’ Georgie looked back at the notes she’d just taken, then clicked on the relevant details on the computer screen.

‘André is four and a half now, I see. How time flies. Is he his natural colour at the moment? Excellent. So - he’s a pedigree Bichon Frisé, and the colour you’re looking for is to match the accessories for your Armani outfit.’ Georgie shook her head. Had all those years of education led her to this? She bit the inside of her cheek so it didn’t sound as if she was about to snort with laughter. ‘Well, if you could leave your shoes and handbag out, we’ll do our best to get an exact match. Lovely. We’ll keep you informed every step of the way. And we’ll certainly have him ready for your party.’

Once she’d reassured Mrs C-A again, Georgie hung up with a sigh, rubbing her eyes. It was only eleven o’clock and already she’d dealt with a complaint about a babysitter who had used the family computer to access bebo and an emergency with a bath that had overflowed through a ceiling. She speed-dialled Flick’s mobile. Seemingly from nowhere, a cup of coffee had appeared at her elbow, with a couple of those gorgeous German cinnamon biscuits balanced on the saucer. Somehow, once again, their trusty Girl Friday, Joanna, had discreetly anticipated just what was wanted. Georgie mouthed her thanks and took a grateful sip while she waited for Flick to answer.

Flick was on one of their regular appointments - Genevieve McKinnon, pampered wife of an unreconstructed but very wealthy City lawyer, who wanted to create the illusion (despite living in Balham) that she was an accomplished rural Châtelaine as a means of justifying her arduous schedule of shopping and girlie lunches now that their twins were away at school. She’d been one of Domestic Angels’ first clients. For the last few years, since Flick and George had set up the agency, and apart from when the McKinnons were on holidays in St Barts or skiing in Verbier, they’d swooped in twice a week, filled the freezer with  home-cooking, done the flowers, and arranged artful baskets of lavender-scented ironing around the place, all to complete the artifice. So far, Genevieve’s husband seemed quite happy in the belief that his wife spent her days toiling to make a perfect home for them all. He was happy. She was happy. And Flick and Georgie were more than happy with the retainer she paid.

‘Yup?’ Flick sounded her usual brisk self. Georgie could picture her, towering and efficient in her stonewashed jeans and T-shirt, in the McKinnon’s pristine kitchen, packing neatly labelled caterers’ dishes into the huge American fridge. Cleaning up the kitchen was never an issue, except on a Monday, because Mr City-Banker McKinnon would insist on a breakfast cooked by his loving wife on a Sunday morning and the place would be splattered with grease. Fortunately, frying sausages was within her capabilities. Apart from that, she only ever used the microwave.

‘Hi, how’s it going?’ It sounded as if Flick was taking the basket of neatly folded white towels upstairs to the marble bathrooms - a job Georgie had done many times. Somehow they’d fallen into a routine of alternating office days with action days so they both knew the routines for all of the clients.

‘Fine, nearly done here. I’ve just got to muddy up her gardening boots and leave them by the back door. The landscapers have finished and the planters look tremendous. We must use them again. Put them in the master file, will you?’

‘Will do.’ Georgie stuck a fluorescent note in the diary to remind herself. ‘Bit of a change of plan. I’ve just had Mrs Cooper-Adams on.’

She could hear a groan as Flick recalled the last dye job they’d had done on André. ‘What is it this time? Vermilion and puce? Urgent as usual, I suppose?’

‘But of course. She’s leaving her outfit for you to match. Have you got the dye swatches?’

‘No. They’re in the desk drawer. Have I got time to call back at the office? I’ve got another job to squeeze in.’

‘Not really. I said you could be there in . . .’ Georgie checked her watch. ‘About half an hour from now.’

‘Oh God!’ Flick tutted. ‘She’s so fussy too. What shall I do . . . ? Aha! I know. I’ve got the Kelly Hoppen paint samples for the Selbys’ guest bedroom for this afternoon. I can match him up with those.’

‘Fantastic! I’ve booked him into the usual place.’

‘“Doggie Style”? Yuck. Vile name. What would Mrs C-A say if she knew?’

Georgie laughed. ‘Well, that’s just one of the many secrets of our success.’

‘That and the fact that we’ve absolutely no shame. Hang on. I’m just putting the alarm on.’

Georgie could hear Flick rapidly tap the code in, and the awful beeping sound as she made her way to the door. ‘Phew, that’s better!’ she sighed as she pulled the door closed. ‘I’ll call you if there are any problems, but I’ll skip lunch so I should be able to get to the Selbys’ on time.’

‘Flick, you are a star!’

‘You know it!’

‘Listen, I meant to ask, do you fancy coming round for supper on Friday?’ Georgie asked casually. She could hear Flick start the engine of the discreet and well-stocked 4 x 4, perfectly camouflaged for the mean streets of south-west London, but Flick’s answer, before she pulled away, made it clear she’d rumbled her. ‘If it’s just supper, I’d love to. But if this is another attempt to set me up with a bloke, forget it. It almost took me a change of mobile number to shake off the last one!’

‘OK OK, point taken,’ Georgie reassured her. ‘It’ll just be us, once I’ve got Libby to bed.’

‘In that case, I’d be delighted. Eight o’clock OK?’

Georgie peeled off another Post-it note and started to write. ‘Perfect! It’s a date. See you later.’ Georgie stuck the note carefully in her diary. It read, ‘Tell Ed to cancel Simon’.

[image: 001]

Little André despatched for a respray, and paint samples delivered to Ellerton Road, Flick eased into the parking space right outside number thirty-four. This had to be the only good thing about Mrs Halliman: it was usually possible to park outside her house. But then, why would anyone want to park on this street, with its unremarkable row of terraced houses on one side, two a penny in this part of south London, interspersed occasionally with the odd flat-roofed block, filling gaps where wartime bombs had fallen and left holes like missing teeth. Opposite was a scrappy piece of land, grandly called a park according to the graffitied council sign but, to all intents, a canine toilet. Remarkably, a few trees pushed their way through the dry and barren grass, strewn with litter and neglect.

Flick sighed and clambered out of the car, wrapping her coat about her against the wind and reaching back inside for her shoulder bag. Mrs Halliman had been one of the first clients to sign up to the all-service agency, responding to the ad they took out in the local paper four years ago, and they’d been too insecure to turn her away, even though the smell of her should have been a warning. Two of their cleaning teams had flatly refused to spring-clean her house and Flick and Georgie had had to don Marigolds and go in, pegs on noses, like a SWAT team. But only once. Now they did very little for her except supply plumbers and do the regular cat feed whenever Mrs Halliman went on her annual bus tour to Spain. It never ceased to amaze Flick how their client list covered such a motley crew. It spanned the full social spectrum, from the fat-bonus crowd with their personal trainers and personalised number plates, to the likes of Mrs H. who’d lived in this part of London for ever and who’d seen new money ramping up the property market.

Digging out the key - numbered, never named - from her pocket, Flick carefully pushed it into the lock, then nearly jumped out of her skin as Mrs Halliman’s ginger cat wrapped itself round her leg, meowing flirtatiously.‘You can bugger off,’ Flick shook her leg vigorously. ‘Scoot, flea-ridden mog!’ The cat  yelped, but slithered ahead of her through the front door as it opened.

Flick was a cat woman, but this was a feline too far. It was the smell that made Flick want to gag every time. It was hard to describe as an olfactory experience. A mixture of cat urine, food and stale air. How could any human being tolerate it? Didn’t the woman notice? ‘So where’s your buggery food, you skanky thing,’ she purred at the ginger cat, who was meowing fervently now, and eased her way through the narrow hallway, stacked with newspapers and boxes. Tripping over the wheel of a bicycle hidden behind a long coat, Flick was propelled headlong into the kitchen, kicking the cat bowl with staggering accuracy under the sink. The sink itself was full of filthy plates, with more piled up on the drainer. It seemed more likely that Mrs Halliman had died than gone on holiday.

‘Oh God! You bloody owe me one, Georgie.’ Flick crouched down and retrieved the bowl. ‘You, my girl, are doing this next time.’

Thankfully the cat food was the dry type - opening a can of rank-smelling meat in this revolting kitchen would have been just too much - and she shook some into the bowl, trying not to breathe. The cat darted forward and was eating it before she could pull the box away. ‘Don’t say thank you, will you? Now, where’s the rodent?’

Flick gently pushed open the utility-room door off the kitchen, but ‘utility’ had nothing to do with it. Dump was nearer the mark. Unwashed laundry and sheets were shoved into a basket, carrier bags with things Flick dared not imagine hung from the ceiling, and there were jars with mouldy contents on shelves above a rusting freezer. Perched on top of this carnage was a small cage, a box of pegs balanced on top of that.

‘Cooee.’ Flick peered inside, trying to make out the shape of a hamster in amongst the shredded bedding. Nothing stirred.

Flick tried to see into the bedding box, but saw nothing except a pile of shredded paper. Checking the cat was still  engrossed in its dinner behind her, she carefully opened the cage and tentatively shook the box. Nope, there was definitely nothing there.

Flick paused for a moment. Hamsters did not just disappear. The cat, replete now, came and wound itself around her ankle again. ‘Where is it?’ she asked, hearing the concern in her voice, and, feeling ridiculous, she peered behind the cage. To see the door of the cage open.

‘Oh fuck, fuckity fuck,’ she gasped and turned the cage around as if it would solve the problem. Frantic now, Flick started to push boxes out of the way, moving boots, wellies and bags full of more bags and coats - or were they rags? - that had been left on the floor so long they’d grown stiff and crusty and were covered in a layer of dirt. She pulled them aside with one hand, not sure what was worse, the muck or the prospect of having to pick up a furry rodent if she found it.

There was nothing there of course, dead or alive, and, after looking along a shelf filled to bowing with paint cans and flower pots, Flick made her way at speed back into the kitchen, peeping into the box of cornflakes she found on the sideboard and lifting the bucket she found upright in the corner.

The cat joined her, licking his lips. ‘Oh God, you haven’t, have you?’ Flick desperately delved into her pocket for her phone and held down ‘1’ on the speed-dial.

‘Domestic Angels,’ Joanna answered crisply.

Flick gulped. ‘Houston, we have a problem.’

After half an hour and a sensible let’s-not-panic call from Joanna, Flick gave up. There was clearly no hamster in the house, dead or alive. Figuring that something with legs that short was unlikely to have been able to tackle the stairs, she had restricted her search to the ground floor, which was a good thing because the sight of depraved devastation that met her when she pushed open the living-room door, had persuaded her that Mrs Halliman was going to be removed from their books the second she set foot back on British soil.
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‘I think there were chairs under there somewhere, but there was so much junk it was hard to tell,’ Flick ranted, back at the office, as she peeled off her jacket and shoved it into a carrier bag. ‘That’s got to go in the wash. I swear I’m never going to get the smell out of it.’ She sniffed her hands. ‘Can I rub Flash straight into them?’

Georgie smiled. ‘Might not be a great idea.’

‘But what about the hamster?’ Joanna asked, deep concern in her voice.

‘Well, I, for one, am not going back to have a look.’ Flick picked up the pile of post on her desk. ‘What the hell are we going to do?’ She pulled off her boots and wiggled her toes to ease them, ‘Mrs H. will go ape.’

The phone jangled again and Georgie reached for it. ‘I think I know why—’ she said as she picked it up. ‘Domestic Angels?’

‘Well, I’m glad you do,’ Flick mumbled. She was fed up now. The ridiculous set-up with the dyed dog this morning had been bad enough, but she hadn’t slept well, and the whole day had been destined to be a catastrophe before she started, capped off by John cancelling on her, again, via text.

She sighed and padded over to the kettle. The office, a converted corner shop, had seemed so palatial when they’d moved here from their headquarters in Georgie’s spare room, but it now seemed cramped with the three of them in it and she felt like the Big Friendly Giant. Perhaps she was the only one who felt it. Joanna, although stocky, was small, whereas Georgie was a shrimp. Looking across the office at her dark curls and slim figure, Flick asked herself how she made a habit of having friends who made her feel Amazonian. She glanced at her own reflection in the mirror above the sink. Was the red lipstick too much? She’d read somewhere that dark eye make-up and red lips suited blondes, but had she overdone it? She was never quite sure. Another downside of not having a regular bloke to hint you were verging on the tarty.

Braced now with a steaming cup of coffee, she knuckled down to her messages, including a reply to John that it didn’t matter, she was busy anyway. Didn’t texting make lying so much easier? Face saved. No desperate clinging tone she wouldn’t be able to keep out of her voice if she’d had to call. The three of them plodded on with work as darkness fell outside, taking calls, sending out invoices and chasing up tradesmen who hadn’t turned up to jobs when they said they would, until Joanna shrugged on her coat and declared it a day.

‘See you tomorrow,’ Georgie called distractedly, as she finished whatever she was doing on the computer, and glanced at her watch. ‘I’d better shove off too. Libby’s at a party and I’ve got to get to the shops before I pick her up.’ She pushed back her chair and stood up, closing her desk drawer.

The idea of rushing here and there to collect children, and having her time tied up appalled Flick, but she wasn’t too chuffed with the prospect of an evening alone ahead of her either, and she shoved away a brief feeling of despondency. ‘You coming?’ Georgie asked, wrapping her coat around her. It did nothing for her.

‘Nah. I’ll have a butchers on eBay to see if there are any nice new shoes going cheap. Though there’s not much competition with my shoe size, except from the odd transvestite.’

‘Flick,’ Georgie gave her the admonishing look Flick had seen her give her daughter when she ran her fingers over a plate to soak up the last bits of gravy. ‘Stop talking yourself down.’

‘What’s to talk up?’ Flick hoped her attempt to sound witty and up-beat would be a good cover-up.

‘Mmmm.’ Georgie came and rubbed her hand over Flick’s shoulder. ‘See ya in the morning, mate. I’ve got to stop off at the Bridges’ first thing to see in that new painter.’ She picked up her bag and was heading for the door when it burst open and in the doorway stood a tall man with dark, wet hair. Flick looked at the windows to see if it was raining. It wasn’t. He was dressed in a dinner suit, his shirt white and stark against his  tanned skin, and it was open at the neck. In his hand he was holding a bow tie.

‘Sorry to bother you,’ he said breathlessly. ‘It says on the door “We’ll take care of it”. I assume you mean domestic-type things.’ He scratched his head. ‘But I wondered how you were with bow ties. I can’t get the sodding thing done up and I’m due at a dinner in the City in . . .’ He looked at his watch. ‘Half an hour.’

Flick looked over at Georgie, who had already put her bag back down. ‘I haven’t got a clue. Your department, I think?’




Chapter Two

It was still dark when the alarm clock went off. Ed had set it early because it was one of his gym days and Georgie wriggled over to snuggle into his warm back, hoping to delay the moment when he hauled himself out of bed to get ready. Encouraged by his sigh of contentment, she eased her feet towards his legs but he flinched away. ‘Oh no you don’t,’ he growled. ‘Keep those ice blocks on your side of the bed.’ But he turned round and pulled her to him for a brief cuddle until the alarm insisted its way into their snooze again.

With one eye open, Georgie looked at him sitting on the side of the bed, his head in his hands, silhouetted against the light from the bathroom, left on in case Libby should stir. ‘God, you’re a masochist. I wish I had your will-power,’ she murmured.

He turned and smiled sleepily. ‘No you don’t. You wish you had another hour in bed. And, guess what?’ He patted her rump through the goosedown duvet. ‘You do.’

She watched him get dressed in the half-light, pulling on Nike track pants and a T-shirt. His silhouette revealed a softening round his shoulders and what looked worryingly like a paunch. Best not to mention it. ‘Are you coming back to change before Lib’s assembly or shall I meet you there?’

He turned round to stare for a moment, then slapped his forehead in annoyance. ‘Dammit, I’d completely forgotten. I’ve got a site visit today and I’ll have to go straight on from the gym.’ He shook his head in irritation. ‘Was it in the diary?’

‘You bet! Lib wrote it with glitter pen. Oh, Ed, she’s going to be ever so disappointed. She’s reading her own prayer and I think she’s even doing a dance.’

Shrugging helplessly, he opened a drawer and took out an ironed shirt, laying it carefully in his holdall. ‘Oh God! My fault. I’m so sorry. Can you tell her . . . tell her something came up. And will you take the Digicam so I can watch tonight? Tell you what - I’ll come home early and we can have a sushi takeaway. All right?’

Georgie sighed. She’d have a major strop to deal with when Lib found out her dad had other plans but by the time Ed came home, any resentment would be smoothed over and he’d make a big fuss of her. She wondered if Patsy, the First Wife, had had the same tussle with him over the boys. It was one the many questions she’d never be able to ask Ed - and she sure as hell wasn’t going to ask the chilly Patsy. He still loyally went to all the boys’ hockey tournaments, even on the weekends when he wasn’t in charge, but then that was his thing. Ballet classes and scratchy violins, understandably, weren’t.

She smiled sympathetically. ‘Oh well. Maybe next time, eh? I’ll make sure to give you a bit more notice. There probably won’t be many of the other dads there, so I hope she won’t be too upset.’

Ed turned and continued to add the rest of his work clothes from the dressing room he’d incorporated into their extension. Georgie watched his progress with fascination. He was always so painstaking - with everything - and she admired it, being so slapdash herself. Today he was looking to project an air of respectability with a sharply tailored suit. Just right for an architect meeting clients at the site of a huge city development.

Georgie felt a surge of tenderness as she watched him deliberate over his ties. There was something touching about his serious approach to his work. And didn’t she reap the benefits! Even after maintenance payments to Patsy, their standard of living was far beyond anything she could have hoped to provide as a  dance teacher - her feeble source of income before she and Flick got the agency going. And, in all fairness, she’d known he was obsessed with work before she’d got involved with him. That had been clear from the first date - a meeting at the ICA followed by a stroll in St James’s Park. He’d talked so intensely about design and form, pointing out buildings as they walked. He’d even dissected the menu at the restaurant where they’d eaten, commenting on the juxtaposition of the ingredients. He was so different from the unreliable, arty-types she’d dated before and Georgie had been blown away by the analytical mind that drove this intense, ambitious man. She couldn’t resist him.

‘Tell you what.’ Georgie swung out of bed. ‘How about I make the ultimate sacrifice and bring us both some tea?’

Ed turned and smiled at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners, knowing he was forgiven. ‘You’d do that for me? You really are the ideal woman.’

Georgie smiled to herself as she padded downstairs into the kitchen.

By the time Libby had uncurled from the cocoon of her cosy bed, Ed was long gone. She took the news of him not being present at her assembly with surprising equanimity, merely shrugging and cuddling her bear a little closer. But then again, so many things about Libby were surprising for an eight-year-old. Her self-possession, her amazingly mature pronouncements about current affairs that sometimes made them both laugh. Where did she get it all from? Presumably from watching the news with Ed at night, curled up on the sofa in her pyjamas with him while Georgie rustled up supper for them all. Maybe it was to do with being an only child - something Georgie had no experience of, coming from a happy tribe of five.

At the breakfast table, Libby smiled quietly as Georgie presented her with a bowl of porridge with a heart traced in maple syrup on top. ‘Daddy says you should always eat it from round the sides because it’s cooler but I do it anyway, to keep the heart looking nice.’ She took a tiny spoonful and popped it  thoughtfully into her mouth. ‘Sometimes babies get burns in their mouths because their mummies heat up their milk in the microwave. That would be horrid wouldn’t it, Mummy? A poor little baby wouldn’t be able to say its milk was too hot. It would just cry and no one would know what was wrong.’

Georgie placed a glass of milk next to Libby’s bowl. ‘Yes, that would be horrid. You should always test anything a baby is going to eat first so you know it’s the right temperature. And you have to test the bathwater before you put the baby in. I had a special thermometer for yours. We’ve still got it, actually.’

Libby took a sip of milk, leaving a little white moustache on her upper lip. ‘Yes, but we don’t need it now, do we?’

‘Well, no. But we might need it, say, if a baby came to visit.’

‘Or if you and Daddy have another baby.’

‘Yes,’ Georgie answered slowly, suppressing the familiar ache that came up every time the subject did. ‘I don’t want to just throw it out. So let’s keep it, just in case. He doesn’t take up much space, old Temperature Ted, does he?’

Libby giggled and took another spoonful of porridge. ‘Oh no - I’ve made the heart go all funny. Look at it.’ She frowned at the bowl.

Georgie took the spoon from her hand and stirred the remaining syrup into the cooling porridge. ‘Now it’s disappeared. Hey, I never knew I was a magician! Now, can you be as clever as me and make all the porridge disappear, ’cos it’s time to go and I’ll be late for work!’

Libby took her spoon back. ‘Turn your back, Mummy, and when you look again it will all be gone.’

Georgie obligingly turned around, wiping the brushed steel work surface carefully, watching Libby’s reflection in the shining dark glass front of the built-in oven as she quickly gobbled up the rest of her breakfast and drained her milk. ‘Look! All gone. I’m magic too. Let’s go. Oh, Mummy, don’t forget the Digicam. Poor Daddy will be so sad if he doesn’t see me do my prayer.’
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Flick could sense John wasn’t beside her before she opened her eyes. She knew he had to get to work early but she was disappointed that he never touched her in the morning, preferring to slip out of the bed and get dressed without a word. She could hear the rain on the window and turned, snuggling into the duvet, knowing she had a few precious moments before she had to face the day.

‘Bye,’ he whispered loudly from the doorway a while later. ‘I’ll call.’

‘Yeah,’ she croaked. Would he, though?

Flick waited until she heard the flat door close before swinging her legs out of bed. His wife in Sunderland would be doling out something delicious and nourishing to the brood, no doubt. Did she ever wonder what he did on his work trips down to London? Did she imagine he ate alone, reading a novel, then went to bed early in a cheap hotel after watching the news on CNN? Or had she guessed that he called his mistress - lover? - on the off-chance that she was free and, after a few drinks in a bar, took her to bed. Lover? Flick snorted softly. She wasn’t sure what she was to him. He never said, and she never dared ask.

She climbed into the shower and scrubbed herself vigorously to wash it all away. This was a side of her Georgie wasn’t going to see. Lovely, naive Georgie, who was always casting about for a man for her, bemoaning the fact that the gorgeous ones had always been nabbed and the ones that were on their own were usually saddos with baggage. Ain’t that the truth.

Picking up a takeout coffee from Nino’s - he always had it ready for her with a round of toast and the latest update on his wife’s prolapse issues - Flick headed for the office. She was always the first in, jotting down the answer machine messages that came in late at night or first thing in the morning. The late night ones were usually speculative. Could they send over a builder because they’d been talking about a loft conversion  over supper and would like a quote? The morning ones were the more urgent. A ballcock had got jammed. There was water pouring in from the roof or, and this one was legendary, did they know where they could buy organic Swiss muesli, because it was needed for breakfast.

Flick was putting her key in the door when she remembered the hamster. Another little issue that had to be dealt with.

‘You missed a nice bit of eye candy last night,’ Flick called over to Joanna later, once the three of them were ensconced and the day had got going. ‘Breezed in here smelling of something delicious and spicy and demanded we dress him.’

‘Bloody hell. Why did I go and leave on time?’ Joanna groaned.

‘That’ll teach you to be a part-timer.’

‘Lime and basil.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Lime and basil,’ Georgie said, a bit louder, without taking her eyes off her screen. ‘That’s what he smelled of.’

Flick looked over at Joanna and raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, I suppose you did get closer than I did.’

Georgie had a little twinkle in her eye. ‘You see, you should have learned these skills from your mother like I did, then you could have swung into action and netted yourself a gorgeous City gent. Must be single with no wifey to tie his tie.’

‘Or gay. The only things my mother taught me are how to stop the room spinning when you’re drunk and other things too rude to mention in front of you ladies. Oh, and how, if you spit on your mascara wand it goes further.’

‘You are one class act.’

‘Sure am.’ Flick picked up her bag as Georgie took another call. ‘Right, Jo, I’m off to cater to the every whim of the population of south London, but first I have a date at the pet shop.’

The shop, imaginatively called ‘Great and Small’, smelled of the barrels of colourful, and vile-looking rabbit food that were on  display. ‘Can I help?’ The woman behind the counter looked brassy, with giant gold earrings that swung as she talked.

‘I need a hamster.’

‘You need a hamster?’

‘Yes,’ Flick replied defiantly.

‘Well,’ the woman came around the counter, ‘I’ve got a couple left.’ Flick followed her wide backside into the back of the shop where there were a range of cages full of a variety of rodents, including what Flick strongly suspected were rats.

‘Here.’

Flick crouched down and peered at the little furry hamsters, who looked sleepily back at her. ‘Can you hang on a moment?’ She flipped open her phone and called the office. ‘Jo, is George there? Bugger. What time is she back? Oh. Do you happen to know what colour Mrs H.’s hamster was? Sort of brown? Well that’s helpful!’ Flick laughed. ‘OK.’ She flicked the phone shut again. ‘Which one would you say was the browner brown?’ she asked the shopkeeper.

Fifteen minutes later, Flick pulled up outside Mrs Halliman’s and carefully climbed out of the car, holding the hamster box high so the cat, who was once again wrapped round her legs, couldn’t sniff out the contents. Pushing open the door, and trying once again not to breathe, she shimmied through the hallway and deposited the contents into the cage, firmly securing the cage door behind her.

‘There, mog, she’ll never know the other one went AWOL.’

Behind now with her appointments, Flick had to race. The afternoon amounted to massive frustration when the dry-cleaning Mr Grafton had asked her to pick up for an event that night wasn’t ready and she had to make a curtailed dash to the Dixons’ house in Mountville Road to check the carpenter, who was building shelves for Mr Dixon’s massive toy soldier collection, hadn’t left too much mess - the Dixons being holed up onboard a friend’s private yacht in the BVI. It took her half  an hour to find the hoover and clean up after him, and by the time she got back to the office she was ready to chew off her own arm with hunger.

‘Have a few of my almonds,’ Georgie offered.

‘That’s not going to fill the stomach of a six-foot woman who’s spent the day rushing round like a blue-arsed fly, including doing a hamster match to fool the lovely Mrs Halliman.’

‘Ah.’ Georgie stopped, mug halfway to her mouth.

‘Ah, what?’

‘Ah. I meant to say last night, but Mr Bow Tie made me forget.’ Georgie looked sheepish and then her eyes crinkled with mirth. Flick felt a sense of foreboding.

‘I meant to say . . .’ Georgie started slowly biting her lip. ‘I remembered . . . er, Mrs H. billeted the hamster out to a friend while she was away.’

‘You are, of course, bloody joking?’

‘Er, no.’

‘Do you know how much trouble I’ve gone to? Do you? Well,’ Flick leaned over Georgie’s desk, using her full height to intimidate her, ‘as a forfeit for not telling me and putting me in direct contact with vermin, YOU are going to collect the effing thing, YOU are going to take it back to the shop and YOU are feeding that revolting cat in that revolting house until Mrs H. comes home. And, in the meantime, you’re making me a cup of tea.’

Georgie sniggered on and off for the rest of the afternoon, in between a deluge of calls - almost all pre-Christmas panic. A common request was for presents to be collected from shops and stored so they wouldn’t be discovered before the Big Day. Last year Georgie had had to find house room for a four-thousand-pound wooden rocking horse and then had to deal with the fall-out when her daughter found it and had the news broken to her that it wasn’t actually for her.

‘Have you managed to find the burgundy baubles for Mrs Goldberg?’ Jo asked Georgie.

‘Yup,’ she smiled back, triumphant. ‘A little place in Henleyon-Thames. Plus just the right ribbon from VV Rouleaux. It will be a sublime Christmas round the Goldbergs’.’

‘Which is an odd concept when they’re Jewish.’ Flick muttered.

It was 6.30 p.m. and Joanna was long gone before Flick felt she had staved off the day’s emergencies. Georgie, who’d had to call on a friend to collect and take care of Libby while she finished up, was beginning to close down her PC when Flick heard the door of the office open. Flick sighed. Perhaps it was Mr Bow Tie man again, wanting his shoe laces done up this time.

The woman who came through the door, however, was about Flick’s age, maybe older, with a blonde bob and an expensive-looking brown wool coat. She was tall and striking, her pearl and gold earrings caught the light and around her neck was a wide scarf of interwoven threads in greens, pinks and browns.

‘Can I help you? We’re actually closed.’ Flick hoped she didn’t sound too sharp but it was Friday, she was tired and wanted to go home.

‘Yes, I’m terribly sorry to bother you. I realise it’s late.’ Her accent was a clipped South African. ‘Only it says on your door that you “can take care of it”.’ She pulled herself up as she said it.

‘Yes,’ Georgie came round her desk. ‘It works like this. You pay to be a member and then you can call on our services. Domestic things, mainly.’

‘This is domestic,’ the woman said softly.

‘Right. Would you like to fill out a membership form or you can go to our website?’ Georgie pulled a form out of the display box.

‘It’s a bit more delicate than that, really.’

Flick offered her a chair. What was this? Did she need something embarrassing sorting out? It wouldn’t be the first time they’d had to make a dash to someone’s flat to secrete the spoils  of a Bond Street shopping trip so they weren’t found out.

‘Can you really handle anything?’

Flick and Georgie looked at each other. ‘We’ll have a go. What did you have in mind?’

There was a long pause. ‘Thing is, I need your help getting my own back on my lying bastard of a husband.’




Chapter Three

Saturday morning saw Ed up early for a hockey match his older son was playing in. Georgie didn’t point out that he hadn’t written it into the diary and she was pretty sure he hadn’t mentioned it, either. Perhaps it was a last-minute three-line-whip from Patsy.

With Libby at her ballet lesson, Georgie popped into the supermarket to get some flowers to take to Mike and Amy’s that night. She’d let Ed choose some wine from their own collection once she’d checked with Amy what they were going to be eating, although she hoped he wouldn’t go on about it too much at dinner. She loved his passion, but it was doubtful any of Amy’s arty friends would be interested in which side of the vineyard the grapes had come from. The mingled scent of fresh newspapers and potted plants greeted her as she stepped inside and away from the blustery wind, and she browsed the display with interest. The forced hyacinths were tempting, but such a cliché at this time of year, although the white ones might do. She rejected lilies because of the pollen and eventually settled on a jasmine covered in tight, white buds that would open to perfume the whole house by Christmas. She then selected some tempting-looking berries that she could add to the cheesecake she would make that afternoon. The rest of the shopping for the week could wait until she had more time.

That evening, getting ready to go out, she could tell that Ed was tired by his rather muted conversation and she tried to draw  him out. ‘So, did Charlie’s team play well?’ It was a vague question, but she had no ideas of the intricacies of hockey.

‘Yes, well enough. They won but they didn’t really deserve to. Charlie did all right but I don’t think he’ll make the first team. What time are we due at Amy’s?’

‘Eight, but we won’t be eating till late - you know the score.’

Ed sighed theatrically. ‘I’ll be paralytic by the time she serves up and then it will be something that looks like cat sick. Anything I could have to keep me going, and soak up the wine?’

Georgie laughed. Ed’s suspicion of vegetarian food was legendary. ‘There’s some quiche left in the fridge.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Quiche? That’s almost as bad. I’ll raid the bread bin. We don’t have to stay too late, do we?’

‘No, we can’t anyway. We’ll have to be back for the babysitter. Will you drop her home or shall I?’

Ed looked pleadingly. ‘If you drive, I’ll do it next time.’

‘Agreed. But not too much vino, eh?’ She patted his back gently. ‘We don’t need another argument about developers and capitalism and all that - OK?’

Ed looked sheepish. ‘If I hear bollocks being spoken I can’t just let it go, can I?’

Georgie handed him her necklace and turned her back to him while he did it up round her neck. ‘I’ll make it worth your while if you do,’ she purred suggestively.

He kissed the nape of her neck. ‘Then Mike can talk all the bollocks he likes,’ he murmured. ‘I won’t say a thing!’

By the time she’d settled Libby and had ten minutes about GCSE coursework from the babysitter, they were late leaving, and Georgie was relieved that the meal seemed to be at least partly cooked by the time they arrived.

‘Mmm, that smells yummy! Is it Moroccan?’

Amy returned her hug warmly. ‘Yeah - Mike got me a tagine and we’ve been using it all the time. Probably won’t last though. It’ll be like the wok and the bread-maker, and all the other stuff we’ve got at the back of the kitchen cupboards.’

Ed’s laughter rumbled behind her in the hallway as he waited for the congestion to ease up and Georgie felt herself relax. It was a good start. She squeezed past Amy into the cosy, candlelit kitchen where Mike was cautiously prodding at a steaming colander of couscous, and introduced herself to the other couple there while he fretted. Lydia, dressed in multi-layered woollens, was wedged into a corner and her partner, Alan, was crooning over their tiny new baby, held in a faded blue sling across his chest. Both were sufficiently wrapped up in each other and the baby to pay only the most passing interest in the newcomers and Georgie sat right opposite, where she could shamelessly feast her eyes on the little scrap.

‘Oh! And who’s this?’ Ed asked as he clambered over the banquette to sit beside her. ‘What type? Pink or blue?’

‘She’s called Evie,’ Lydia smiled tiredly. ‘This is the first time we’ve been out since she was born.’

‘Well, congratulations. Your first?’

Alan and Lydia nodded at Ed in unison, smiling with shy pride and Georgie slipped her arm through Ed’s.

‘Knackering, isn’t it?’ Ed laughed. ‘Still, console yourselves, it won’t last long. Then it gets really serious doesn’t it, darling?’ He smiled knowingly at Georgie. ‘And expensive! Better start saving now. Glass of wine? I’ve got some white Bordeaux here. Where’s your glass?’

Georgie untucked her arm and stood up, neatly swivelling round on the bench. She had the awful feeling that the dream she cherished was ebbing away. Every time Ed made even the mildest joke about babies, it chipped away at her hopes. She knew he was right about the cost and the energy children sucked from you, but she couldn’t help feeling something was missing. Their family wasn’t complete. ‘Can I help?’ she asked Amy briskly, who was sorting through the cutlery drawer, squinting at the knives.

‘Well, if you can see in this semi-darkness, six matching everythings. Honestly, Mike, did we have to use the lanterns?  I can’t tell whether the tagine is done or not. Here, Georgie, have a chickpea and tell me what you think.’

Georgie tasted the sludge-coloured mixture on the spoon Amy thrust at her and chewed on it for some considerable time before answering, ‘Maybe a bit longer.’

Amy replaced the ceramic lid and slid the pot back into the oven while Georgie rummaged in the drawer. ‘Let’s start with some mezze then. George, could you plonk these olives over there? Mike, for goodness sake, leave it alone. It has to steam and it can’t do that if you keep taking the lid off. Just stick some more boiling water in the pan underneath and, er, slice up that pitta bread, will you?’

Georgie listened in amusement to the banter. The affection between the couple shone through the barbed comments and teasing. And certainly, nothing was left unsaid between them. She thought again about the woman who had called into the agency on Friday night with her tale of marital woe. Caroline Knightly, she had said her name was, but neither Flick nor Georgie was convinced it was her real one. Something had stopped her mentioning any of it to Ed, especially as she and Flick hadn’t had time to discuss it yet.

By the time the couscous was served, Georgie was already stuffed with stuffed vine leaves, carrot sticks and hummus. Ed had mellowed under the influence of his Aligoté and the New Zealand red he was now sampling and Alan had handed over the baby, somewhat reluctantly it seemed to Georgie, to Mike, who was holding it slightly awkwardly.

‘See, Mike? You’re a natural,’ Amy teased. ‘Far better than I’d be. Maybe we should wait until they have the technology and you can get pregnant.’

Mike jiggled the baby gently and lowered his head to drop a kiss on her forehead, then sniffed once or twice.

‘Uh-oh,’ laughed Ed. ‘Is it happy nappy time? I thought I could detect a whiff.’

‘No, it’s not that. It’s just that her head smells of . . . I don’t know. It’s really nice.’

Georgie felt a wave of longing. ‘Mmm, it’s like baby powder, isn’t it? I’ve always thought if you could bottle that scent it would sell a million. Could I?’ She looked questioningly at Lydia, who nodded and smiled and, carefully, she lifted the baby from Mike’s arms. ‘Hello, Evie, you are a beautiful girl, aren’t you?’ Georgie gazed at the unfocused eyes and red puckered lips. ‘Oh, she’s gorgeous. She’s just perfect.’

Ed looked sideways at her, smiling wryly. ‘Oh dear. I know that look. I’ve seen it before, three times. I shall have to be very careful indeed. Could I have a refill of that red, Mike? It’s really quite drinkable, y’know, and another glass of it will render me incapable anyway.’

Everyone laughed and Georgie smiled gamely. She knew it was looking increasingly unlikely. The timing never seemed quite right, but she could still hope, couldn’t she?

Flick had been late for her friend Camilla’s dinner party on Saturday evening, but she more than made up for lost time with an assault on the Rioja, and then she woke on Sunday morning feeling as if a tank had been driven through her head. She dared not open her eyes - the rain on the window told her it probably wasn’t worth it anyway - because she really couldn’t remember much about what had happened. The dark-haired futures trader Camilla had seated her next to - and who she’d flirted with outrageously all evening - they hadn’t, had they . . . ? He had certainly been cute.

Then she remembered through the fug that she’d come home alone in a taxi and fumbled to fit the key in her door. She felt a wave of relief and shame flood over her.

‘God, Flick, girl, you’d better get a grip.’

The second reason for not opening her eyes was the prospect of going to see her mother. She’d already delayed it for two weekends, and she wouldn’t get away with it again. Tentatively  opening one eye she squinted at the clock. Nine-thirty. Slowly, as if getting up for the first time after a serious illness and bed confinement, she swung her legs out and sat up, clutching her head in her hands until the throbbing subsided.

Fortified by coffee so strong that few of her friends were able to cope with it - Georgie likened it to engine oil - she headed off in the car towards Mitcham. Now Flick knew that Mitcham was considered the poor man’s Wimbledon. It wasn’t even the Surrey of moneyed Richmond or golf club Guilford. Many of the agency’s clients had bought up what they considered bargains in Mitcham, unable to afford the sunny avenues of Wimbledon with its common, its quaint shops in the village and the air of entitlement earned by two short weeks in the spotlight once a year. Flick’s Mitcham was a whole different story. She’d grown up here and, to her, it was row upon row of uninspiring post-war housing in street after uninspiring street of urban sprawl.

As if in her sleep, which it practically was, she swung past buses and slow drivers heading south-west for a trip out for the day - shopping no doubt, the great British pastime - and tutted as people held her up. Her windscreen wipers made the best of sudden sprays from passing traffic. The day was icy and grey, and she drummed her hands on the steering wheel as she waited at the lights. Beside her was a large and battered estate car, and out of the back window gazed a sullen-looking small boy. Unable to stop herself, Flick stuck out her tongue and crossed her eyes.

The child smiled broadly and, checking that his parents in the front weren’t looking, gurned back at her, pulling down his bottom eyelids and sticking his fingers up his nose. Flick laughed and, as she burned off at the lights, she thumbed her nose at him. Poor sod. It might liven up a day which would probably be spent being dragged around a shopping mall and being subjected to canned Christmas muszak and having his hand slapped every time he touched anything.

Squeezing into a tight space on her mother’s road, Flick looked at herself in the mirror and sighed deeply. Then, tentatively, she climbed out of the car, convinced that the older you get the harder it is to shake off a hangover. Or perhaps it was just all the cheap wine.

‘Yoo-hoo.’ Flick tried to push open the front door but had to lean in and round to move the bag that was wedged behind it, evidence of her mother’s latest cause, in a long line of causes. A list that included women’s rights, CND, the Poll Tax, saving the whale, the panda, the rainforest. For years Flick had been dragged to rallies or dragooned into delivering leaflets through letter boxes each and every weekend. Now her mother was saving the planet, single-handed, but Flick had managed to escape the crusade. Except, that is, for the inevitable shuffle around piles of recycling which crowded the hallway and every corner of the little house, ready to be put into the ancient Volvo outside.

‘Just upstairs.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Flick called.

‘Don’t fill it too full.’ Flick muttered the words at the same time as her mother trilled them from her bedroom. ‘Yeah, yeah.’

Tiptoeing around various boxes filled with cartons or cardboard, peelings and empty bottles of (organic) wine, Flick filled the kettle up to the mark her mother had made on the side. She then spooned into two mugs some of the powder her mother insisted on drinking because it involved no possibility of the exploitation of foreign workers.

‘Darling!’ Her mother came through the kitchen door like a whirlwind, preceded by the cat. Small and plump, Flick’s mother had the sort of face that benefited from make-up, which was a shame because she refused to wear any on political grounds. ‘You look like shit.’

‘I love you too,’ muttered Flick.

‘Have you been burning the candle at both ends again?’ Her mother poured boiling water into the mugs. ‘Having milk today?’

‘Only if it’s not goats’ and improves the taste.’

‘Now. Christmas.’ Flick’s heart sank as her mother plonked the steaming mugs down on the table in front of them and sat down heavily on a kitchen chair. She knew she couldn’t avoid the discussion indefinitely, and it wasn’t as if she or her mother were particularly enamoured by the whole festive thing, but, scared to be the first to quit, they kept up the pretence of making it a celebration. ‘What are your plans?’ Same question as always.

Flick sighed. ‘I’ll go to the pub on Christmas Eve, have too much mulled wine, wake up with a sore head, then I’ll come over here and we’ll munch our way through some falafel and watch a re-run of Only Fools and Horses, a film starring Harrison Ford, and round it all off with the Eastenders omnibus in which someone will walk out on someone else, dramatically saying they’re having an affair with their son, daughter, cat, just as the turkey is about to be carved.’

Flick’s mother tutted. ‘You are a very cynical person, young lady. It’s not healthy.’

‘Oh come on, Mum, it’s all bollocks and you know it is. Since Dad left it’s never been any fun, has it?’ Flick watched a flash of pain shoot across her mother’s face before she looked down into her cup.

‘No, no it hasn’t and I’m sorry about that.’

Flick knew she’d been too harsh. ‘It’s not your fault. Christmas brings out the bastard in everyone.’

‘Why’s that, do you suppose?’ Her mother looked up, her soft brown eyes wide with innocence. She’d never quite understood how people could be less than wonderful all the time. A bit like Georgie. Flick must have inherited her cynicism, like she had her height, from her father, for whom everyone was an idiot until proven otherwise. How these two diverse personalities could ever have come together was beyond Flick. Perhaps her father had fallen for the optimistic innocence her mother carried with her. Perhaps he’d been transported by her hippy kaftans and  the urge to save the world from itself. Whatever, he’d quickly got bored and left one miserable November evening to shack up with a woman from Catford who promised reality and a half-share in the pub she ran.

‘Who knows the vagaries of a man’s mind?’ Flick played with some crumbs on the table top. ‘They certainly don’t function on the same level as we do.’

‘Sylvia Derens. Remember her? I worked at the Oxfam shop with her for a while. Lovely husband. Cared for her and the garden. They always holidayed in Wales every year, just like clockwork. Turns out he’s been having it away with the receptionist at work. And he wears socks with his sandals.’

Flick laughed at the revolting image that popped up in her head. ‘Perhaps that floats the receptionist’s boat. I wonder if he keeps them on in bed.’

‘They’re odd though, aren’t they?’ her mother pressed on. ‘I mean, they woo you, tell you that you are marvellous and that they’d die for you, but the minute things get domestic and life becomes discussions about dripping taps and “have you put the cat out”, their eyes start to rove to anything in a skirt.’

Flick raised her eyebrows. ‘And I’m the cynical one, am I?’

Her mother waved away her comment. ‘Oh, just me getting old. Do you remember that thing that man said about mistresses? ’

‘Er, can you be more specific?’

‘That man who named the nightclub after his wife.’ Her mother rubbed her forehead, frustrated at not being able to remember.

‘James Goldsmith - Annabel’s?’

‘That’s the one! I think he said that when you marry your mistress, you create a job vacancy or something like that. It sort of sums it up.’

Flick thought about John and the one very brief text she’d had from him yesterday. At weekends there was always radio silence as he embedded in domestic life. So that’s what it was.  The best of all possible worlds. Flick suddenly felt very lonely.

‘Come on,’ she stood up suddenly, making her mother start. ‘Let’s go and do what the whole sodding nation is doing today.’ Her mother stood up too, expectantly, her eyes a bit suspicious. ‘Let’s go shopping. Let’s go and waste the day wandering round shops, buy each other some bit of nonsense, and have lunch in a café. No excuses now. Coat on and we’re off.’

Her mother hesitated for a moment, then a smile spread across her face, and Flick realised how precious she was, with her campaigns and her hope for all things to be good and safe. She leaned forward and planted a kiss on her cheek.

‘What a lovely idea, darling. Let me get a warmer jumper on.’ She left the room, dodging the boxes and bags, and made her way upstairs. ‘Oh,’ she shouted down a moment later. ‘Can we stop at the recycling plant on the way? Only, I’ve a few things to drop off.’
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