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      For my beautiful sister.

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      

      
      My name is Gracie Flowers and I’m an estate agent. But before you say, ‘Oh, bloody hell, you’re not, are you?’ let me defend
         myself by saying that I’m not like all the others. For starters, I’m nice. For seconds, I can’t lie. Like, really can’t lie.
         When a client asks other estate agents if a four foot by five foot kitchen is small, they’ll say something like ‘Oh, no! It’s
         far from small. It’s compact and demonstrates a remarkable use of space. You’ll get all the mod cons in there.’ If a client
         asks me whether the five foot by seven foot kitchen is small, I’ll choke and say, ‘Yep, tiny. Try to swing a gerbil in there
         and you’ll dislocate your arm. You’ll be keeping your microwave in the living room.’ You’d think these qualities would be
         a hindrance when selling houses, but they’re not. They’re really not. I’m an astonishingly good estate agent, and no one was
         more surprised about that than me. Well, maybe my mum.
      

      
      Ken Bradbury, my boss, the owner of the London chain of estate agents, Make A Move, says that I’m the best female estate agent in London. And although I always say, ‘Ken, you sexist toad, lose the word female,’ I’m as chuffed as a pub patio
         ashtray to be respected for what I do. What’s even weirder than the fact that I seem to be peculiarly brilliant at selling
         houses is this: I absolutely love being an estate agent. Choosing a home is a massive decision in people’s lives and it’s
         me, Gracie Flowers, who’s there making sure they don’t mess it all up. I match the person to the house, so that they can create
         a home full of love, dreams and happy memories. And I also get to nose around other people’s homes, which can be very enlightening.
         It’s the best job in the world. Why we’re as popular as bankers I don’t know.
      

      
      There is a bummer, though, and it’s a big old builder’s bummer. I have to work on Saturdays. So when normal people are lying
         in bed all snugly and drooly, dozing and deciding where to go for breakfast, I’m wondering if I can get away with just one
         more eight-minute snooze and whether I have any clean pants for the day.
      

      
      I wake up in the same way, at the same time, every Saturday. It’s not by an alarm clock. I don’t need an alarm clock. This
         isn’t because I’m a perky early riser. Far from it. It’s because I live in the noisiest flat in London. My Saturday wake-up
         call is as follows:
      

      
      7.42 a.m. – The freight train from Portsmouth to King’s Cross thunders, no roars, no lacerates my eardrums, as it travels
         along the railway line a few feet from my bedroom window.
      

      
      7.54 a.m. – Another freight train; the longest of the week. It lasts for nearly two minutes and sounds like the Red Arrows
         are doing a flying routine inside my pillow.
      

      
      8.03 a.m. – The third alarm call comes when the men in the glass shop below me arrive and turn Capital FM on. Very loud.
      

      
      8.14 a.m. – Another freight train.

      
      8.15 a.m. – The men in the glass shop below me start smashing sheets of glass.

      
      For some reason the combination of smashing glass, the freight train and the crackling of Capital at around the eight fifteen
         mark arouses my boyfriend, Danny. It tends to be at about this time that I feel his erection on my bottom.
      

      
      When Danny makes love to me later in the day he can be quite adventurous. However, when he makes love to me in the morning
         he seems to think that flapping his penis onto my bottom constitutes foreplay. Erotic. Now I like sex, but if I have to be
         honest, at eight fifteen on a Saturday morning I prefer to snooze. I normally lie still and hope that he’ll stop, which is
         what I’m doing now. It’s not proving very effective, though. He’s just shifted his weight and moved his penis onto the other
         bottom cheek. Damn!
      

      
      I lie still and let him do it anyway. He doesn’t normally take very long in the morning.

      
      ‘Danny, baby, be careful, I’m not taking the pill at the moment,’ I mumble into the pillow. I forgot I needed to go to the
         doctors and get another prescription for my contraceptive pill. That was stupid, Gracie. Stupid.
      

      
      I’ve been going out with Danny Saunders for ten years. He asked me out two days before my GCSEs started. Actually, technically
         they’d already started as I’d completed my French oral the day before. This means I should be able to say, ‘Excuse me, where
         is the nearest bank?’ in French, but I can’t. I haven’t the foggiest. Anyway the bulk of the exams, the two a day for about a fortnight, were still looming at this point.
      

      
      I didn’t know much about Danny when he stopped me in the corridor and proceeded to cough and look at his feet for a few minutes
         before eventually saying, ‘You know this shit prom thing, do you want to go with me?’
      

      
      I knew his name, though, Danny Saunders. I thought it was a nice name: friendly, blokey, approachable and pronounceable. I
         knew he was clever – he was in all the top sets – I was aware that he was pale and into computers, and I was definitely familiar
         with his height. ‘Bloody tall,’ I called it. It turned out to be six foot three. But that was about all I knew.
      

      
      I kept myself to myself at school. At that time my mum and dad were the Torvill and Dean of the ballroom dancing world. They’d
         won the World Ballroom Dancing Championships for seven consecutive years, but all this was before Strictly Come Dancing and ballroom dancing’s subsequent rebirth of cool. And this was Kensal Rise Community College, where you were only cool if
         your dad was a DJ or in prison. ‘Your dad’s a gay lord,’ people would say to me, if they bothered to say anything at all.
         Hence the keeping myself to myself.
      

      
      I was therefore surprised to be asked out to the ‘shit prom thing’. I looked at Danny Saunders with the nice name closely
         and noticed that he was at least a foot taller than me, lean and broad-shouldered. I was also pleased to see that he was wearing
         a Ramones T-shirt. My dad had a Ramones T-shirt, and at the time my dad was my hero. I looked into his deep-set brown eyes
         and nonchalantly said, ‘Yeah, OK, why not?’ But inside I was thinking, Phwoar, Danny Saunders is fit.
      

      
      I’m not thinking that this morning, though. I’m thinking something else entirely. The eight seventeen passenger train hasn’t even gone past and Danny is grunting and lolloping off
         me like a roll of old carpet. But that’s not the worst of it: I can feel something gooey down there.
      

      
      ‘Danny Saunders, you arse!’ I screech, punching him in his annoyingly concave belly.

      
      ‘Aw, Grace, babe. I totally forgot,’ he pants.

      
      ‘Plonker!’ I hit him again.

      
      ‘Can’t you get that morning-after pill thing?’

      
      I sigh, sit up and wipe my eyes like a tired child. I’ll have to get the morning-after pill thing. Thank you, Danny, for pointing
         out the bleeding obvious. A baby definitely isn’t in my plans for the foreseeable future. But the busiest weekend in the modern
         world is facing me and God knows when I’ll find the time to fit in a trip to the pharmacy.
      

      
      But I mustn’t worry about that for the moment, I think, smiling to myself as I get out of bed. I have a big – no, very big
         – morning ahead.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      

      
      I have a feeling that my bathroom routine is different to most people’s. I can’t be certain, but I’ve never met anyone who
         showers as quickly as I do. Danny tells everyone I shower as though an armed militia is beating down the door. I don’t have
         the heart to point out that it’s a ridiculous analogy, if it even is an analogy. I never did get my English GCSE.
      

      
      If an armed militia were banging down my door I would hardly be in the blinking shower. I would either be trying to squeeze
         my bottom out of the small bathroom window or I’d be standing in the middle of the bathroom in a formidable Lara Croft stance,
         armed with a plunger and an aerosol, ready to punish the swines for hurting one of my precious doors. I own my flat. Not that
         I call it my ‘flat’. Because it’s not a flat. It’s a maisonette. I stripped and sanded all the doors myself and spent hours
         in Homebase gazing at shades of white before painting them all purple. I love my doors.
      

      
      The reason I shower quickly is because I like to have time to talk to myself in the morning. I don’t know what I’d do without my morning pep talks. I got them from my dad. My mum likes
         to start the day with fifteen minutes of yoga, and when I was little I would get in her way and interrupt her karma, so Dad
         used to lock me in the bathroom with him and entertain me. He would set me down carefully on the toilet lid and I’d look up
         at him and listen as he shaved and talked to himself.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Camille, looking very fine, may I say,’ he would start, smiling at his reflection. I would giggle. ‘Now then,
         you handsome devil, what have we got in store today? Oh, the Clydesdale Cup. And are we going to win it? Oh, we are. Good,
         good. We’re going to keep the control in the cha cha cha, aren’t we? Not like the last time when we nearly catapulted Rosemary
         into the judge’s lap. Although he would probably have enjoyed that, wouldn’t he, the filthy toad?’ Then he’d wiggle a few
         cha cha cha steps. ‘Camille, don’t dance and shave, I have warned you. It can get bloody. So, winning the Clydesdale Cup,
         what else? Oh I know! I’m going to sing a song with my beautiful birthday daughter, Gracie. What shall we sing?’
      

      
      Now, as the bulk of these mornings happened when I was between the ages of three and eight, one might expect us to be singing
         ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ or ‘Old MacDonald Had A Farm’ together. But no, by the age of four I knew all the words to ‘Wichita
         Lineman’ by Glen Campbell. At five my favourite song was ‘No Woman No Cry’ by Bob Marley. My sixth year was quite prolific
         because we covered a lot of Bob Dylan and the Beatles; and I was singing most of the major Motown hits by the time I was eight.
      

      
      ‘Up tight. Everything’s all right!’ I shouted. It was the morning of my eighth birthday and I was in a massive Stevie Wonder
         phase.
      

      
      ‘Gracie,’ my dad said, clocking my enthusiasm with a smile, ‘the time has come. Today is a very important day because I’m
         going to introduce you to someone very special. Someone very special indeed. A woman with a huge talent. A beautiful, deep,
         rich voice like you, Amazing Grace.’ He called me that a lot. ‘A woman with the courage of her convictions. A woman who worked
         tirelessly for the rights of black people. A Goddess. Gracie Flowers, may I introduce you to … the one, the only … Nina Simone.’
         And he walked over to the cassette recorder on the bathroom windowsill and pressed play. That was the first time I heard the
         song ‘Feeling Good’. ‘It’s a new dawn, it’s a new day. It’s a new life for me and I’m feeling good.’
      

      
      I was eight and watching my dad who loved me mouth the words to this wonderful song. He mimed being a fish and a butterfly
         and I laughed in delight – quietly though, as I didn’t want to miss a word – and I remember feeling good.
      

      
      That Nina Simone day was exactly eighteen years ago. And I’m feeling pretty good this morning, too, despite the semen situation.

      
      ‘Happy birthday, Gracie Flowers, how you doing?’ I say to my reflection. ‘Whoa, not pretty. That’ll be last night’s tequilas.
         Concealer, where are you?’ I say, delving into the cosmetic detritus by the sink. I do completely love my flat, however, its
         standard of cleanliness may not always attest to this fact. It’s generally a complete tip on Saturday because, if I tidy at
         all, it will only ever be a rushed, haphazard attempt on a Sunday.
      

      
      ‘So, Gracie Flowers, let’s get down to business,’ I say after I’ve smudged away my tequila shadows. ‘You’ve got a lot to get through today. You could get giddy after the announcement,
         and there may be champagne, so practise what you want to say.’
      

      
      I stand back from the sink slightly and take a deep breath. I imagine Ken Bradbury saying, ‘It is with great pleasure that
         I give the job to Gracie Flowers.’ Then I start to perform.
      

      
      ‘Oh my goodness,’ I gasp, putting my hands over my mouth in mock surprise.

      
      I have to giggle. I’m so rubbish at acting.

      
      ‘Oh. My. God,’ I try in a higher register. It’s better, but not much.

      
      ‘Argh! No way!’ I screech, which is dreadful.

      
      I have a problem. It’s fairly obvious to everyone that I’m going to get the job of Head of London Sales. I’ve been the company’s
         top negotiator ever since I became a negotiator, and Ken Bradbury himself pretty much told me the job was mine. ‘My decision
         works very well in your favour, Gracie,’ he said and then he winked. It couldn’t have been clearer. So this is all really
         just a formality because Ken likes to have a big Saturday-morning announcement whenever there’s a new appointment at Make
         A Move. He thinks it encourages a healthy rivalry amongst the team. I’ve been to loads of them and it’s very important to
         act surprised. I saw one bloke simply nod and go up and shake Ken’s hand. No gasp, no tears, no witty but not vulgar expletive.
         We had one word for him: smug.
      

      
      At Make A Move there is only myself and my good friend Friendly Wendy in the entire company who are of the fair and delicate
         sex. The rest of the employees belong to the sex that read the Daily Star and like to throw office equipment at each other’s heads. ‘Men’ is the technical term for them, although Friendly Wendy and
         I prefer to lump them under the more appropriate term, ‘dickheads’.
      

      
      The bloke who nodded when he got his promotion eventually became known as Smeg. It started out with the odd quip: ‘Is this
         ssssmug yours?’ And, ‘Would you like a ssssmug of tea?’ But substituting the word mug with smug offered limited comic value,
         so in the end he became known simply as Smug which in turn became Smeg – and Smeg stuck. Ken Bradbury’s nickname originated
         in a similarly organic manner. At first he was known by his initials KB, then these got changed to KY, and now he’s simply
         known as Lube.
      

      
      I mustn’t look smug when they announce me. Smeg’s left now and it’s his job I’ll be taking over. I really don’t want to be
         called Smeg 2. Or Lady Smeg. Or Little Lube. If I’m given a nickname at all I want it to be Lady Boss.
      

      
      I clear my throat and try again. This time I opt for soft and gracious.

      
      ‘Oh my goodness, Ken, thank you,’ I say, in a way I hope will sound quietly overawed. ‘I won’t let you down, I promise. I
         love Make A Move. I started here over five years ago, answering the phones on Saturday mornings. And here I am now being given
         this amazing opportunity. What an honour! I owe so much to you, Ken, for your support and guidance. I’m going to ensure that
         Make A Move is the only estate agent in London that people want to use.’ Ken will love that bit. ‘And I’m going to whip your
         arses, boys,’ I add, with a scowl at all the blokes.
      

      
      When I finish my little speech, my heart is pounding. I stop and look at my reflection in the mirror. I look like the same
         Gracie Flowers: a five-foot short arse with long blonde hair that never stays in its ponytail. I’m still chubbier than I want
         to be, but I feel amazing.
      

      
      I’ve worked so hard for this day, and now it’s here. I did it. I walk, as though on air, over to my five year plan, which
         is laminated and framed on my bathroom wall. I kiss it and walk to the windowsill, pausing for a moment to wince at my cactus.
         I’m sure someone once told me that cactuses were unkillable. They got that wrong. I press play on the CD player and listen
         to ‘Feeling Good’ by Nina Simone.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      

      
      I didn’t always want to be an estate agent. Like most little girls I wanted to be a singer. But then, like most little girls,
         I grew up.
      

      
      I remember the moment when I was first drawn to the job, though. I was twenty and I was at home with Mum when the doorbell
         rang.
      

      
      ‘Grace, I haven’t got my face on, will you go!’ my mum shouted from upstairs. Those were her words exactly, I know because
         I recall thinking how even when she had her face on she made an excuse not to answer the door. My mother hated answering the
         front door. She wasn’t lazy, but she’d started to hate seeing people – or people seeing her, I wasn’t sure which.
      

      
      I opened the door and a tall young man in a suit stood on the doorstep before me. I don’t remember the details of his face,
         but I know that it was handsome and that I regretted answering the door in my leggings and Dad’s old Ramones T-shirt. I was
         going out with Danny at the time, but I was still twenty with plenty of hormones, and the man before me had put those hormones in a Magimix and whacked it up to full speed.
      

      
      ‘Hello. So sorry to trouble you.’ He sounded posh, like Conservative party posh. ‘I couldn’t help knocking on the door. It’s
         just that this house is so beautiful.’
      

      
      I smiled at the strange, handsome, posh man. I agreed with him. My childhood home was beautiful, although people didn’t usually
         knock on the door to tell us.
      

      
      We were just off the busy Chamberlayne Road, but our house felt like a sleepy idyll away from the mayhem. That’s because it
         doesn’t sit next to the other houses on the road, it’s perched behind them, hidden by trees. There’s a tiny driveway, which
         most people miss, which leads you to our house. It doesn’t look like the other houses nearby, either, which are all three-storey
         red-brick Victorian monsters. Our house is made of grey stone, similar to the stone you find in Bath, and it’s square with
         two floors and a porch with a little Gothic turret.
      

      
      The posh man stood in the porch and looked up at the carved stone arches above him.

      
      ‘Beautiful,’ he said again.

      
      I pointed at the floor beneath his feet.

      
      ‘What’s this?’ He said, stepping aside.

      
      ‘It’s a gravestone,’ I told him. ‘The man who built the house buried his wife there so that every time he walked into the
         house she would be with him.’
      

      
      ‘A love story,’ the man murmured as he stared at the stone.

      
      ‘Hmm. Although, according to the Christians her soul would have burned in hell because she’s not buried in consecrated ground.’

      
      He looked up suddenly. ‘Is the house haunted?’
      

      
      I paused for a moment, unsure of what to say. If you asked my mother she would say the house is undoubtedly haunted, but in
         my honest opinion I’ve never noticed any otherworldly activity. And believe me, I was definitely on the lookout for it.
      

      
      ‘Not really,’ I said.

      
      He laughed. ‘Is there a garden?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Is it gorgeous?’

      
      ‘Yeah, there’s a fig tree and a pear tree and a silver birch, and the birds really love it. It gets sun in the afternoon and
         evening, so you can sit out all day. We’ve got a swing seat under …’ I stopped myself. I was sounding like a plonker talking
         about trees.
      

      
      ‘Gosh. Sounds lovely. Listen, I’m an estate agent. Don’t get out the garlic,’ he said, which I thought must be some strange
         posh-person expression. ‘If you ever wanted to sell this house—’
      

      
      I stopped him then.

      
      ‘We’ll never sell it. Sorry. It belonged to my dad’s parents and they gave it to him. It’s always going to be in the family.’

      
      ‘Oh, right, good,’ he said, and he turned and walked away.

      
      It was that strange posh man’s visit that put the idea in my head. I wasn’t doing much with my life at the time – you might
         say I hadn’t started living at all – but all that was about to change, because shortly afterwards I walked into all the estate
         agents on the Chamberlayne Road to see if they had any vacancies. Everyone I spoke to was completely unimpressed by my lack
         of qualifications, except for Lube, who said, ‘I need an office dogsbody on a Saturday. Key duties are answering phones, making the tea and getting bacon sandwiches. I’ll give you a month’s trial.’
      

      
      I was still on trial and living at home when I wrote my five year plan. As you might expect, people have taken the mickey
         out of my plan over the years. They say I’m obsessive, but I prefer ‘driven’.
      

      
      I wrote my plan on my twenty-first birthday, exactly five years ago to the day, in fact. It was a glorious day and there wasn’t
         a cloud in the sky, not even a wispy one. I sat on the swing seat in the corner of our beloved garden with my favourite book,
         The Five Year Plan: Making the Most of Your Life, and a notebook. I listened to the silver birch sway and rustle and I thought and wrote carefully for two and a half hours.
         Oh, and I hummed and sang ‘Mr Bojangles’. I only remember that because at one point I got carried away and my mum shouted
         out of the window for me to ‘Please stop singing that damn song’.
      

      
      The words I wrote that day are now on the bathroom wall of my maisonette. This is what they say:

      
      Gracie Flowers – My Five Year Plan

      
      Thinking big, aiming high

      
      One year from today I will have:

      
      
         	
            A full-time job at Make A Move doing anything

         

         	
            Saved £2,500

         

      

      
      Two years from today I will have:

      
      
         	
            Been promoted to sales negotiator

         

         	
            Saved £5,000

         

      

      
      Three years from today I will have:
      

      
      
         	
            Become the best-performing sales negotiator in the branch

         

         	
            Saved £10,000

         

      

      
      Four years from today I will have:

      
      
         	
            Become the best-performing sales negotiator out of all the Make A Move branches
            

         

         	
            Have bought my own place (even if it is a shoebox without a lid)

         

      

      
      Five years from today I will have:

      
      
         	
            Been promoted to Head of London Sales

         

         	
            Be living in my own place

         

      

      
      And today, on the very last day of the five years, I have achieved this. ‘And I’m feeling good,’ I sing along with Nina. Then
         I hear my phone ringing and suddenly I don’t feel quite so good. It’s my mum. I know this because the ring tone I have chosen
         for her is ‘Flight of The Valkyries’. The de de der ders perfectly prefix whatever ominous announcement she’s about to impart.
      

      
      ‘Morning,’ I say into my mobile.

      
      ‘Grace. Oh good God, Grace, turn that off, please.’

      
      I pause the stereo. My mum used to love Nina. My mother loved Nina right up until the point that I started to love Nina, then
         she drastically went off her. She maintains that my Nina Simone period was one of her most challenging as a mother. I knew
         my mother was vexed when she was called away from rehearsing the cha cha cha to meet my primary school teacher. The school
         was worried about me.
      

      
      ‘So, Grace, what do you want to be when you grow up?’ my teacher had asked me, just as she had asked all the other boys and
         girls.
      

      
      ‘A big black lady,’ I immediately replied. My teacher didn’t know how to respond, so she told the headmistress, who called
         my mother. Seems entirely unnecessary, if you ask me, she could have just broken the news to me herself.
      

      
      My Nina Simone period came straight after the Stevie Wonder and Motown phase, so it’s no surprise, when you think about it,
         that at eight years of age I wanted to be black. I would cling to black ladies when we went shopping and ask them to sing
         to me. I even wrote to Jim’ll Fix It asking him to make me black, though I never heard back. I’ve stopped all that now, but Mum still has a thing against Nina.
      

      
      ‘Grace, happy birthday.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Mum.’

      
      ‘Now, your father doesn’t want you to wear purple today, Grace. He has a very bad feeling about you wearing purple.’

      
      ‘Oh, God,’ I sigh. Purple is my favourite colour. Half my wardrobe is purple and my purple flowered baby doll dress is the
         only thing that’s clean at the moment. I think about ignoring the request, but I’ll be seeing my dad later so I can’t.
      

      
      ‘OK, fair enough,’ I relent. ‘He’s starting to get a thing about purple, though, Mum, and it’s weird.’

      
      ‘Don’t blame me.’

      
      ‘No, right, well I’d better go. I’ve got the announcement at nine thirty.’

      
      ‘Well. Let me know how it goes.’

      
      ‘Will do. Love you, Mum.’

      
      ‘Yes, yes. Bye.’

      
      ‘A mother’s love.’ I sigh after I’ve ended the call. That reminds me. I cannot forget the morning-after pill today, I think,
         as I leave the bathroom to find something not purple to wear.
      

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      

      
      ‘Isn’t that what you wore to my hookers and pimps party?’ Friendly Wendy asks as soon as she sees me. I can tell she’s surprised
         because bits of the bacon sandwich she’s eating have just easyjetted out of her mouth and landed on my exposed cleavage.
      

      
      ‘Oh, give us a bit of that,’ I pant, looking at her sandwich. She hands it over and I bite into it. Delicious. I love bacon
         sarnies. I’ll never be thin.
      

      
      ‘So is this the sexy Lady Boss look?’

      
      ‘Hardly. I was wearing my little flowery purple dress, but my dad had a bad feeling about purple.’

      
      ‘Again?’

      
      ‘Yep.’

      
      ‘But your dad used to love purple.’

      
      ‘Aren’t they the clothes you were wearing last night?’ I ask, clocking Wendy’s walk of shame. I’m sure she was wearing that
         outfit in the pub last night. Wendy makes a bad attempt at looking coy, but I’m having none of it.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, you’ve still got nacho goo down the top. That’ll be a nightmare to get off,’ I mutter, scratching at the crusty stain.
      

      
      ‘Oh, er, Grace, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.’

      
      ‘Urgh! Wend!’ I say, jumping back immediately. ‘So who was he then?’

      
      ‘Freddie’s friend Martin.’

      
      ‘As in Freddie, the man you fancy above all others? You slept with his mate?’

      
      ‘Do you think I won’t be in with a chance with Freddie now?’

      
      ‘I can’t say for sure, but I think it would be a wise move to stop sleeping with his friends.’

      
      ‘Hmm, but I feel it’s getting me closer to him.’

      
      Wendy finds it very difficult not to shag people, hence the nickname, Friendly Wendy.

      
      ‘I feel a bit sick,’ I tell her, looking around our office, which is currently crammed with all the men from Make A Move’s
         five branches – the men I’ll shortly be whipping into shape in my role as Lady Boss.
      

      
      In truth, I quite like this sick, nervous feeling, when you have to hold your breath and clench your bottom because your whole
         body is gurgling in anticipation. Does that make me weird? Probably.
      

      
      I used to experience it much more frequently than I do now. When I was young I sang in competitions. Not because I had pushy
         parents – far from it – the singing competitions were all my idea. Well, my idea via a girl called Ruth Roberts, who I went
         to primary school with. Now she did have pushy parents. Her parents were so pushy she’d done a demo of ‘Walking On Air’ and sent it to record labels by the time she
         was nine.
      

      
      Ruth Roberts was my sometime best friend from the age of five to eight. I say ‘sometime’ because she was the sort of girl
         who would be arm in arm with you and calling you her best friend one day, then the next she’d ignore you and tell your classmates
         you had nits. Ruth Roberts sang in competitions and I liked singing, so I begged Mum and Dad to let me have a go, too. I did
         my first one at the age of eight and I loved it. Dad drove me to Milton Keynes and we sang along to Nina Simone in the car
         and had toasted teacakes dripping with butter in a Little Chef en route. I can’t tell you how exciting it was – my mother
         doesn’t allow butter or yeast-based products in the house.
      

      
      I sang ‘Castle On A Cloud’ on stage in front of four judges, numerous parents and hyperactive siblings – and I won. I didn’t
         expect to win. It was only when Ruth Roberts eyeballed me on the way to pick up her second-place rosette that I started to
         feel this gurgly sensation in my tummy for the first time. I beat thirty-two other girls, four of whom also sang ‘Castle On
         A Cloud’. We had a celebratory Burger King on the way home. Dad and I swore not to tell my mother and discussed what song
         I’d sing next time. It was one of my best days. Not the best day, but it’s absolutely up there. The only problem with the day was beating Ruth Roberts as she never spoke to me again.
      

      
      ‘There’s Lube.’ Wendy nudges me and I hide the bacon sandwich in my desk drawer and stand up straight. ‘Oh my goodness, KEN.
         Oh my goodness, KEN,’ I repeat to myself. I must, must, must not call him Lube after the announcement.
      

      
      Ken Bradbury walks buoyantly into the office. He’s a short man with a wide, cheeky-chappy face and a close crop to hide his receding hairline. He dresses a bit like Jonathan Ross: expensive suits that always look a fraction too tight, teemed
         with a garish tie. Today it’s purple. Good call, Ken. He’s followed in by another man who looks familiar. He must be a new
         recruit from another branch. He’s tall and very handsome. Wendy has obviously clocked him, too, because her elbow is poking
         my rib in excitement. For once I agree with her fit-man-o-meter. He is very gorgeous. Tall, tick. Dark, tick. Handsome, tick.
         Full marks. And that, as any lady knows, is rare.
      

      
      ‘I think he might need some special Lady Boss attention,’ Wendy hisses. I smile.

      
      ‘Here you all are. My team. My men. My empire,’ begins Ken. I love Ken, but he does think he’s Julius Caesar.

      
      ‘I can smell your hunger and it smells magnificent,’ he says, taking a deep breath. Strange, I thought we smelled like rank,
         hungover people myself.
      

      
      ‘Now then, a big day. Head of London Sales, as we all know, is the big cheese. You get a bit of commission from every sale
         made in the company. You do the hiring and firing and whipping into shape. You motivate, you lead, you inspire.’
      

      
      My knees start to shake.

      
      ‘Now, today’s appointment is exciting. This person is one of, if not the, best in the business.’
      

      
      Whoa. My stomach is doing cartwheels.

      
      ‘I would like to introduce you to John St John Smythe, your new Head of London Sales,’ he announces proudly, and the tall,
         dark handsome bloke steps forward.
      

      
      Oh my goodness, I’m going to faint. My breath catches in my throat and suddenly it feels as if all the air in my body is leaving me. I’ve come over all woozy, like a woman in a corset drama. I reach out for Wendy, but she’s staring open-mouthed
         and doesn’t expect me to lurch at her. I fall into her with a yelp and she stumbles into the man to her right, who drops his
         Starbucks. We both land in a coffee wet patch at his feet. Everyone turns and watches as the man pulls us both up.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Ken,’ shouts Wendy. ‘It was me. I went arse over tit.’ She puts her hand firmly around me to stop me going again.

      
      ‘You all right?’ she whispers in my ear, but I can’t answer. I simply stare at the bastard who’s got my job and ruined my
         plan, ruined everything. And he looks at me. And then he smiles, and I recognise him. It’s the man who came round to my childhood
         home years ago and said it was beautiful.
      

      
      I could cry, and I never, never cry.

   
      
      Chapter 5

      
      

      
      I failed. I failed. I failed. I failed. That’s all I can think. Gracie Flowers failed. Gracie Flowers failed. Again.
      

      
      It’s been so long since I last failed that I’d almost forgotten what it felt like. Isn’t it lovely how humiliation hunts you
         down, even when you’ve tried so hard to build a new identity? The only other time I’ve felt like this was the last singing
         competition I did nearly ten years ago. The whole day felt wrong from the beginning. Mum drove me there for a start. We didn’t
         sing Nina Simone for obvious reasons. In fact, we didn’t sing at all. We didn’t even speak. And we definitely didn’t stop
         for high-fat snacks. There was a bag of peeled carrots in the car. It was miles away – Manchester – and it was the biggest
         competition I’d ever been in: British Under Sixteen Singer of the Year. The winner got to work with Sony on an album, so it
         was massive. Singing competitions had always been fun, surreal and ridiculous, and the only way I got through them was by
         not taking them too seriously. Just sing the song as best you can was my motto. Dad’s motto. But this one felt monumental, life-changing, too huge to get my head round. It meant I could
         leave school and become a singer, and I cracked under the pressure. Exploded is probably a better word.
      

      
      We all had to sing a hymn or gospel song in the first round and I was due to sing my first song after Ruth Roberts. Ruth took
         to the stage and started to sing ‘Amazing Grace’. I’d heard her sing it over a hundred times before. I used to enjoy listening
         to it, but that day I just couldn’t bear it. It’s hard to explain, but it’s as though my whole being rejected the song and
         the competition, so I screamed to block it out. I stood in the wings while a fellow contestant sang and I screamed uncontrollably
         until she stopped and I was carried out.
      

      
      In many ways that’s more dramatic than not getting the Head of London Sales job, but it felt the same. I’d spent years working
         towards something only to fail.
      

      
      ‘We should probably step out of the bogs,’ Wendy says. She has a point: we’ve been in here for twenty minutes. Wendy’s been
         looking in the mirror, fiddling with her dark bob and adding more black eye make-up. She looks a bit like a bug. A beautiful
         bug, but a bug nevertheless. She knows it and she’s not ashamed. Every time we get invited to a fancy dress party she wears
         her home-made bee costume. It’s an all-in-one black catsuit with a big spongy bee-shaped middle and deely boppers. She always
         pulls. Wendy can work the bee look like no one else.
      

      
      I’ve been sitting on the loo, not saying a word since the announcement. Five years of work and it may as well have gone down
         the loo I’m sitting on. I failed the five year plan. The book doesn’t tell you what happens when you don’t achieve what you want. It doesn’t tell you what to do when some strange man appears out of nowhere and stands where you should
         be standing. I’m supposed to be writing my new five year plan this weekend. What’s the point? For the past five years I’ve
         known what I was aiming for. Now I feel lost. I can’t carry on working under this posh bloke. I was supposed to get his job.
         I had it all planned. What now? Will somebody please tell me, what now?
      

      
      ‘Gracie, I need you to speak to me. I mean, I know you’re in shock, but you need to speak. How can you sell houses if you
         can’t speak? How will you sing to your dad? I mean, I suppose you could mime …’ she trails off for a moment. ‘GRACIE!’ Uh
         oh, it’s her cross voice. The one she uses when the boys steal her printer ink cartridges and take them home. Wendy always
         gets panicky when I don’t speak. ‘SAY SOMETHING. SAY ANYTHING.’
      

      
      ‘I hate him,’ I growl.

      
      ‘Excellent,’ she seems genuinely pleased with my progress. She waits for me to add to it, but I don’t oblige.

      
      ‘On the bright side, at least he’s good looking.’

      
      I stare at her and shake my head.

      
      ‘I need him to leave this job quickly, then I’ll get promoted and it won’t be all bad. Otherwise he might stay for years.
         Then what would I do?’
      

      
      ‘Grace, come on. It’s not that bad.’

      
      ‘Wend, it is. I’m giving it three months. And if he hasn’t gone by then, I will.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘No idea. Some other company that will have me.’

      
      ‘But what about Lube? He loves you!’

      
      ‘No, Wend. He’s just proved that he thinks absolutely nothing of me.’
      

      
      ‘Grace, that’s not true.’

      
      ‘Wendy, if I was a posh bloke I’d have got the job, but because I’m a short blonde woman I didn’t, and I can’t tell you how
         angry that makes me. Do you know what, Wend? I’m going to fight. I’m going to make him sorry he walked into Make A Move. And
         so are you, Wendy. Help me make his life hell.’ I look in the mirror and make a roaring sound.
      

      
      ‘Oh, bleedin’ hell,’ mutters Wendy.

      
      Wendy follows me out of the loo and into the office. The theme tune from Rocky is playing in my head. I’m going to sell so many houses this posh bloke will be terrified. I’m going to sell so many houses
         that Ken will come crying to me about the mistake he’s made. I am going to sell so many houses that there’ll be nothing left
         for anyone else to sell.
      

      
      They’ve put Posh Boy at Smeg’s desk, which is opposite mine. I sit down.

      
      ‘What’s this?’ I say frostily. There’s a pile of printed forms in the middle of my desk.

      
      ‘Estate Agent of the Year forms,’ says Posh Boy. He’s ever so good looking. It’s ever so annoying.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You get your clients to fill one in when you complete a sale. There’s a prize for the best estate agent business, which I
         want Make A Move to get, and a prize for the best individual. I won it last year.’
      

      
      I eyeball Posh Boy. He smiles; I don’t. I’m going to win this year, I decide. It’s Posh Boy or me. Let the games begin.

      
      Next to the forms sits a lone business card. ‘John St John Smythe – Head of London Sales’. I turn my nose up at it as though it’s a dead rodent. I want to toss it in the rubbish bin,
         but I don’t. I’m better than that. I drop it in my bag instead. I’ll use it as a toothpick.
      

      
      The phone rings and he reaches for it, but I am John Wayne when it comes to answering the phone and I get there first.

      
      ‘Good morning, Make A Move.’

      
      ‘Am I speaking to the Lady Boss?’

      
      ‘No, I’m still plain old Gracie Flowers.’

      
      ‘You’ll never be plain, Gracie Flowers. Now then, do you fancy selling me some houses?’

      
      ‘I’m loving the plural, Bob, what are you wanting?’

      
      Bob the Builder, as I call him, because he is a builder, is my magic client. He has a huge building company and he buys anything
         that needs renovation. He gets his boys in, makes the property look beautiful and then hands it back to us to sell.
      

      
      ‘Right, we’ve got this big beast on Shirland Road. No one’s seen it yet.’

      
      ‘What’s it like?’

      
      ‘A total shit hole,’ I tell him. I said I couldn’t lie. ‘And there’s another stinker that came on last week off the Harrow
         Road. That would suit you, too.’
      

      
      I notice Posh Boy looking at me with his mouth open. I bet they don’t describe properties as shit holes where he comes from.
         They probably use terms like ‘well-appointed’ and ‘enviably located’. And don’t get me started on ‘architect designed’. Architect
         designed! Who else would design it? A dinner lady? I loathe estate agents like that.
      

      
      ‘Excellent, Gracie, that’s just how I like them.’

      
      ‘Right, Bob. I’ll come to you. I’m on my way.’

      
      I hang up.
      

      
      ‘Wend, I’ve got an eleven and an eleven thirty coming in to exchange contracts. Can you make sure there’s champagne in the
         fridge and clean glasses? If I’m slightly late for the eleven o’clock, will you keep Mrs Walsh chatting. She’s got twin girls,
         so you can ask her about them. And the wife of the eleven thirty is a lady of restricted growth, so whatever you do, don’t
         use the word midget and try to make sure the boys don’t take photos of her on their mobiles like last time. Also, will you
         ring the Shirland Road man and find out what he’ll take. I’ll try and get an offer out of Bob this morning.’
      

      
      Wendy is in her efficient office manager mode and nods curtly as I stand up from my desk.

      
      ‘Good work.’ It’s John Posh Boy Whatsit. Could he be any more patronising? ‘Grace? Is that your name?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Pleased to meet you.’

      
      I nod.

      
      ‘Although … have we met before?’

      
      I shrug. I’m giving him nothing.

      
      ‘It’s a lovely name, Grace.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ I say.

      
      ‘It’s my mother’s name.’

      
      I don’t respond and start to walk towards the door, but I bump into my desk on the way.

      
      ‘Ow, tits!’ I exclaim. Posh Boy laughs. The name Grace has mocked me since childhood.

      
      I manage to sashay out of the door all the same. Estate Agent of the Year, I think, rubbing my newly bruised thigh, I like
         the sound of that. He’s not taking that from me as well.
      

   
      
      Chapter 6

      
      

      
      When I embarked on my career as an estate agent I was handed a tatty box of index cards and told by Lube to get my ‘chops
         round them’. On each card was scribbled a name and telephone number. Occasionally, there was a note, too, offering a valuable
         piece of information such as ‘500,000 max’ or ‘bloke’s a tosser’. On my first day I called every number in the box to find
         out if that person was still looking for a property. Most had moved four years previously or didn’t answer. Out of the whole
         box of two hundred only two needed my help. However, there was one card that fascinated me. The name ‘Robin Duster’ was printed
         clearly in capitals spanning two lines, and below it was a mobile number and a street address. What intrigued me was that
         the entire card had been circled in biro-drawn stars. Now, the doodles could have been because Robin Duster bored the cheaply
         tailored suit trousers off my predecessor on the phone, but really, if telephone tedium drove estate agents to doodling, everything
         in the office would be covered in graffiti. The Miss Marple in me decided that Robin Duster had earned his stars, so I set about stalking him.
      

      
      For three weeks I called him three times a day, but there was never an answer or even a voicemail. So on the Monday of the
         fourth week I left work and drove to the address on the card. I pulled up on Scrubs Lane outside a single-storey industrial-looking
         building with no door. I started to suspect the stars denoted my predecessor’s suspicion that Robin Duster was a serial killer,
         so I texted Danny:
      

      
      Hey, hot stuff, checking out a client. If you never hear from me again, here’s the address.

      
      He texted me straight back:

      
      Wish you wouldn’t keep doing this, babe. Why don’t you get some work singing?

    

      
      I got out of the car and walked slowly round the building, where I saw a gate propped open by a bag of cement, and a young
         lad with his top off loading a van.
      

      
      ‘What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Are you Robin Duster?’

      
      ‘Nah, I wish,’ he answered and pointed through the open gate. ‘He’s in there.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘You can thank me any time.’ He winked. I left that job to Wendy, who performed it with aplomb in the bathroom of one of Bob’s
         showroom apartments three years later.
      

      
      I walked through the gate into a yard stacked with bricks, planks and bloke debris – unwashed mugs, empty Coke cans and old
         copies of newspapers showing nipples – and at the far end was a partially pulled down grille leading to a brick building.
         I could hear sounds coming from inside, so I crouched down and entered, imagining my severed limbs being pulled out of the
         canal by a dog walker in the morning. The building was full of sheets of wood, plastic and metal. A man stood in front of
         me wearing a visor over his face, combat trousers and a T-shirt, he was holding a whirring, sparking machine that looked a
         bit like a chain saw and he was cutting a thick piece of kitchen surface material. I spotted a yellow hard hat on the floor
         and put it on just in case. Whoever it belonged to had a very large head, so it sat quite low on my face, making me feel like
         a Lego figure. Robin Duster was deep in concentration, so I walked over to a shelf where a radio was playing and turned it
         off. I don’t like the radio.
      

      
      ‘Who the hell are you?’ the man shouted.

      
      ‘I’m Gracie Flowers,’ I told him.

      
      He turned the machine off.

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Gracie Flowers.’

      
      He pulled the visor off and I tilted my hard hat so he could see my eyes.

      
      ‘You from the Inland Revenue?’

      
      ‘Yes. You owe me loads of money,’ I said with relish.

      
      His face fell.

      
      ‘I’m joking.’

      
      ‘How do I know?’

      
      ‘I’m an estate agent.’

      
      ‘Oh, you’re not from Smiths?’

      
      ‘No,’ I said affronted. How dare he? ‘I’m from Make A Move.’
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      ‘Are you Robin Duster?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘I wanted to see if I could find you some properties.’

      
      He laughed loudly.

      
      ‘I like properties that need work done to them. The more the better.’

      
      ‘Excellent. Consider it done,’ and I shook his hand and left. I still have the hard hat. It sits on top of my filing cabinet
         at work.
      

      
      Over the next few weeks, whenever we got something suitable I would print out the particulars, put them in a plastic sandwich
         bag, take them to his depot on Scrubs Lane and slide them under the gate. I used to add a little note on a Post-it, too. For
         a long time I used to write, ‘Hello, Robin, hope you’re well. Thought you might like this.’ But by the time I put the eleventh
         envelope through his door I’d deteriorated to, ‘Robin, this property needs so much work it will make you poo your pants and
         cry for Mummy.’ It was the eleventh property and the poo reference that got him interested. Ten minutes later I saw something
         I never thought I’d see: Bob’s number flash up on my mobile.
      

      
      ‘Robin,’ I sighed as I answered it. ‘I do wish you’d stop pestering me.’

      
      ‘Gracie Flowers. Gracie Flowers.’

      
      ‘Robin Duster. Robin Duster.’

      
      ‘Call me Bob.’

      
      ‘Bob the Builder.’

      
      ‘Don’t you dare.’

      
      ‘Promise.’
      

      
      Oops.

      
      ‘Listen, I’m outside the property you sent me. Good work. Can you get the keys?’

      
      ‘Give me four minutes. I’m on my way.’

      
      Fifteen minutes later he’d put in an offer, bought me a pasty and told me I was ‘OK, for an estate agent’.

      
      So Bob the Builder was a tough nut to crack, rather like trying to crack a Brazil nut by banging it repeatedly against my
         head for months, in fact, but once cracked Bob turned out to have the softest, gooiest, truffliest centre.
      

      
      He’s a legend and a man of few words, which I admire greatly. When faced with a topic of conversation he won’t hurl himself
         at it and rub himself all over it, like an overexcited dog – or me – he’ll simply think, then speak. Genius. His main passions
         are QPR, fishing and making millions and millions of pounds. Oh, and his hideous girlfriend, Stella. She’s not actually hideous,
         she’s stunning, but stunning in the style of a WAG pictured at a funeral in Hello!

      
      Stella’s with him today because they’re going to do some shopping after the viewings. Not that Stella looks like the sort
         of girl who would want much, maybe just a helicopter and a tropical island.
      

      
      ‘Yep, I’ll take this one, too,’ Bob says. ‘Put in at fifty under asking and we’ll go from there.’

      
      He’s standing in the centre of the run-down room, darting his eyes quickly about him, as he always does when he’s thinking.
         Bob looks like Bruce Willis, according to Wendy. In fact, years ago Wendy forced me to develop a crush on Bob by repeatedly
         saying things like, ‘Imagine those calloused hands travelling up your thigh,’ and, ‘Think of that strong builders’ back as it pumps up and down on top of you,’ when no one else
         was in the office. It wasn’t a full-blown crush, and meeting Stella for the first time soon doused it. She’s the least warm
         person I’ve ever met.
      

      
      Still, I’d best make an effort. She’s currently looking bored and staring out of the window.

      
      ‘I love your shoes,’ I tell her. They’re four-inch patent heels in an appropriate blood-red colour. Normally, when girls meet
         other girls we find a whole shared language revolving around handbags and shoes, over which we can bond, but even that doesn’t
         work with Stella. Rather than do the obligatory, ‘Oh, thanks, only twenty-five quid in Dorothy Perkins’ retort, she just gives
         me a look. And what a look it is. She manages to say so much simply by raising her top lip, and the gist of it is, ‘Don’t
         speak to me. I will never speak to you. You will never be able to afford these shoes and you would look like a backward child
         trying on shoes in a tranny shop if you did. The mere fact that I’m sharing air with you offends me.’
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Is Gracie Flowers in love for the very first time?
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