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To DMGB: a prince among men




1


My name is Melissa Romney-Jones, but pretty soon you’ll be able to call me Melissa Romney-Jones-Riley! My fiancé, Jonathan, reckons it has quite a ring to it, although we’ve had one or two discussions about whether it should be Riley-Romney-Jones or Romney-Jones-Riley. Whichever, it certainly isn’t any more ridiculous than my office work name, Honey Blennerhesket, which . . .


Actually, let’s start at the beginning.


As Melissa, I am many things to many people: long-suffering daughter of notorious MP Martin Romney-Jones; under-educated but perfectly mannered Old Girl of several fine boarding schools; and fiancée of the debonair, successful and charming Jonathan Riley, a paragon of American dentistry who gives estate agents a good name. I’m what parents like to call a ‘nice girl’, i.e. cheerful, practical, sturdy in the leg and generous of bosom, and entirely without embarrassing tattoos. Not what you’d call a sex kitten, in other words.


But then there’s my other life. Add a satin corset, and some serious red lippy, and you get Honey Blennerhesket, bootylicious troubleshooter for London’s hapless bachelors and chaps generally in need of a woman’s multitasking mind. As far as they’re concerned, there’s no domestic problem Honey can’t sort out, no etiquette dilemma she can’t advise on, and no sticky social situation she can’t winkle them out of faster than you can say ‘Gina Lollobrigida’. It’s weird, but I can’t be bossy when I’m everyday Melissa, yet somehow when I’m walking in Honey’s stilettos I turn into an absolute whirlwind. Supernanny for grown-ups, if you like.


I’ve tried to keep my two lives apart, but they have a habit of running into one another. Even the name of the business – the Little Lady Agency – comes from the annoying manner in which my father, an unreconstructed pig of the first water, would refer to my mother, and indeed any woman, as ‘the little lady’. If men want to engage this little lady to run their lives the way my mother runs my father’s, they pay very reasonable hourly rates. But in return, I sort out their problems, advise them gently on the real reasons they’re going wrong and, ideally, leave them not only spruced up, but in a better state to tackle things themselves.


I really do love my job. As my flatmate Nelson says, it’s a form of social work. And he should know, being the third most well-meaning person in Britain, after Bono and Jamie Oliver.


In fact, it was by shamelessly playing on Nelson’s mile-wide humanitarian streak that I’d managed to enlist his reluctant help in the day’s first job.


‘You understand that I’m doing this on the sole condition that I don’t tell a single lie?’ he stressed for the ninth time, as he flipped through the stack of glossy mags on my office coffee table.


Nelson is my oldest friend. He looks how you’d imagine an England cricket hero should – tall and strapping with a shock of blond hair. At thirty-three, he is a few years older than me, but really he should have been born around 1815, when he could have spent his time striding across some vast estate, tending kindly to his peasants, railing at the iniquities of the slave trade, and eating enormous gourmet meals.


Instead, he works in fund-raising and administration for a charity, and spends a lot of time sailing with his schoolfriend, Roger Trumpet, who, coincidentally, has the personal hygiene habits of a nineteenth-century serf.


‘Absolutely,’ I reassured him. ‘I’ll be doing all the talking. You just have to look patient. You’re good at that.’


‘But what I don’t understand is why Jethro Lorton-Hunter needs you in the first place,’ he said, furrowing his brow like a baffled Labrador. ‘If his girlfriend’s so flaky that she can’t bear to see him talking to another woman, why doesn’t he just tell her to pack it in? Before he packs her in?’


For all his eligibility – and despite having lived with me for years – Nelson understands women about as much as I understand computer programming.


‘Because it’s not as simple as that.’


‘It never is,’ he sighed. ‘Go on, enlighten me.’


Jethro Lorton-Hunter brought his own personal cloud of gloom into my office when he arrived for his consultation. Like most of my clients, he’d been sent on a friend’s recommendation; apparently, I’d ‘done wonders’ for his mate George’s party chit-chat technique, to the point where he now had three girlfriends. Jethro’s problem was his girlfriend, Daisy, who was a sweetheart, apart from one thing: she went bug-eyed if she saw him talking to another woman.


‘It’s because of some stupid mix-up at a party,’ he explained, shredding a tissue. ‘We were playing that game with the orange, you know, where you pass it along with your chin, and, well, you know how things roll down Tilly Chadwick’s . . . chest . . . and then Daisy walked in. It was totally innocent, but you know what some people can be like. She’s been like the secret police ever since. Convinced I’m eyeing up women every time we go out.’ He stuck his hands in his thick black hair. ‘She even accused me of flirting with a traffic warden this weekend! I mean, Daisy means the world to me, but nothing I can say makes the slightest difference, and it’s driving me nuts.’ He raised his eyes to me. ‘What can I do?’


I heard that phrase at least four times a day. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, patting his knee. ‘There’s a very quick way to fix this.’


‘. . . so we’re going to have lunch with Jethro and Daisy, who thinks I’m an old schoolmate of Jethro’s. Not as me,’ I added hastily. ‘As Honey. I’m going to give him the full Honey Blennerhesket charm offensive, and Jethro’s going to make a big show of being utterly disinterested.’ I smiled encouragingly. ‘All you have to do is sit there and give her the impression that you’re my boyfriend.’


‘But I’m not,’ Nelson pointed out. ‘If I was being your boyfriend I’d need a much more expensive suit and a faint air of superiority.’


Nelson wasn’t all that keen on Jonathan. I put it down to jealousy, plain and simple, combined with the fact that they were, in many ways, quite similar. Their manic attention to detail, for one thing.


‘You don’t have to lie,’ I said, ignoring the dig. ‘Just . . . play along.’


‘Fine,’ said Nelson. ‘I’ll pretend you use my razor to shave your legs. Oh, hang on – you do.’


I gave him a reproachful look.


‘Listen, I need to get changed, so could you stick the coffee machine on? I could do with a quick cup before we leave.’


As Nelson inspected my fairtrade coffee supplies, I slipped into the spare room to remove Melissa’s comfy wide trousers and decant myself into Honey’s stockings. My office had once been a little two-bed flat, and in the old second bedroom I kept my foxy Little Lady wardrobe of pencil skirts, neat tweed suits and deep V-neck cardies. I had the sort of unmanageable figure that made high-street shopping pure misery, even with my best friend Gabi’s encouragement, but somehow my ample bosom and even more ample hips filled Honey’s fitted outfits like cream in an eclair. In that things constantly threatened to burst free, but in a good way.


‘So what are you going to do to the poor man?’ yelled Nelson, as I wriggled into a tight black pencil skirt. In the beginning, when I was trying to keep my agency a secret, the clothes had been more of a disguise than anything, but since the bombshell uniform seemed to focus both the client’s mind and mine on the job in hand, it stayed. There was no way this little plan would work, for instance, if I were just plain old Melissa. Believe me, I was perfectly resistible as Melissa.


‘Oh, you know, the usual Honey stuff.’ To be honest, I never really planned anything as Honey: it just seemed to come out of its own accord. I buckled a waspie belt round my waist. At least having hips like a Russian doll’s meant your waist looked smaller by comparison. ‘I’ve told Jethro that he has to ignore me, whatever I do, go on about how happy he is with Daisy and, if necessary, ask me to stop flirting because he’s simply not interested. Just don’t let her slap me.’


‘Don’t worry, I’m the office First Aider,’ said Nelson. He did a gratifying double take as I sashayed into the main office and slid my feet into a pair of patent-leather peep-toe sandals. ‘Good Lord. How does anyone get any work done with you dressed like that? How do you walk downstairs? How do you breathe?’


‘I’m a woman of many talents.’ I winked, then paused, as I caught a glimpse of my curvaceous reflection in the mirror. Something was missing. I was still too . . . Melissa.


‘Do you think I should . . . ?’ I made a halo motion around my head.


‘Should what?’ he said sternly, as if he didn’t already know what I was talking about.


‘Should I . . . put it on?’


We held each other’s gaze.


He knew I was talking about the Wig.


I used to offer a rather ingenious service whereby I’d pretend to be a client’s girlfriend – just to tide them over a tricky social hump, you understand. Weddings, meetings with nosey mothers, that sort of thing. To stop other folk recognising me – because I know an embarrassing number of people and I didn’t want what I was doing getting back to my family – I bought a blonde wig. But the weird thing was that tossing my fabulous blonde mane round gave me an amazing thrill. I wasn’t frumpy, reliable Mel any more, I was a fearless, quick-thinking butterscotch goddess.


It was how I’d met Jonathan, actually: he’d moved here from New York after a horrendous divorce and needed a smokescreen to stop being match-made to death by all the hostesses desperate for gorgeous thirty-something bachelors. So when he and I got together for real, Jonathan decided for obvious reasons that he didn’t want me wearing the wig for work any more. I could see his point. I was never quite sure what would happen myself when I put it on. So I promised him it would stay in the box.


And it had, more or less.


I bit my lip now. The wig would be the final cherry on the cake. Things always turned up a few notches when I wore it. And I needed to look a real knockout to convince Daisy of Jethro’s devotion . . .


I turned on my heel and wiggled off to the spare room.


‘Oh, Mel,’ groaned Nelson. ‘I’m not sure I can cope.’


Heading straight to a filing cabinet that housed the personal details of enough London bachelors to fill a Tatler Eligibles list, I lifted the lid off a fabulous old red satin box.


Carefully, I opened it, and withdrew a coil of gleaming blonde hair. The golden strands shone as I smoothed and stroked the wig around my hand. My secret weapon.


Between you and me, I did miss it.


Jonathan was in Paris. He would never know. Nelson wouldn’t tell. And Jethro would thank me later.


Deftly, I began pinning up my own thick brown hair.


We’d arranged to meet for lunch at Cecconi’s in Burlington Gardens, and I spotted Jethro and Daisy through the big windows as we got out of the taxi. They were holding hands over the table, and Daisy looked the image of sweetness in a white sundress and strawberry-blonde Heidi plaits.


‘Is Jethro looking at me?’ I asked Nelson, as I paid the driver.


‘Mel, of course he’s looking at you. That policeman’s looking at you. So’s that tourist. There are people in offices looking at you.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ I said, blushing. ‘And call me Honey.’


As we made our way into the restaurant, I was rather aware that Nelson was right: people were looking at us. That was the wig – my very own exclamation mark. It suddenly dawned on me that though I’d run through the theory of my cunning plan with Jethro. I hadn’t told him about the blonde wig. He wasn’t expecting a blonde. That, presumably, was why he was looking so startled. I tried to look at him reassuringly but Honeyishly at the same time and psyched myself up into Honey Think Mode.


‘Jethro! How long’s it been? You haven’t changed at all!’ I cried, opening my arms and advancing on him for a social kiss or two.


I sensed Nelson stiffen behind me, and at once a dark cloud passed across Daisy’s pretty face, rather like when you try to take a bone off a Jack Russell.


‘H-h-honey,’ he stammered. ‘Lovely to see you again. This is Daisy, my girlfriend. Daisy, this is Honey, an . . . an old friend.’


‘Hello!’ I said, mwahing her pink cheek. ‘This is Nelson Barber – Nelson, Jethro Lorton-Hunter and Daisy . . .’


‘Daisy Thomsett. We’ve been together eighteen months,’ she said at once, shooting daggers at me.


I made to sit down and both Nelson and Jethro went to pull my chair out. I shook my head warningly at Jethro and glared at Daisy’s half-empty glass.


‘More water, Daisy?’ he said, instead, turning his attention back to her, as we’d practised at his consultation.


‘Yes, please, darling,’ she said, without taking her narrowed eyes off me.


I leaned my elbows on the table so my cleavage rose up in my red shirt like two fresh white loaves. ‘Goodness, Jethro,’ I purred, ‘you’re looking well.’


‘Yes,’ he said robotically, staring at my cleavage. ‘That’s domestic bliss. Daisy really looks after me. I’ve never been so happy.’


I coughed, and he dragged his gaze upwards. ‘Lucky Daisy,’ I cooed.


‘Lucky in what way?’ demanded Daisy.


‘Lucky Daisy to have a boyfriend who’s complimentary about her in public,’ said Nelson, opening his menu. ‘Something Honey here is always complaining about.’


‘Nelson!’ I began, knowing he meant Jonathan, who wasn’t what you’d call demonstrative in public, but he flashed me a quick smile and put his arm around me.


‘Although she knows I adore her,’ he added, giving me a boyfriend-ish squeeze.


I glared at him from under my fringe.


‘Who could resist that smoulder?’ he went on, unnecessarily, I felt. ‘Certainly not me.’


‘Or me,’ added Jethro. ‘I mean, I could resist. Ha! I don’t have eyes for anyone but Daisy!’


‘Then stop looking down her top,’ snapped Daisy.


This wasn’t going quite as planned: for my cunning reverse psychology to work, Jethro’s ignoring needed to match my flirting exactly, and – it wasn’t. I’d obviously wrong-footed him with the wig. Daisy was looking crosser by the minute.


‘Funny, Jethro never mentioned you before,’ she said suspiciously. ‘I’d say you were the sort of old schoolfriend who’d stick in the mind.’


‘Oh, Jethro, I’m crushed!’ I pretended to look hurt, then shrugged towards Daisy. ‘He’s a one-woman man, obviously!’


With excellent timing, the waiter appeared before anyone could say anything else.


‘Ready to order?’ he asked, pen poised.


‘Oh, I think we’re ready,’ glowered Daisy. ‘More than ready.’


I opted for spaghetti and ate it in a deliberately Sophia Loren manner, all slow twirling and lip-licking. Daisy stabbed her ravioli viciously, and I had to keep kicking Jethro under the table to stop him gawping and start him talking up Daisy’s many charms. If it hadn’t been for Nelson heroically taking charge of the conversation I don’t know what I’d have done.


‘So, Honey,’ said Daisy as our plates were cleared, ‘does it take you ages in the morning to look so . . . glamorous?’


‘I prefer the natural look, personally, Dais,’ said Jethro at once. ‘Some women don’t need all that make-up and what have you.’


‘You think I don’t make any effort?’ she demanded.


He looked bewildered. ‘No. No, just that . . . Oh, God.’


‘Women!’ said Nelson, as if he knew anything about it.


‘It does take a while,’ I said, shooting Jethro a flirty glance. ‘All the hooks . . . and clips . . .’


Honestly, I couldn’t help it. It was the wig.


I saw him swallow hard. ‘Waste of time!’ he croaked.


‘I don’t think I could be bothered,’ snapped Daisy. ‘And I have a job to get to in the mornings. Unless it’s part of your job?’


‘It is,’ I agreed.


‘Oh, she’s a different girl at home,’ Nelson assured her. ‘You wouldn’t recognise her.’


‘Anyone got room for pudding?’ asked Jethro, trying to change the subject. ‘The strawberry tart sounds nice.’


‘Yes, you do have a bit of a thing for tarts,’ seethed Daisy. ‘Don’t you?’


‘I’ll just have a black coffee, I think.’ I put my napkin on the table. ‘Would you excuse me?’ I said, as Nelson and Jethro half-rose from their seats.


‘What a good idea!’ said Daisy grimly. ‘I’ll come with you.’


She practically hustled me into the loos, then as soon as the door swung closed, turned on me with a ferocity I hadn’t seen since my sister Allegra had her car clamped.


‘What are you playing at?’ she demanded. ‘Jethro is off-limits! Off-limits! Leave him alone, you hear me?’


‘Darling,’ I said, leaning against a wash basin and affecting a sorrowful expression. ‘If only. Jethro is utterly devoted to you. He told me so when I—’


Daisy’s eyes boggled. ‘When you what? Has he been meeting up with you behind my back? I knew it! Right, I’m going to have it out with him this minute.’


Oops.


‘God, no,’ I said quickly, grabbing her arm. ‘I mean, we spoke on the phone and . . .’


Nelson’s constant warnings about not spinning a web of complicated lies reverberated in my head.


Keep it simple.


I put a hand to my throat and smiled bravely.


‘. . . I must admit . . . Jeth is a wonderful man. But he made it very, very clear to me that you’re the only woman for him!’


Which was true.


‘He said that?’ she asked hopefully. ‘And he wasn’t . . . drunk?’ Her guard fell and revealed a sudden flash of something I recognised: vulnerability. Poor Daisy. She must have had a bounder in her past. I’d had enough bounders myself to spot the ugly scars of paranoia.


‘Absolutely not. He’s mad about you. Adores you. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he—’


Daisy’s eyes lit up and she grabbed my hands. ‘Really? OhmiGod! You think he’s about to propose?’


‘Um! Who knows?’ I gasped, but she was already barging back into the restaurant, doors swinging behind her.


‘I think that went off all right,’ I said, as Nelson and I strolled arm in arm down Piccadilly afterwards. I’d changed out of my crippling high heels into the more manageable pair I kept in my big handbag, and shaken out my brown hair from underneath the wig. It was one of those rare early spring days in London when the trees are out, the sun is shining and you feel as if you’re breathing in summer instead of the usual grime.


What with that, and a strong sense of a job well done, I was positively floating along.


‘Indeed,’ Nelson agreed. ‘It was nice of the manager to give us that champagne. Not that they had much choice after Daisy announced her engagement, mind you. I heard her telling the waiter how like Jethro it was to have arranged lunch so near Bond Street, for Tiffany’s.’


‘Well, what about you being such a great pretend boyfriend?’ I gave his hip a nudge with mine. ‘If you’re that good at making tactful conversation, I have no idea why you’re still single.’


He looked sideways at me. ‘I learned from the mistress. Look, this is my office – are you taking the rest of the day off?’


‘Certainly not,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a wardrobe consultation, a broody mother and an unknown family drama to fix this afternoon.’ I leaned up to kiss Nelson on his cheek. ‘Thanks for your help.’


‘My pleasure,’ said Nelson. ‘I’ll see you back home.’


The flat Nelson and I called home was a few streets away from the office, in a friendly but rather run-down residential area behind Victoria Coach Station. We had nearly the same postcode as Buckingham Palace, which impressed Jonathan’s mother no end, but it really wasn’t that posh at all. Still, I thought, noticing the first flickers of pink blossom on the cherry trees as I walked home, I’d miss its shabby gentility when I moved to Paris.


My living arrangements at the moment were rather complicated, due to the fact that Jonathan had just taken a job running the upmarket Parisian branch of his estate agency, Dean & Daniels, while I still had to run the one and only branch of the very London-based Little Lady Agency. Consequently, I was working hard in SW1 from Monday to Thursday lunchtime, and living at Nelson’s, then hopping on Eurostar to Paris and into the arms of Jonathan for the rest of the week.


Not seeing each other all the time did have its romantic advantages, if you know what I mean. He’d been there for nearly four months and we still hadn’t found time to go up the Eiffel Tower.


However, I couldn’t go on living in two places, and Jonathan had been nudging me for a while about exactly when I was going to move to Paris permanently. I did want to, honestly. It was just . . . quite a wrench.


When I got in, Nelson was going through the post and yelling at a radio phone-in, as was his wont. I kicked off my shoes, and put a bottle of wine on the table next to him.


‘A little thank you for this morning,’ I said. ‘Do you want to open it now? I’ve had a hellish afternoon trying to coach a client into telling his dragon of a mother he’s living with his girlfriend and has been for the last five years. Not to mention the fact that his father’s practically got him lined up to marry his cousin. God, sometimes I just don’t know where to start.’


Nelson looked up from a selection of bills. ‘It’s a good job these people don’t know you and your own family arrangements, or else they’d find it hard to take your Nightmare Family Management very seriously.’


I would have disagreed with him if it wasn’t true. The Romney-Joneses were, not to put too fine a point on it, a bunch of melodramatic, self-centred schemers. Jonathan thought they should all be in therapy, which of course we had been, for about a month in the early nineties, until my father found out that the therapy bills would cost the same as the mortgage.


‘More to the point,’ Nelson went on, ‘I hope you’re going to put some of that into action this weekend.’


‘Oh, don’t. At least I’m taking Jonathan home with me for back-up.’ I sighed. ‘We need to start talking about the wedding, and Mummy’s invited everyone for a family dinner – Allegra and Lars, Emery and William, Granny . . .’


‘The whole lot. Blimey.’ He wandered over towards his room, pulling off his tie. ‘Maybe you should take the wig with you? Might help you put your foot down.’


‘I don’t think Jonathan would go for that,’ I said. ‘He has quite strong views on the wearing of the wig.’


Nelson paused on the other side of the room. ‘Mel, I was joking.’


‘Any chance of a foot rub?’ I asked hopefully. Nelson’s foot rubs were legendary. He had very strong thumbs and could turn me to jelly in seconds. That and the cooking made him Flatmate of the Year, indefinitely. ‘I’m walking on knots here.’


‘Sorry, I’m running late,’ he said, catching sight of the kitchen clock. ‘Maybe later?’


He vanished into his room, and while I was still making pleading noises he reappeared, wrapped in a towel at his waist, and headed for the bathroom. ‘You’ll have to get your own supper tonight. And can I borrow that fancy bath oil of yours? I’ve run out,’ he yelled over the sound of the boiler cranking into action.


My jaw dropped. One, Nelson was suggesting I made supper. Even when he’d been rushed into hospital overnight with blood poisoning he’d left instructions about what I should heat up from his freezer of delights. Two, he wanted to use bath oil. Three, he was wandering around the flat in a towel.


The sight of Nelson’s upper body, which he kept Englishly under wraps for as much of the year as possible, was a rare thing indeed. Even though we’d known each other for ever – possibly because we had – we’d agreed on dressing gowns as part of my moving in.


So it was quite startling to have it so suddenly unveiled, and I couldn’t help noticing his biceps, newly rounded and flecked with a thick crop of freckles where his T-shirt arms had stopped and his tan started. He’d spent a few weeks in the Med crewing some yacht with his mate Roger, and heaving all those mainsails around had clearly had an effect.


But before I could recover my jaw, he turned round and slapped a hand over his stomach.


‘What are you staring at?’ he demanded, turning away from me again so I couldn’t see whatever it was he was so self-conscious about. ‘Haven’t you ever seen an appendix scar before?’



Mel! I told myself, with a brisk mental shake. That was the trouble about having a boyfriend you saw only at the weekends. By mid-week, I could almost fancy Jeremy Clarkson.


‘Bath’s about to overrun!’ I carolled. ‘Use whatever you want! I’ll make the tea!’


And I turned on my heel and scuttled back to the kitchen.


Nelson never lingered in the bath, and after ten minutes he plonked himself down at the kitchen table. He was now dressed in a pair of jeans and a blue shirt, and towelled his damp hair as I pushed a mug of tea towards him.


‘What’s the big rush?’ I asked, hoping he’d stay long enough to put dinner on.


Nelson stopped towelling and looked up. ‘Dur. I’m taking your friend Jossy Hopkirk out for dinner. We’re going to a new organic pub in Islington. Come on, you set up this date.’


‘Oh, yes.’


In an effort to kick-start Nelson’s sluggish love life, I’d turned to my bulging address book and set about creating a programme of blind dates for him, in the hope that he too might get to enjoy the delights of couplehood currently experienced by me and Jonathan. I had high hopes for Jossy. She had an advanced driving certificate and worked for a donkey charity. Competent parking and animal aid featured high on Nelson’s Top Ten requirements in female company.


‘Is that a new shirt?’ I asked curiously. Nelson seemed to be making more effort than normal – a haircut, fresh shirt, the trip up to north London . . .


‘Ah, you noticed!’ he said. ‘Yes, it is.’


‘Good!’ I said. ‘That’s . . . good.’


‘You like it? It’s the right colour?’


‘Yes. It’s great.’


I wasn’t sure what this was about. Nelson normally spurned my help in clothes shopping. He was the one bachelor I wasn’t allowed to fix up.


‘Suppose I should really get you to give me a final check-up,’ he went on, as if he were reading my mind. ‘Sort out my wardrobe, and all that. Before you . . . go.’


‘Before I go where?’


‘To Paris.’ He ran a hand through his hair; now drying in wheat-coloured spikes. ‘Have you sorted out a date yet? For your big move?’


I blinked. ‘No. Not yet.’


For the second time that evening we stared at each other in silence.


‘I expect I’ll be discussing that with Jonathan this weekend,’ I said, trying to sound excited.


I mean, of course I was looking forward to setting up home in Jonathan’s gorgeous Parisian apartment, and it wasn’t like we’d never be in London again, but leaving Nelson and the flat I’d lived in for so long was something I hadn’t spent too much time dwelling on.


Nelson made a really obvious attempt to look jolly. ‘Yes, well, I need to know, so I can aim to get one of these blind dates of yours moved into the spare room,’ he said. ‘Place wouldn’t be the same without tights over the radiators and nine different shampoos cluttering up the bathroom.’


‘And then there’s my rent!’ I said, in an equally lame jokey tone. ‘I know it’s subsidising your organic-food addiction.’


He pulled a face. ‘And what if she doesn’t like eating?’


I felt a terrible pang in my chest, at the idea of Nelson patiently putting up with some dreadful bimbo’s faddy diets and yappy friends talking over Time Team. We’d come to an understanding over the years.


‘I’ll miss you, you grumpy sod,’ I blurted out, grabbing his hand over the table.


‘I’ll miss you, you daft baggage,’ he said, squeezing it.


The phone rang on the wall next to me. It was half six, the time Jonathan called me from work every day. His time-keeping, like everything else about him, was meticulous.


I squeezed Nelson’s hand apologetically. ‘That’ll be Jonathan. We’ll talk later, OK?’


Nelson looked as if he were about to say something, but then shoved his chair back. ‘Right. I should get a move on.’


‘You look v foxy, by the way,’ I added, reaching for the phone. ‘I hope Jossy’s made as much effort!’


Nelson mumbled something I didn’t catch, but I wasn’t really listening. My skin was tingling with delicious anticipation as I picked up the receiver and reeled off our number.


‘May I speak with Mrs Melissa Riley-Romney-Jones?’ enquired a smooth American voice.


I sighed with pleasure and leaned against the kitchen wall. ‘Not quite yet. In a month or two?’


‘Not sure I can wait that long, Mrs Romney-Riley-Jones,’ said Jonathan.


I didn’t care what order the names were in, I would never ever get sick of hearing any of them.
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Jonathan Riley was the first man I’d ever dated who actually seemed finished.


That wasn’t just because he had a great job, or because his coppery hair was always perfectly groomed, and his suits were handmade. It wasn’t even because he was, in my opinion, quite knee-wobblingly gorgeous, with his strong cheekbones, and a devastating smile that crinkled up his grey eyes. Jonathan had a special kind of polish, the sort you see in those Golden Era studio portraits of Hollywood stars. Nelson could snort all he liked about stuffed shirts, but I’d never seen Jonathan lose his temper or be rude, and he quite literally swept me off my feet in our fairy-tale courtship of dinner-dances and midnight taxi rides round London. I’d almost stopped believing that sort of romance was possible.


However, while it was easy to be poised and stylish in smart Parisian cafes, in the company of a man who made me feel like Grace Kelly, there was something about the sight of Romney Hall’s wrought-iron gates that brought out the quivering adolescent in me.


And that’s where we were right now. The happy hours since I’d picked up Jonathan from Waterloo station had flown all too quickly, and suddenly we were walking away from the safe haven of the car, and towards the ivy-covered dragon’s den.


‘Now, remember, darling,’ I said, ‘if you really can’t bear another moment, wink at me, I’ll pretend to faint and we’ll just have to go home. I’ve done it before. People are always passing out at my parents’ parties, for one reason or another. Leaving in a fury. Or a taxi.’


Jonathan raised an eyebrow with an expression of adult amusement that calmed the butterflies cavorting around my insides, and replaced them with an altogether more pleasant fluttering sensation.


‘It’s only forty-eight hours,’ he said, putting his arm around my waist as we crunched across the gravel drive. ‘And I have met your family before, remember? It won’t be a shock.’


‘They never fail to shock me, and I’ve known them for twenty-nine years,’ I replied dourly. My family was held together by a series of long-running disputes and grudges, and so far Jonathan had managed to remain impressively neutral in the face of shameless flattery and pitching. Although Daddy was an MP, the rest of them were just as bad.


‘Well, OK, if they’re vile to me this weekend, I’ll take it as a sign that I’m part of the family. It’ll be a compliment!’


‘Hmm,’ I said, checking the cars. They were all there: Daddy’s Jag, Mummy’s battered Mercedes estate, Granny’s little red sports car, some vast American SUV that I assumed belonged to my sister Emery and her husband, William, and a black BMW X5 with blacked-out windows and Swedish plates, which could only belong to my other sister, Allegra, unless Mummy had engaged a particularly Gothic caterer for this evening.


Allegra was married to a Swedish art dealer, Lars, and was meant to live in Stockholm. We still saw quite a lot of her, unfortunately.


I paused as we reached the huge oak front door, and suddenly grabbed Jonathan’s hands in my own gloved ones.


‘I just wish they’d be normal,’ I wailed urgently. ‘I just . . . Don’t let them put you off marrying me!’


‘Oh, honey! Don’t be ridiculous! Nothing could do that,’ said Jonathan. ‘Anyway, it’s a celebration,’ he went on. ‘How rude do you think they’d have to be to stop me from marrying you?’


‘Well . . .’


Jonathan cut off my fifteen examples by wrapping his arms around me and kissing me with considerable passion. Once I’d got over the shock of actually snogging against my front door, something I’d never ever done, I melted happily into him, and would have carried on enjoying the delicious tingle of Jonathan’s hands investigating beneath my new jacket, when the front door opened and we staggered back in shock.


‘Oh, God,’ drawled Allegra, folding her arms across her chest so the trumpet sleeves of her latest black dress hung down witchily. ‘It’s Romeo and Juliet.’


Blushing furiously, I scrambled to adjust my clothing. Jonathan merely shook out his jacket sleeves and stepped over the threshold into the hall.


‘Allegra, lovely to see you,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek.


‘Hmm,’ she replied non-committally.


I steeled myself as I followed him in. It was never lovely to see Allegra. She had the dress sense of an operatic undertaker, and the sort of social manner that would have made her right at home in the more cut-throat days of the Roman Empire.


‘Bonjour, Allegra,’ I said, kissing her alabaster cheek. ‘Ça va?’


‘Hello, Mel,’ she replied. ‘Don’t tell me you got that shirt in Paris?’


‘Yes,’ I said, beaming.


‘Really?’ She frowned in disbelief.


‘Yes!’ I protested. ‘From Samaritaine!’


‘I don’t know what’s going on with French fashion these days,’ she said, stalking back to the drawing room.


‘Ignore her,’ muttered Jonathan, as I spluttered impotently. ‘You look adorable.’


I thought we could creep into the drawing room without a big scene, since Daddy was standing with his back to the door, holding forth about something, but I’d reckoned without the eyes in the back of his head.


‘. . . now where you’re going wrong, William, is listening to the other chap’s opinion. Schoolboy error! Distracts you from your own, ah, Melissa, nice of you to drop in at last!’


My father spun round with his usual vulpine grin of welcome, and I took an involuntary step backwards.


On a good day, Daddy wasn’t a bad-looking man, if you went for the ghastly silver-fox type of Englishman, but he seemed to have undergone a makeover of quite Trinny and Susannah-ish proportions. His grey hair was teased into youthful fullness, the bags under his eyes had vanished, and his skin had taken on a Caribbean glow not usually associated with the damp native climate of the Cotswolds.


As his welcoming smile widened into a veritable rictus, I noticed numbly that he’d also invested in a whole new set of teeth that made even Jonathan’s gleaming American dental work look rather shabby.


I assumed that was why he was smiling so much. My father liked to wring full value out of everything.


‘And you’ve brought Justin with you, I see,’ he went on, as I searched frantically for the right thing to say.


‘Jonathan,’ my mother corrected him, shimmering forward, her long white hands extended. ‘As you very well know. Ignore him, darling, he’s just trying to be foul. Although you never really have to try too hard, do you, Martin?’ She clasped Jonathan’s arms and beamed up into his face as if he was the only guest she was really bothered about. ‘So glad you could come!’


‘Belinda, not even a strike on the Channel Tunnel could keep us away,’ he replied, kissing her on both cheeks. ‘I’ve been looking forward to it all week.’


Mummy liked Jonathan. He knew how to be really charming and still sound like he meant it.


‘Hello, darling,’ she said, turning to me, and squinching up her face in an air kiss. She seemed to be lightly tanned too. I wondered if my father had done a two-for-one deal at the village salon. ‘Braveheart’s been missing you,’ she added accusingly.


Mummy was something of a dog lover, and it seemed only logical when Jonathan first moved from New York that he should park his West Highland terrier with her while he found somewhere to live in Paris. From what I’d seen of him lately, he was even less keen to move to France than me, living as he was in the lap of doggy luxury.


But before I could start apologising, my father grabbed Jonathan by the shoulder – no mean feat, since Jonathan was at least four inches taller.


‘Now then!’ commanded Daddy. ‘I’ve been waiting to show you something!’


Jonathan looked at me with a faint flicker of trepidation.


‘It’s just the sword,’ I whispered. My father claimed to have ‘acquired’ the sword that executed Anne Boleyn. He liked to show it to potential sons-in-law. The first time William had visited as Emery’s official fiancé, he’d actually taken it down and started swinging it about, nearly decapitating Mrs Lloyd, the housekeeper, which, I think, shocked my father into signing whatever ghastly prenup William’s lawyers had drawn up.


‘Come on!’ barked my father. ‘Just time to have a quick trip up to the armoury before dinner!’


I patted Jonathan on the arm. One of the billions of things I loved about Jonathan was that he refused to be intimidated by my father.


‘Great!’ said Jonathan, in a cheerleading voice. ‘Bring on the, er, armaments!’


My father – or, rather, the TV actor who seemed to be playing my father – clenched his jaw and led the way out of the drawing room.


‘Lars? William?’ I looked at my brothers-in-law hopefully. ‘You’re not going to join them?’


Both shook their heads rather too quickly.


With Jonathan gone, I dutifully made the kissy-kissy hello rounds: first, Lars, who, like Allegra, was dressed in head-to-toe black. I steeled myself to kiss Lars. He always had worrying bits of food detritus in his thick black beard, and smelled vaguely of glue. Every time I saw Lars and Allegra they seemed to be in the middle of some endless row, which they kept on the boil like a pan of everlasting stock.


‘Hello, Lars,’ I said, aiming a kiss at a clean bit of beard. ‘You’re looking very well.’


‘See?’ he hissed cryptically at Allegra. ‘See? Even Melissa can tell!’


‘Ignore him,’ said Allegra. ‘He’s on some ludicrous Swedish herb diet that is making him extremely flatulent, and yet is apparently doing him no end of good. I, on the other hand, am running out of Diptyque candles and have had to ban him from the gallery.’


‘Allegra!’ snarled Lars.


‘I see you’ve had your hair cut,’ she observed, ignoring him.


I patted my chic new bob proudly. I’d been hoping someone would notice. ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Jonathan thinks it makes me look rather Audrey Hepburn!’


Allegra peered more closely. ‘You have got big ears, haven’t you? I’d never noticed before. Lars, look. Hasn’t Melissa got big ears?’


‘No!’ snapped Lars. ‘They’re more protruding than big!’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snarled Allegra. ‘They’re enormous. Like some kind of ceremonial cup!’


‘No! It’s the angle! The angle that makes them seem large! You have no eye, Allegra! No sense of proportion!’


I swung away before Lars could get his tape measure out. Honestly. My family were the bitter end.


I turned my attention instead to Emery, who was perched uncertainly on the arm of a chair while William made short work of a plate of M & S smoked salmon mini roulades.


Emery was three years younger than me, with long hair the colour of milky tea that fell in shiny curtains around her face like one of those martyred women you see washing garments in rivers in pre-Raphaelite paintings. Compared with Allegra’s exhausting torrent of opinion, Emery was a calming lake of vagueness.


Which wasn’t to say she was completely without Romney-Jones wiles – vague or not, Emery had managed to entrance a high-flying, sports-mad American lawyer, bagging herself a house in Chicago, a pied à terre in New York, and a six-year-old stepson called Valentine at the same time. Over the years, however, she’d cunningly established herself as someone who simply couldn’t be asked to do anything, whereas Allegra simply refused whatever requests were made of her. The end result was that I got three times the sisterly responsibilities.


Tonight Emery was wearing a floaty silk kaftan in peacock colours over skinny jeans, and a matching expression of unspecific bewilderment. She looked lovely. Lucky Emery had inherited my mother’s beanpole figure, which allowed her to carry off loose clothing. I need underpinnings, and lots of them – the one time I let Emery badger me into a smock top, four people in a row offered me a seat on the number 19 bus home.


‘Hello, Emery,’ I said, leaning forward to kiss her. On closer inspection, Em wasn’t looking as ethereal as normal. In fact her cheekbones were looking almost rounded. Good, I thought, with a glimmer of Schadenfreude. About time she caught up with the rest of us.


‘Hello, Mel,’ she murmured. ‘Like your hair. Takes years off you.’


I didn’t mean to, but as she raised her cheek for a kiss, I got a good view down her wafty neckline, and believe me, she wasn’t the ‘Pancake Em’ of old. It was dumplings ahoy down there.


‘Mind if I don’t get up?’ she went on, as I bit my lip on a number of observations. ‘Not feeling all that well tonight.’


‘Oh, no! Really?’ I slid down next to her in the huge armchair. ‘What sort of not well?’


‘Don’t know. I haven’t been feeling myself for a while, actually.’ She pushed her hair behind her ear and sighed. Her kaftan rose and fell and I realised it wasn’t just the cheekbones: there was quite a bit more of Emery beneath the folds all round. ‘Sort of . . . like when you stuff yourself at Christmas lunch? And none of it seems to be going anywhere?’


I took in her rosy cheeks and her swelling bosom – and the penny dropped. ‘Congratulations!’ I whispered, nudging her affectionately.


Emery’s eyes narrowed. ‘Shh. I mean, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘Oh, listen, I won’t tell anyone. Congratulations! Were you planning to announce it over dinner? Gosh, how exciting!’


Emery shot me a furtive look, closely followed by a nervous one towards the open door. ‘Will you shut up? I’m not talking about it. Not in front of Daddy, anyway. You know what he’s like – as soon as he thinks an heir’s in the offing, he’ll have me under house arrest here. I’d rather move into Wormwood Scrubs. At least the warders wouldn’t try to arrange photoshoots.’


‘I won’t let on,’ I promised happily. ‘When’s it due?’


Her porcelain brow creased. ‘Um. Not exactly sure.’


‘What?’


‘Oh, come on.’ Emery rolled her eyes as if I’d asked something absolutely unreasonable. ‘I don’t know – four months? Three months? Some time in the summer?’


‘But, Emery—’ I began.


‘Darlings, you should have said drinks were being served!’ carolled a familiar voice.


‘I swear that woman can hear the opening of a wine bottle at five hundred paces,’ murmured Emery, as I wriggled out of the chair to greet our grandmother.


Granny was the only member of the Romney-Jones clan who ever addressed me as if I were her first-choice conversation partner, and to be honest, family evenings were only bearable if she were there. Even I had to concede that there was a faint whiff of scandal about Granny, but at least in her case it was a glamorous 1950s nightclubs-and-mink-knickers kind of scandal, rather than the tax ‘confusion’ that my father was prone to.


‘Don’t you look chic!’ she exclaimed now, enveloping me in a waft of chiffon and Shalimar. ‘What have you done with that charming American chap of yours?’


‘Oh, he’s seeing the sword,’ I said, letting her tweak and rearrange my black shirt. A quick sideways check in the dusty gilt mirror above the fireplace confirmed I’d gone from semi-Sloane to la dolce vita. I had to admit that Granny had the Touch.


‘I was waiting till you got here before I came down,’ she muttered into my ear. ‘Bloody unbearable, the lot of them. William’s been stuffing food down his gullet like a competitive eater since the moment he arrived, and Lars and Allegra have already broken a door.’


Before I could ask Granny how on earth that had happened there was a feverish banging of the dinner gong and everyone in the drawing room leaped about three inches out of their armchairs.


‘Dinner is served,’ cackled my father, wielding an enormous gong beater.


The dinner gong was a monstrosity my father took great delight in dragging out whenever we had company. He liked to claim it was an ancestral relic from the Raj but Granny let slip that he’d picked it up from a cinema that was closing down in Chippenham in the 1970s.


‘He really will have to tone down that tan before too much longer,’ observed Granny. ‘Or else questions will be asked about holidays and local party funds.’


At the door, Jonathan was standing at Daddy’s side, looking only slightly disconcerted by his trip to see the sword. He offered me his arm to lead me into dinner and didn’t make any comment about the glacial temperature of the house away from the main fire, which was good of him.


‘How did the small talk go?’ I whispered.


‘I told your father I had a hunting rifle,’ he whispered back as we clattered down the freezing hall to the dining room. ‘And that my prep school had a cannon we fired on July fourth. You reckon that’s enough?’


‘Should be plenty,’ I said, relieved.


‘I’ll leave the Uzi till next time,’ mused Jonathan. ‘Keep that one up my sleeve.’


I looked up at him in surprise. I think he was joking. It was quite hard to tell with Jonathan sometimes.


We filed into the baronial dining hall, which was looking even more oppressive than usual since, in honour of the occasion, Mummy had elected to dispense with electric light and had instead found some vast silver candelabras from somewhere. Poor Mrs Lloyd the housekeeper must have been polishing herself into a new housemaid’s elbow.


The major advantage of this lighting arrangement was that layers of dust and cobwebs were rendered invisible, while the glass eyes in the mounted stag’s head gleamed and the deep oak panelling took on a National Trust grandeur it certainly didn’t have by day.


‘How marvellous!’ said Allegra, looking predictably at home in the gloom.


‘I won’t be able to see my food,’ whined Lars, taking his place opposite me.


‘Isn’t that the best way with British food?’ asked William cheerfully.


‘William,’ murmured Emery automatically.


She was looking peaky, I thought, worried. Maybe I should mention something to Mummy about it.


Emery caught me looking at her and clenched her eyebrows at me.


It was a long table, which made the battered silver basket containing the bread rolls seem even further away. In fact, an outside observer might have speculated that the place settings had been shifted downwards so that we all seemed to be sitting a little nearer to my mother at one end, leaving my father snorting and raging at a relatively safe distance.


To my embarrassment, having gone through all this ludicrous palavar of showing off, my parents had taken it upon themselves to serve Heinz tomato soup to start, and what looked like M & S lasagne to follow, with the remaining tureens filled up with new potatoes and that awful diced-carrots-and-peas mixture so popular with schools and hospitals. The fact that they’d pressed Mrs Lloyd into wearing a pinny over her black slacks to silver-serve this bizarre selection to us only put the tin lid on things.


The wine, however, was flowing as lavishly as usual, mostly towards my father’s end of the table.


‘Melissa!’ he roared now, his new teeth gleaming in the candlelight. ‘Stop hogging the potatoes!’


‘But I’ve only had two!’ I dropped the serving spoon as if it were red-hot.


Jonathan, installed at my father’s right hand, gave me a look. He was always telling me I should stand up to my family more. For Jonathan’s benefit, I forced out a nervous laugh, as if Daddy were only teasing, although I was fairly sure he wasn’t. ‘I mean, is that a hint that you’d like the dish passed up the table?’


‘No,’ he snapped. ‘It’s not. If I wanted the dish passed up I’d tell you. Jonathan, what in the name of God are you doing to my leg, man?’


Allegra, on his left, glowered at her plate. ‘It’s Jenkins, Daddy. Can’t you smell him under the table? He’s probably hoping to polish off this dinner too, the scrounging mutt!’


She punctuated the last part of the sentence with an obvious sub-table swipe towards the older of my mother’s two basset hounds.


‘I’m afraid that’s why we’re eating low-fat lasagne, everyone,’ explained Mummy, projecting her voice from the other end. ‘Jenkins was awfully naughty and gobbled up the lamb while it was cooling on the kitchen table.’ She refilled her wine glass from the bottle nearest her. ‘And the petit fours for afters too, I’m afraid. And the cheese. Bad Jenkins,’ she added, beaming indulgently as he galloped out from under the table as fast as an elderly and overweight dog could manage, obviously propelled by my father’s shoe.


‘How did he manage that?’ Allegra asked, eyeing Jenkins suspiciously. ‘I saw them in the fridge.’


‘Ah, well, that’s Melissa’s fault.’ Mummy wagged a finger at me.


‘My fault?’ I protested. Pretty much everything that went wrong chez Romney-Jones was my fault, but this was a new one.


‘That naughty Braveheart of yours helped him open the fridge.’


‘What?’ I shot an embarrassed look towards Jonathan. I was supposed to have trained all the wilfulness out of Braveheart – Jonathan was forever telling his friends what a dog whisperer I was.


Jonathan wrinkled his brow innocently. ‘Is there no end to that dog’s new tricks?’


‘I know,’ Mummy beamed. ‘I saw him up on his paws, prising the door open with his little nose. Very clever!’ Then she saw my father’s furiously dilating nostrils, and hastily added, ‘But terribly wicked. Still, plenty of cheese in the cellar! Did you know your father’s been made Honorary Head of the Cheese Council, Melissa?’


‘No!’ I said. ‘Well done, Daddy!’


‘I had no idea,’ said Jonathan politely. ‘Congratulations.’


‘You’re not on Daddy’s famous Cheese Diet, then, I take it,’ said Allegra with a sardonic lift of her eyebrows.


‘No,’ I admitted. ‘But I hear sales of Stinking Bishop are up twenty per cent! You grate it over everything,’ I explained to Jonathan. ‘Even puddings. Amazing how the weight drops off.’


‘Uh-huh,’ said Jonathan neutrally.


Allegra and Lars took advantage of this flurry of conversation to shoot a few phlegmy volleys across the table at each other in Swedish, culminating in Allegra spitting, ‘And I haven’t forgotten about the tin opener!’ in English while stabbing several carrot dice menacingly with her fork.


There was an awkward pause, then Lars glared and hissed, ‘Allegra, no smiling! Be careful of your stitches!’


Allegra scowled, then winced, then did a half-scowl with extra-narrowed eyes.


‘If you have any more lifts and tucks, Allegra, I shall have to have your birth certificate altered,’ observed Daddy, with breathtaking hypocrisy. ‘Your surgeon’s had more input into your appearance than your mother and I.’


‘If only it were that easy,’ she shot back.


‘Allegra! Martin!’ cried Mummy, in a strangled tone.


Looking across the table, I was struck by Emery sipping at her water glass and wincing. She always looked vaguely pained, as if the sheer unfairness of life were bearing down heavily on her wispy shoulders, but tonight she was looking about as strained as I’d ever seen her.


‘Emery,’ I murmured as Mrs Lloyd floated in and out of the shadows, clearing away the plates. ‘Are you feeling all right? Is your lasagne OK?’


‘Oh, um . . .’ She glanced at her half-eaten lasagne as if she’d only just realised it was there. Emery normally ate like a horse, albeit in such a stealthy way that no one ever saw the food vanish from her plate.


‘Time for a spot of pudding, I think, don’t you?’ Mummy said, and before we even had time to wonder what it was, Mrs Lloyd had reappeared as if by magic at the door. She was holding a tray with my grandmother’s ‘priceless’ crystal trifle bowl on it.


Jonathan looked at me, clearly impressed. I’d have to tell him later about the doorbell under the table. The one my father overused so much with the last housekeeper, on account of the way his leg jiggled up and down whenever he became enraged, that she ended up throwing an entire dish of roast partridge over him.


Mrs Lloyd started to advance slowly towards the table. She seemed somewhat self-conscious.


‘So, what delight have you whisked up for us, Mrs Lloyd?’ asked Mummy, beaming.


Mrs Lloyd showed her the contents of the bowl and her smile froze a little. ‘Oh. This was all that was left after . . . ?’


Mrs Lloyd nodded.


Mummy recovered herself, as was her great skill in life. ‘Emery, darling! We made your favourite especially!’


‘What?’ Emery said doubtfully. ‘Bird’s Trifle? Seriously?’


‘Seriously?’ demanded my father. ‘You’re serving me Bird’s Trifle for dinner?’


‘Bird’s trifle?’ asked William, his brow creasing. ‘That’s got . . . birds in it?’


‘Lovely!’ I cried, before an argument could break out.


By the time the vast platters of cheese and biscuits began to circulate, I spotted my mother sending covert glances towards Daddy’s end of the table. Not that he noticed. He was now holding forth to both Jonathan and William about where the British had gone wrong in the War of Independence, using the silver cruet set as tactical demonstration – of what, it wasn’t clear. In the candlelight, his eyes and teeth were gleaming out of the darkness like those of a shark in formaldehyde.


I caught Jonathan’s eye, hoping he wasn’t too close to the end of his tether, but he smiled back at me and let the faint shadow of a private wink cross his face.


I think my mother saw, because she started to smile and fiddle girlishly with her diamond earrings.


‘Anyway,’ my father went on smoothly, banging his hands on the table and rising to his feet. ‘I’d like to say a few words at this juncture, if it’s all the same to everyone else.’


Emery, Allegra and I flinched. Allegra actually groaned aloud, which I thought was brave of her.


Daddy fired a quick glare in her direction, then beamed in an avuncular manner at Jonathan, William and Lars. I wasn’t taken in by that carefully honed ‘open body language’. I’d seen him through eight local and six national elections.


‘First of all,’ he oozed, with a generous spread of his hands, ‘may I say how wonderful it is, as the head of the family, to have not only my own wife and children, but my sons-in-law around me too.’


‘And me, darling,’ added Granny.


‘And my mother-in-law,’ snapped Daddy. ‘And of course Mrs Lloyd. And the dogs. Anyone else?’


‘No, I think mentioning the dogs would be twee,’ said Granny. ‘Do go on.’


‘Thank you, Dilys,’ he said sarcastically.


Blimey, I thought, Granny was in a feisty mood tonight. Baiting my father was one of her little treats in life, but this evening she had a special twinkle in her eye.


I loved Granny but in her own way she was as much of a loose cannon as anyone else in the family. More so, perhaps, because she had her own money and an address book that my father would have given both his new crowns for.


‘You all know how very happy your mother has made me over the years, so you can imagine how thrilled I was when Jonathan decided to make an honest woman out of our own little lady of the night.’


I gritted my teeth. Even though Jonathan and I had met at work – like loads of people do every day – Daddy, of course, persisted in misunderstanding the innocent nature of my agency, and of the way my relationship with Jonathan had begun.


He swung round towards me, nearly, but not quite, sloshing his wine in the huge goblet. ‘Jolly well done, Melissa. Thought I’d never see the day, but here we are. My three daughters, married off to successful men, all with beautiful homes in foreign cities. What more could a proud father ask for?’


Allegra, who’d frankly boggled at the ‘family man’ bit, now choked outright on her water biscuit.


‘Something the matter, Allegra?’ he enquired solicitously.


She shook her head, as William slapped her a little too enthusiastically on the back.


I looked at Jonathan and smiled. I’d never heard my father be so sweet about us! Even if he was putting it on for the benefit of the assembled husbands, it warmed my heart to hear he was proud of us. God knows we’d heard enough to the contrary over the years, sometimes actually in the newspapers. Daddy hadn’t exactly stood by Allegra during her CND phase.


‘So, please,’ said Daddy, refilling his glass from his own private decanter. ‘A toast, to Melissa and Jonathan! A perfect example of why it’s better to marry the cow instead of buying the milk!’


I glared at him. There was absolutely no need for that.


‘Melissa and Jonathan!’ echoed my grandmother. ‘May the milk never run dry!’


‘Melissa and Jonathan!’ mumbled everyone else.


I was relieved to see Jonathan seemed more amused than annoyed. He looked so sexy in the half-light, the shadows only making his cheekbones seem sharper and his jaw more square and manly. I hoped Mummy had put us in the four-poster room. Not only was it romantic, but it had the only central-heating pipe that actually worked.


‘Now, on to other matters,’ said Daddy. ‘You may be aware—’


‘We’re not at one of your insufferable Olympics meetings now, darling,’ said my mother distantly. ‘I don’t believe you circulated an agenda for this dinner, did you?’


‘It doesn’t matter, Mummy,’ I put in, still toasty at the edges from the unexpected display of paternal love. ‘While we’re all here, and so on?’ I turned back to Daddy and smiled.


He beamed back, with sparkly teeth. ‘Thank you, Melissa. Now – your mother’s little knitting thing. Believe it or not, in a few weeks’ time your mother is going to have a second exhibition in that godawful gallery in Whitechapel,’ he went on. ‘What is it this time, Belinda? Nightmares in wool?’


‘Nursery grotesques,’ said Allegra crossly. ‘And there’s a waiting list.’


While my mother was giving up smoking last year, she started to knit hideously malformed woolly toys – six-legged cats, dogs with two heads, hybrid donkey-pigs, that sort of thing. Not on purpose, just because she was too stressed to follow a pattern. Somehow, and this is the bit I’ve never quite understood, Allegra managed to turn them into the next big thing in New British Art, going from part-time useless gallery owner to hard-nosed art agent in one mohair swoop herself.


I know. Weird. Still . . . As Emery would say.


‘Yes, well, there has been a teeny hitch there,’ my mother began nervously, but Allegra turned a fierce look on her, and she stopped. ‘Although nothing we can’t fix,’ she added, not very convincingly.


‘Jolly good,’ said my father, before I could ask what the hitch was. ‘Amazing what idiots will spend their money on. Anyway, it’s up to you lot to spread the word around your dim friends and drum up some trade for your mother. It’s all going towards the roof, you know,’ he added, with a vicar-ish roll of the eyes towards the oak panelling. ‘Costs a fortune just to keep this place in Mr Sheen.’


‘Is that your new wine merchant, Martin?’ enquired Granny.


‘No, Dilys,’ said my father, gritting his teeth with supreme control. ‘It’s the name of a household cleaning product.’ He paused, and bestowed a sad smile on us. ‘And I just wanted to say, while you’re all together, how very important my family is to me . . .’


I beamed at my sisters, who were both regarding him with shameful cynicism. ‘See?’ I mouthed at Emery.


But Daddy hadn’t finished.


‘. . . at this crucial time for the main sales push for my Cheese Diet book,’ he went on seamlessly. ‘Very important for you lot to help me show how everyone from tiny tots to raddled old grannies can benefit from the magic of Red Leicester. You’ll be getting your personal appearance schedules in the post just as soon as little Katie at the publishers gets them finished.’ He winked. ‘I’ve managed to get hold of the list of bookshops whose sales count towards The Sunday Times bestseller lists, so I think I can rely on you all to stock up early on Christmas presents? Eh? Eh?’


I let my mouth drop open. So that was what the tan and the teeth and the family compliments were about!


The usual disappointment swept over me, causing me to blink rapidly. Just for once, it would be nice to come first, and hear how much I meant to him without . . .


‘We’re both very happy for you, darling,’ muttered my mother, spotting my distress and patting my hand. ‘And I for one am thrilled you’ve found a man who’ll stand up to your pig of a father.’


‘What was that, Belinda?’ enquired Daddy.


‘Just saying what a welcome addition Jonathan is to the family.’


‘Absolutely. Great to have an estate agent on board. Now,’ he said, snapping his fingers at Mrs Lloyd. ‘Time for port and cigars, I reckon.’


My mother pressed her napkin against her lips then dropped it on the plate. ‘Come on, girls. Let’s leave the men to their vile cigars and port, shall we?’ She lowered her voice, and added, ‘I’d like your opinions on a pair of shoes I bought the other day that your father doesn’t know about.’


‘The truth, Mummy,’ said Allegra, sternly.


Mummy paused and corrected herself, as recommended by her addiction counsellor. ‘Well, more than one pair, yes.’


‘Total?’


‘Three! Plus a bag!’


‘Em, are you sure you’re OK?’ I asked, as Emery swayed unsteadily to her feet. ‘Won’t you let me . . . ?’


‘I’m fine, Melissa,’ she insisted with unusual vigour, but I was stopped from enquiring further by a light hand on my elbow and a waft of Shalimar up my nose.


‘Can I have a word, Melissa?’ murmured Granny in my ear. ‘On your own? Hang back and follow me to the drawing room in two minutes.’


This sort of cloak-and-dagger routine didn’t necessarily mean a great deal when it came to my grandmother. She could just as easily need an extra bridge player. There was a very thick streak of melodrama running through both sides of my family.


I excused myself on the grounds of needing the loo, and scurried upstairs to put our overnight bags in the four-poster room. Despite the spring weather, the house was like an icebox. If I was going to wear the gorgeous new Parisian silk pyjamas I’d packed, the electric blanket would definitely need to go on now.


While I was hurrying back downstairs to deal with Granny, I heard an odd groan from the window seat on the landing.


I approached it with some caution, having had a bad experience with pulling back the curtains as a child: my parents threw some quite debauched parties in those days. In addition to the faint moaning, there was a pool of water trickling down the panelling and soaking into the carpet.


Gingerly, I pulled the curtain aside, to find Emery clutching her stomach and looking ashen.


‘Oh, my God,’ she said, widening her eyes. ‘I’ve, like, seriously wet myself. It’s so . . . embarrassing.’


‘Emery,’ I said, feeling the time had come to be frank. ‘Might you be a bit further on than you thought with the baby?’


‘Honestly, Mel, you know I don’t keep a diary!’ she snapped.


I gave her a searching look. Emery had spent most of her adolescence in a state of constant pregnancy scare, due to her inability to remember when her last period might have been. I distinctly recall visiting the doctor with her on one occasion, using my diary to jog her memory.


I didn’t think we had time to embark on a similar debate now. I’d seen Casualty. These things could happen very quickly, and Daddy would go berserk if it happened on the one good carpet in the house.


‘Emery, we need to get your jeans off,’ I said firmly.


‘Why? It took me half an hour to get them on.’ Her face suddenly contorted into a grimace of agony and she grabbed her stomach. ‘Oh, God, that’s like . . . Argh.’


I tried to unbutton the jeans, but I couldn’t even get my finger behind the button. Emery seemed to have poured herself into them by sheer force of will.


‘I’m going to have to cut you out,’ I announced, looking around for a suitable implement.


‘You’re not coming anywhere near me with scissors, Mel!’ wailed Emery. ‘These are Earnest Sewn! They’re limited edition!’


‘Trust me, I’m a dressmaker,’ I said grimly.


‘What’s going on?’


I spun round. Granny was standing on the stairs.


‘Phone for an ambulance,’ I said. ‘It’ll be quicker than arguing about who’s sober enough to drive her to A & E.’


At this point, Emery let out a loudish moan – about as loud as Allegra would make on discovering her toast was burned – and somehow I managed to yank her jeans open, to reveal a small, round bump, about the size of one large Christmas dinner.


Emery and I both stared at it in shock.


‘OK,’ she admitted, ‘I might be a bit further on.’ Then she gripped my hand so tight the bones cracked. ‘Don’t let Daddy take over! Please!’


‘Hello? Yes, hello. Good evening! I’d like an ambulance, if you’d be so kind,’ Granny was purring into the downstairs phone. ‘Well, right away, if you could do one. You see, my granddaughter appears to be having a baby . . . Oh, thank you! Yes, I suppose I am terribly excited . . . Well, no, not really . . . Goodness me, I absolutely do sound old enough to have a granddaughter, you awful flirt!’


‘Granny!’ I yelled. ‘Hurry up!’


A clattering of feet on the parquet and a gust of cigar smoke suggested that the men’s port and cigar break was now over, just in time for the main show to begin.


‘Good God!’ bellowed Daddy’s voice from the hall. ‘What the hell’s going on up there?’


‘Em?’ William bounded up the oak staircase three stairs at a time.


‘I’m feeling rather . . .’ murmured Emery, waving unspecifically at her kaftan.


‘She’s in labour,’ I explained. ‘We need lots of towels and some old blankets. William, help me get her into the drawing room. Lars, go and put the kettle on.’


Lars blinked owlishly. ‘For hot water?’


‘No,’ snapped Allegra, appearing behind him, ‘so the ambulance men can have a cup of tea when they get here. Hurry up, Lars!’


‘Have you done this before?’ demanded William, hoisting Emery into his arms as easily as if she were a bag of gym kit.


‘No, but Nelson did a First Aid course and he was always practising on me,’ I said. ‘Now come on, she needs to be somewhere more comfortable.’


‘The boot room,’ interjected Daddy quickly. ‘That sofa needs replacing in any case. Emery,’ he said, leaning over her and over-enunciating right into her face, ‘hang on until you get there. Don’t do anything on the main carpet.’


‘If you don’t get a move on, I don’t think there’ll be much choice where the baby’s born,’ I said.


Emery made a faint moan of horror.


‘I’ll get the brandy,’ said Daddy, as if this would solve everything.


As he strode off to his study, William set off down the hall with Emery in his arms and me and Allegra following at a safe distance.


‘Oh, it’s on the way? That’s wonderful.’ Granny was winding up her conversation in the manner of someone discussing a weekend party invitation.


‘Anything I can do?’ asked Jonathan, leaning on the staircase.


‘Get everyone a stiff drink and keep Daddy out of the way until it’s all over – start him off on Scottish devolution or something,’ I said.


‘Shall I send your mother through?’


I considered.


‘Get her a couple of large gins first,’ I advised. ‘She’s pretty squeamish.’


‘Will do,’ he said. He started to walk away, then turned back with a huge grin on his face. ‘You know, I love it when you cope like this, Melissa.’


I smiled wryly. God knows I’d had enough practice over the years.
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After helping to deliver my very first baby on Saturday night, then listening to the whole thing re-enacted down the phone by my father for the benefit of the local press, with himself in the new lead role of Modest But Capable First Aider, the rest of the weekend was naturally somewhat flat.


Or, looking at it more positively, nothing else happened.


Emery’s baby turned out to be a boy, much to Daddy and William’s delight. Daddy was actually more delighted than William, and went round saying he felt as if he finally had the heir he’d wanted for years, which made me, Emery and Allegra feel great, as you might imagine, especially when he said it six times to six different journalists.


Even so, we were all bowled over by the tiny, pink shrimp of a baby curled up in the drawer from a Chippendale chest, which was lined with Mummy’s spare pashminas and pillows.


But if his dark hair, balled-up fists and irked expression didn’t give away his Romney-Jones genes, his lungs confirmed them. When he wasn’t asleep, or plugged onto Emery, he screeched and screeched and screeched. Nothing would stop him. It was like being trapped in a house with the car alarms, the fire alarm and the burglar alarm all going off at once. In fact at one point, my car alarm did go off, and we only noticed when Mrs Lloyd came in and begged me to sort it out because the dogs were going crazy.


Emery, naturally, slept through most of it (or pretended to), and the district nurse ended up giving me the list of instructions and advice for new mums.


Not that anyone else seemed to be stepping forward to help. Lars and Allegra left after breakfast, arguing about who should drive back to their London house in Ham, and Granny bailed out soon after.


‘I’m absolutely hopeless with babies, darling,’ she sighed regretfully, pulling on her kidskin gloves and adjusting her fur hat in the hall mirror as the deafening roar continued upstairs. ‘One was quite enough for me.’ She leaned up to kiss Jonathan’s cheek. ‘So lovely to see you again, Jonathan dear. Take care of Melissa for me, won’t you? Now, Melissa,’ she went on, with a meaningful twitch of the eyebrows, ‘would you give me a hand with my luggage?’
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