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For Isabella Cooper, the mostcharming little lady I know.






1


My name is Melissa Romney-Jones, but between the hours of nine and five you can call me Honey.


That’s when I’m at work, running the Little Lady Agency, London’s premier freelance girlfriend service – and during office hours I’m Honey Blennerhesket, queen of scruffy bachelors and scourge of slacking domestics. The Little Lady Agency, my very own business, is the first port of call for hopeless single chaps who need to borrow a woman’s expertise for the afternoon, and you’d be astounded at how many of them there are.


It’s not, I should stress, as racy as it sounds, but it’s completely changed my outlook on men, in more ways than one.


As it says on my business cards, I offer – or, rather, Honey offers – every girlfriend service a man could need, except sex and laundry. Aside from that, I’ll tackle anything, no matter how random or daunting, and it certainly keeps me busy. In the last year, for instance, I’ve advised on the purchase of hundreds of suits; frightened tens of broody would-be grannies into leaving well alone; helped break off five engagements and assisted nine proposals; salvaged three flats after three wild parties; bought stacks of godparental gifts; sent thousands of roses to spouses, secretaries, sisters and secret girlfriends; and generally acted as the invisible woman most men need to keep them on the straight and narrow.


You’re probably wondering why I can’t just do all this as Melissa. Well, there are several very good reasons for that.


First of all, if the name Romney-Jones seems familiar it’s because my father, Martin, is the only MP to have survived no fewer than four separate political scandals (two tax, one sex, and something murky involving an EU cheese producer in Luxembourg that I’ve never quite got to the bottom of). When I started my business, I didn’t want him to find out what I was up to, and now things are working out rather well I don’t want him cashing in.


Second, if I’m being honest, in real life I’m a complete pushover – ground down by years of merciless advantage-taking by Daddy and the rest of my horrendously selfish family. So I found that creating bossy, super-groomed Honey sort of gives me permission to put my foot down where I’d normally fear to tread. Honey has much better shoes than me, for a start. Most of them are stilettos, to go with the fitted pencil skirts and devastating bombshell jumpers I wear for work, and Honey’s not afraid to stamp those stilettos when she needs to get results. Rather hard, too, if the situation demands. Sometimes I don’t even notice the blisters till I get home.


Plus, to be honest, there’s something kind of sexy about being Honey. She never rounds her shoulders to hide her ample cleavage, or worries about how she looks from behind. And I never realised that wearing stockings for work would have such startling knock-on effects . . .


Ahem. Anyway . . .


Third? Well, everyone likes to be able to clock off at the end of the day, don’t they? When you’ve spent hours ironing out endless male problems, it’s nice to be able to walk away from them. And I do walk away. In dress-down Melissa’s comfortable flatties.


Quite apart from the delicious wardrobe, I absolutely love my work. Up until I started the agency, I’d been an unthanked, frequently sacked PA, but now I positively look forward to going to work each morning. There’s something so satisfying about taking shambolic bachelors and revealing their inner fox – rather like tarting up derelict houses that no one can bear to move into, only to see them besieged with buyers the next week. Some of my clients do need an element of structural repair, as well as cosmetic improvement, but that’s even more satisfying to sort out, and the results sometimes bring a tear to my eye.


For a while I didn’t think Melissa would ever be able to compete with Honey. She was just so much more . . . colourful than me. More confident, more dynamic, more everything, really.


But then the weirdest thing happened. We met – I mean, I met – someone. Jonathan was tall, charming, courteous, with perfect American teeth and a very handy foxtrot: in short, a proper old-fashioned gentleman.


The fact that he was a client made things a little complicated, but just as I was sure he was falling for Honey, he told me he’d fallen for me. Melissa! Not Honey! When I’d got over being amazed, I was very, very happy.


And I still am. Very, very happy.


However, being practically perfect during working hours didn’t mean I wasn’t still prone to lateness and laddered tights in the mornings. I was already seventeen minutes behind schedule, and since my best friend Gabi was meant to be helping me out on my first job of the day, I had no doubt those seventeen minutes were about to double.


I was running late because my flatmate, Nelson, had phoned LBC to add his twopenn’orth to a heated debate about recycling, and had insisted on my hanging around to record his contribution on the kitchen radio.


Gabi was running late because there was some sample sale on in Hampstead, for which the doors opened at 7 a.m.


At 8.33 a.m. we were both scuttling down the street towards the agency, knowing full well that Tristram Hart-Mossop would be waiting for us outside Selfridges at 9 a.m. on the dot, and I wasn’t anywhere near ready for that.


‘I don’t see why we can’t just go straight to Oxford Street!’ panted Gabi.


‘Because I need to get changed! Come on, we’re nearly here now.’ I walked briskly down Ebury Street. I went to the kind of school that encouraged brisk walking.


‘Jesus, Mel, you move fast for a big girl. What kept you, anyway?’ she gasped. ‘A morning quickie with Dr No?’


‘Certainly not!’ I should explain that Gabi worked part-time in the estate agency that Jonathan managed and she had great trouble seeing him in a non-managerial role. He had a rather ‘result-focused’ management style. While Nelson tended to refer to him sarcastically as Remington Steele, on account of his all-American clean-cut jawline, the girls in the office – apparently – liked to call him Dr No.


Jonathan, I might add, rarely said no to me.


‘He likes to get off quickly in the mornings,’ I added. ‘He’s usually ready to go by seven.’


Gabi snorted dirtily. ‘That’s what I meant.’


I looked at her, baffled. ‘No, I thought you were asking me if we’d—’


‘Forget it,’ she said. ‘Get back in your Enid Blyton box.’


Gabi and Nelson were always baiting me with double entendres. I never got them. With a family like mine, one grows up habitually looking the other way.


‘Nothing wrong with having an innocent mind,’ I said, unlocking the door and pushing it open.


There was the usual stack of interesting-looking post, but I didn’t have time to check through it. Instead, we bounded up the stairs two at a time, past the very discreet beauty salon on the ground floor, where Chelsea wives snuck off for their Botox and electro-whatsits, and into my office.


I threw my huge handbag on the leather sofa, and handed Gabi the bunch of ranunculas I’d bought on the way.


‘Right,’ I said, peeling off my cardigan. ‘I’m going to get changed. Stick these flowers in water, would you?’


‘OK,’ said Gabi, looking round for a vase. ‘God, this place is comfy. I’m surprised half your clients don’t try moving in.’


‘That’s the point.’


My office was a little second-floor flat: the main room was my lilac-walled, calming consultation space, with a tiny bathroom, an even tinier kitchen alcove and a small second room, in which I kept spare clothes, supplies and a fold-out bed, in case of emergency.


Leaving the door open so I could chat to Gabi, I slipped out of my floaty summer skirt, and hunted about for my suspender belt. There weren’t that many businesses where you could spend hundreds of pounds on Agent Provocateur underwear and charge it to office furniture. As I slid the first crisp new stocking over my toes, and carefully smoothed it up and over my leg, I started to feel, as I always did, that little bit more confident. More put together. More in charge.


‘Do you want a coffee?’ yelled Gabi.


‘Please!’ I fixed the stocking in place, and quickly rolled on the other. I’d got quite adept at this. There was a knack to it, a little flick of the finger and thumb, which was really rather satisfying to acquire. I could imagine Jane Russell doing it. After my stockings came the black pencil skirt, which skimmed over the curve of my tummy. It was a high suspender belt, with a decent flattening capacity, but it could only do so much.


Something about stockings made me stand up straighter. I hunted through the rails to find a clean blouse.


‘Biscuits?’ yelled Gabi.


‘In the barrel. Home-made. Nelson knocked some up for me.’


Gabi let out a gusty sigh of admiration for Nelson’s shortbread.


I slipped into a fresh black shirt, and buttoned it over my rose satin balconette bra. Not that clients ever got to see my spectacularly glam underpinnings, obviously, but it made me feel better, knowing they were there. My fingers hesitated over the third button, parting precariously close to the delicate lace of my bra. I left it undone.


It promised to be a warm day, after all.


Finally, I wriggled my stockinged feet into a pair of high-heeled court shoes and I was ready.


Honey Blennerhesket. Five feet eleven inches of woman.


Out of habit, my hand reached for the finishing touch, the final piece of the Melissa to Honey transformation: Honey’s long blonde wig, currently sitting on top of the filing cabinet like a religious icon, its caramel curls spooling lusciously around the antique porcelain head.


I stopped. No. That was the one thing that Jonathan had said no to. No more wearing the wig, as part of the ‘stand-in girlfriend’ service. The wig had only been a disguise, but somehow it had unleashed a whole side of me that I’d never really known was there.


Still, it was so lovely. And it made me look so glamorous. Quite spectacular, in fact.


I took a step nearer, and stroked the real hair.


I never felt as gorgeous as I did when I was a slinky blonde. Would it hurt, just to try it on for a moment, just to get me in the—


‘Here you go, milk, no sugar . . . Jesus Christ!’ blurted Gabi as she stepped into the room with the coffees.


I sprang back from the wig guiltily.


‘I never get used to how different you look in the whole Honey get-up,’ she marvelled. ‘Look at that tiny waist! You sex bomb, you.’


I flapped my hand. ‘It’s all tailoring. You should—’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ Gabi preferred a lower-maintenance style. She nodded towards the wig. ‘So, you going to put that on?’


‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I don’t wear this any more.’


‘Ever?’


‘No. Jonathan and I agreed that I wouldn’t.’


‘Not even at home?’ Gabi twinkled naughtily. She was shameless sometimes. If you asked me, she got away with a good deal under the guise of straight talking. ‘He doesn’t ask you to do any . . . role-playing?’


I blushed. ‘No.’


Between you and me, I still liked to put it on now and again. When no one was around. Just swishing all that hair about was so sexy and confidence-inspiring. Nelson, who never tires of taking the mickey out of me, claimed it had voodoo powers like something out of a spooky novel. The Wig That Flounced on Its Own.


Actually, in my middle-of-the-night panic moments I sometimes wondered if Jonathan secretly preferred me when I was Honey the blonde. He was a very successful estate agent. He drove a Mercedes that cost more than Nelson paid for his flat. And his ex-wife Cindy was a real blonde, who probably wasn’t drummed out of the Pony Club for over-feeding her horse (out of love, not carelessness).


There was something about the thought of Cindy that put the fear of God in me, on many levels. I suppressed a shudder.


I reminded myself that I hadn’t actually met her, and so probably shouldn’t be drawing unfair conclusions. Of course if I had met her then maybe I wouldn’t be haunted by my vivid imagination.


‘No,’ I said, more firmly. ‘He doesn’t like me wearing it full stop. Says he’s had his fill of blondes for now.’


‘More fool him then,’ said Gabi, offering me the mug and gulping from her own. ‘Come on! We’ve got three minutes and that’s if we can find a cab.’ She blew on her coffee, then added, ‘Mind, dressed like that, I doubt you’ll have a problem on that front. Not that you ever do.’


‘Don’t rush,’ I said. ‘No point in scalding yourself.’


She thrust her watch in my face. ‘Look!’


A strange calm had descended over me. ‘Tristram can just wait. We’ll get there when we get there.’


Gabi looked at me with something approaching admiration. ‘Blimey. What a difference a dress makes.’


‘I think better in high heels,’ I said serenely. ‘You’ve got the camcorder?’


‘Check.’


‘Wonderful.’


We made it to Selfridges by five minutes past. That was the beauty of Honey: she was never exactly late, but she knew the value in keeping men waiting for a minute or two.


Tristram Hart-Mossop looked less than thrilled to see us, nonetheless, and I hurried him up to the menswear department as fast as possible, trying to keep Gabi away from the lure of the perfume hall. With the benefit of hindsight, she might not have been the ideal choice of sidekick for this particular job.


When the three of us were safely upstairs, I took a deep breath, marshalled my thoughts like a midget gymnast about to perform a complicated series of flick-flacks and piked what-nots, and launched into full Honey mode.


‘So, you see, Tristram,’ I trilled, with an expansive wave of the hand, ‘you’ve got one thousand pounds to spend on clothes, and I’m going to help you spend it!’


Then I turned to Gabi, who was filming me on my office camcorder, and added, with a smile so broad it made my cheeks hurt, ‘Because I’m Honey Blennerhesket and I’m “Making You Over”!’


Gabi, to give her credit, didn’t laugh when I said this. Which was good of her, because I heard some passing shopper snigger behind me and someone else say, quite distinctly, ‘Who?’


‘Tristram,’ hissed Gabi. ‘Say something!’


Tristram Hart-Mossop, the textbook illustration of ‘awkward teenager’, shuffled self-consciously, but with the camera readiness of an adolescent brought up on Big Brother and Wife Swap. ‘That’s great!’ he managed, in response to my discreet prodding. ‘Um, Honey. Um, yuh, cheers.’


‘So,’ I finished, with another chuckling smile, ‘without further ado, let’s get on and make you over!’


‘And cut!’ said Gabi. ‘That was great. You’re very good on camera, you know, Tristram.’


I gave her a quick ‘don’t build your part up’ warning look and she raised her eyebrows in fake innocence. It wasn’t, I must say, very convincing. Innocence wasn’t one of Gabi’s natural expressions.


‘Still don’t remember entering this competition,’ Tristram mumbled poshly as I strode into the lambswool sweaters, hustling him ahead of me like a sheepdog. ‘And, y’know, I don’t remember seeing this programme on MTV, like you said . . .’


‘That’s because your mum entered you, as a surprise!’ I carolled gaily, and slid my arm into his. ‘And you won’t have seen it before, because this is a pilot. Isn’t that exciting? You’re the first one! Now, let’s go and find you some new clothes . . .’


Tristram I don’t think even considered that I might not really be called Honey. The good thing about sounding quite posh is that you can have the most ridiculous name and no one seems to bat an eyelid. I mean, I know a Bobsy, a Troll and a Muffet, all from one year at school. Muffet, come to think of it, was actually christened Muffet.


We weren’t really filming a makeover show for MTV, needless to say. I was using stealth means to get the shop-a-phobic Tristram into a new set of clothes that wouldn’t make him look like he’d covered himself in glue and cartwheeled round the back room of an Oxfam shop. His mother, Olympia, had tottered up the stairs to my office in a state of utter despair, having heard about Honey from a friend of hers whose son I’d cured of nail-biting. (Seventeen surprise phone calls a day soon shocked him out of it.)


‘Tristram simply refuses to buy new clothes. Refuses!’ she’d wailed. ‘He’s so self-conscious about his height, but also, I think, it’s because he has dreadfully shaped knees.’ She stopped herself. ‘Not that I’ve ever told him that. But he takes any comment about his appearance as a personal criticism, for some reason, and just slobs around in the same two T-shirts all the time. He won’t listen to a word I say. I mean, he’s got university interviews coming up and they’re going to think he’s some kind of drug addict!’


Looking at Tristram now, towering uncertainly over a display of boxer shorts as if he wasn’t quite sure what his gangling limbs might do next, the only drug he seemed to be on was some kind of growth hormone.


I’d calmed Mrs Hart-Mossop down as best I could with a plate of shortbread, and promised to smarten up Tristram to the point where his own father wouldn’t recognise him.


‘You’ll have a job,’ she’d said, forgetting herself sufficiently to start dunking her biscuit. ‘He simply refuses to spend money on clothes, even when it’s my money. Insists he’d rather have it in cash to spend on his computer.’


That made my heart sink. Computers and fashion weren’t easy bedfellows. Still, I’d had much worse cases in the past. Some of my clients, it turned out, had actual infestations.


‘Don’t you worry about a thing,’ I’d said with a beaming smile, offering Mrs Hart-Mossop a top-up of tea from the family silver teapot. ‘I pride myself on being a lateral thinker.’


‘You’ll have to be a bloody hypnotist,’ she’d said bitterly, and took a second biscuit.


And so here we were in Selfridges, pandering sneakily to Tristram’s obsession with reality TV and, in the process, introducing him to the world of linen.


Gabi really was filming too. Even though I’d asked her to pretend and keep the camera turned off. I could already imagine the hilarity that would ensue when she played it back at home to the amusement of Nelson, who never missed a chance to have a good laugh at my expense, particularly when it involved me having to fib. Given my family background, I am an incomprehensibly bad liar. Nelson has an annoying habit of shouting ‘Ding!’ whenever he spots me telling a porkie.


‘Turn it off!’ I hissed, while Tristram toyed curiously with cufflinks, as if he’d never seen them before.


Gabi shook her head and stepped out of my reach, just as Tristram turned back to me.


‘Are these, like, fabric nose-studs?’ he asked, holding up a cufflink to study it more closely.


‘No.’ I took it off him and replaced it in the huge bowl. ‘That’s advanced dressing. We’ll get to that later.’ I upped my encouraging smile. ‘So, Tristram, where would you like to start?’


His face went dark with reluctance. ‘The computer department.’


‘No!’ I laughed, rather grimly now I could see what an uphill battle this would be. ‘I mean, shall we start with a smart suit, or with casual wear?’


He looked at me like a giraffe peering down on a brush-wielding zoo keeper, then swung his gaze towards Gabi, who had stopped filming long enough to inspect a very lifelike dummy modelling tight jersey briefs.


‘Is that thing off?’ he demanded.


‘If you want it to be,’ I said soothingly. ‘Gabi? Could you give us a moment?’


With the camera off, Tristram sounded dejected, rather than sullen. ‘Look, can’t I just have the money? Nothing’s going to fit. Nothing ever does. Even when Mum pretends it looks OK, I just look like a big freak.’


‘No, you don’t,’ I said bracingly. ‘You just need the right clothes!’


‘I like the ones I’ve got.’ He flicked balefully at a row of ties, then stared at his shoes. ‘Poppy Bridewell, um . . . This . . . girl I met at a party said I looked artistic in T-shirts.’


There was a fine line between artistic and autistic. I wondered if it had been a loud party.


‘Is she your girlfriend?’


He shook his head, scattering dandruff on the cashmere jumpers. ‘Don’t have one. Never meet girls.’


‘Well, Tristram, just think how many girls will be watching this!’ I said conspiratorially. ‘And when they see you looking great in new clothes, clothes that really make the most of those lovely shoulders you have . . .’ I lifted my eyebrows. ‘I’m sure you’ll soon be fighting them off!’


I could hear Nelson ‘ding’ing in my head, but I crossed my fingers. Nothing enhanced a man’s confidence like knowing his shirt was working for him. He’d get more attention, one way or another.


‘You think?’ grunted Tristram, but his face looked more hopeful.


‘Just come with me,’ I said, and propelled him towards the changing rooms. I’d phoned ahead and asked the personal shopper to put aside some bits and pieces just to get us started. ‘You’re already very good with layers, Tristram,’ I said, nudging him into a cubicle with some buttery-soft cotton T-shirts and a cashmere jumper. ‘You just need to upgrade them a little. Now pop these on, and let’s see what they look like.’


Gabi reappeared, viewfinder to her eye, and Tristram shuffled compliantly behind the curtain.


‘It’s amazing what people’ll do if they think they’re going to be on telly, isn’t it?’ whispered Gabi, as if she herself wouldn’t do exactly the same thing. ‘I was in Brent Cross Shopping Centre at the weekend, just looking for sale bargains, you know, and this camera crew were there, and I . . . What?’


‘You said you’d cut up your credit cards.’


Gabi shuffled. ‘Yeah, well. You’ll never understand about me and my credit cards. They’re like you and your wig.’


‘Let’s drop the wig, shall we?’ I said breezily.


Gabi’s generous mouth twisted into a naughty grin. ‘You can’t Honey me, Mel,’ she said. ‘I work with women much posher and much arsier than you.’


Technically, Gabi and I didn’t have much in common – what with me being what she generically termed a ‘Chalet Girl Princess’ and her being the Queen of the North London Shopping Centres – but since my first day at the Dean & Daniels estate agency, where she’d ripped her skirt doing a very cruel impression of our office manager Carolyn mounting her Vespa, and I’d stitched it back up for her with the sewing kit I always kept in my bag, we’d been bosom buddies. The best friendships are like mobile phones, I think: you can’t explain exactly how they work, but you’re just relieved they do.


‘Shh!’ she said, before I could say anything, and pointed at the cubicle. ‘Clothes are appearing!’


I looked over to the cubicle and saw reject clothes being tossed petulantly over the curtain. Oh no. If Tristram thought he could just run through the lot in five minutes and pretend nothing fitted, he was sadly mistaken. I glanced about for the nice tailoring man to pop in and get his measurements for a decent suit. Tailoring made all the difference with these scruffy Sloane lads: once they were out of some awful inherited-from-Dad tweed Huntsman number and into something that fitted, they started to walk better, stand up straighter, preen themselves a little more.


Well, in most cases.


Tristram slunk out of the changing room with the T-shirt riding at half-mast, revealing some not-unattractive stomach, and the jumper concertina’d around his elbows. He looked like the Incredible Hulk mid-transformation, but still about ten times better than when he’d gone in. He even managed a shy smile for the imaginary massed audience of single girls waiting for him behind Gabi’s lens.


‘See?’ I said to the camera. ‘Fabulous! With shoulders like those you can carry off practically anything. Now, try on these jackets!’ I pushed some jackets at him and made a mental note to find a sales assistant to ask discreetly if they had some in longer lengths.


‘Are you in for dinner tonight then?’ asked Gabi dreamily. ‘Nelson says he’s making something with fresh trout. He’s a really excellent cook, you know.’


I gave her a level look. I knew Nelson was an excellent cook. I’d known he was an excellent cook for the best part of the twenty-odd years I’d known him.


When I’d moved in to Nelson’s slightly shabby-chic flat behind Victoria Coach Station, five years ago, it had just been me and him, and we’d been very cosy, in that way that only old, old friends can be. Our fathers were at school together, and Nelson and I had grown up fighting over endless rounds of Monopoly, and squabbling over bunk beds. I’d rather got used to our unmarried, marital lifestyle – him bossing me about, criticising my parking but helping me with my accounts, while I generally added some female fragrance to his lifestyle. Nelson sailed a lot at weekends with his mate Roger. Now summer was coming on, the flat was beginning to smell like a marina, but without the champagne and suntan lotion.


However, since my sister Emery’s wedding at Christmas, Gabi had been sort of seeing Nelson, and much as I wanted both of them to be happy, I couldn’t help feeling what Jonathan would call conflicted. (He’s an American estate agent. He specialises in euphemisms.) Gabi was my best friend and Nelson – well, Nelson was like my brother. The first night Gabi stayed over without giving me time to make myself scarce I gobbled three Nytol and slept with my head wrapped in the duvet, just in case I heard something I shouldn’t.


Nelson made a point of leaning over the breakfast table the next morning, before Gabi got up, and intoning, ‘Nothing happened,’ at me as if I were some dreadful maiden aunt – which was ironic, since ‘maiden aunt’ is his own default behaviour setting – but unfortunately the Nytol had made me too groggy to yell at him, so I had to settle for a glare which he huffily interpreted as prurient interest.


So, yes. It was all getting rather awkward. I loved them both, wildly unsuited as they were, but the whole thing was just a little bit . . . Urgh.


Still, that was the beauty of being Honey, I thought, checking my list of must-buys for Tristram as a retrospective blush rose into my cheeks. At work Honey always knew what she was doing and wasn’t afraid of speaking her mind. And she wasn’t shy either. Not like Melissa.


‘So, are you in tonight or what?’ asked Gabi again, examining some silk briefs that I sincerely hoped she wasn’t planning to buy for Nelson.


‘Um, yes,’ I stammered. ‘Actually, no. No. I’ll, er . . .’


‘You think Nelson would wear these?’ she asked, holding up a pair of red silk pants.


‘Definitely not!’ I said, without thinking. ‘He’s always going on about how he hates that swinging free feeling and how he’s constantly thinking he’s about to catch himself on something . . .’


We stared at each other in mutual horror.


Fortunately, at that moment, there was a yelp and Tristram’s head reappeared round the curtain, looking both panicked and affronted. I snapped back into Honey mode without even thinking.


‘This chap’s just told me to take off my trousers!’ he howled.


‘He’s only measuring you for a suit, Tristram,’ I said briskly. ‘Nothing to worry about. Let the nice man get the measurements, and then all you have to do is choose a colour!’


The head disappeared.


‘Blimey,’ said Gabi, impressed. ‘I’ve never really seen you doing this Honey thing before. It’s quite scary, isn’t it?’


‘Is it?’ I wasn’t sure what to make of that.


‘Are you wearing stockings?’ asked Gabi, casting a sideways glance at my skirt.


‘What?’ I shifted from foot to foot. I didn’t normally have anyone around when I was working, and I was beginning to wish I hadn’t asked Gabi to help me out. It was putting me off my stride. Or rather, I couldn’t get into my stride as Honey when she was there to remind me I was really Melissa.


‘Are you wearing stockings?’ Gabi did a suggestive shimmy, and I blanched. ‘Or did Jonathan knock that on the head too?’ she enquired. ‘I know he’s not happy about you carrying on with the agency, not now you’re meant to be a respectable estate agent’s girlfriend and all that.’


I looked suspiciously at the camcorder. Did that red light mean it was on or off? Things had also gone very still inside the cubicle, so I dropped my voice discreetly. ‘Jonathan’s fine about the agency, for your information. He just doesn’t want me to pretend to be anyone’s girlfriend any more. What I do with the rest of my time is my own business. If you must know, he’s very proud of me for being so entrepreneurial. End of topic.’


‘Oooooooh,’ said Gabi. ‘Touch-eeeee.’


‘Not in the least. I’m going to get Tristram into a suit,’ I announced, to change the subject. ‘It’s like getting a suit of armour. Gives you bulges in the right places and hides everything else.’


Gabi looked unconvinced. ‘You’d know best. And I wouldn’t want to argue with you, not in this sort of mood. Still, you know you could be getting all this a lot cheaper elsewhere? You ever thought about using me in an advisory capacity? I could be saving you a lot of money.’


‘It’s not the money his mother cares about,’ I said, my attention caught by the twitching of the cubicle curtain. Gabi’s shopping expertise went without saying. ‘It’s the fact that he’s going to be persuaded into wearing adult clothes.’


As I said this, Tristram stepped out of the changing room, in a black jacket and a really cool pair of dark jeans. He looked pretty good, if I said so myself.


‘Oh, wow!’ I swooned, clapping one hand to my bosom. ‘Tristram! Look at you! Don’t you look fabulous?’


The beginnings of a shy smile began to tug at the corners of his mouth, despite his best efforts to look cool and don’t-care-ish. The clothes made a difference, but what really finished it off was a touch of confidence.


I went over and put my arm around him so we were both facing Gabi’s camera. I hoped she had it on steadicam, because her shoulders were twitching with barely suppressed laughter.


I, on the other hand, was taking it very seriously, because Tristram obviously was. I felt him flinch, then, as I cuddled him tighter, he relaxed into me and even put a gangling arm round my shoulder.


‘So, how do you feel, Tristram?’ I cooed. ‘That jacket really brings out the blue in your eyes! You’ve got such lovely eyes, you know!’


‘Um, yeah, um, I . . . cool,’ he mumbled. That was about as articulate as most public schoolboys got, but from the way he was sufficiently emboldened to start some tentative groping, I chalked that up as a win and subtly removed his paw from my rear.


Tristram, Gabi and I had a very nice cup of tea downstairs in Selfridges, next to the computer department, before we sent him on his way, promising to let him know the moment we had a broadcast date. I thought I saw the salesgirl wink at him on the way out, and realised that enlisting similar encouragement might be a good confidence-boosting strategy to employ in the future.


‘You realise that Tristram had his nose practically down your cleavage at the end?’ said Gabi, peering at the flickering playback screen.


‘Did he?’ I blushed and poured myself some more tea.


‘Any closer and he’d have been talking to your navel. You want to see?’ she offered.


‘God, no!’ I shied away. I hated seeing myself in pictures. It never quite matched the vision I had in my head. The one in which I was played by Elizabeth Taylor, circa 1959.


‘You know, we should so send this tape into MTV,’ said Gabi, through a mouthful of raspberry cheesecake. ‘You could get your own programme. Mel’s Munters. Geek to Chic. You think?’


‘No, I don’t think.’ I looked on enviously. I only had to breathe near cheesecake and I put on about half a stone. ‘Shouldn’t you be saving yourself for supper?’


‘Not a problem.’ She squished the last few crumbs down on the back of her fork and popped them in her mouth. ‘Got the fastest metabolism in London, me.’ A broad smile illuminated her face. ‘S’why I think me and Nelson are just fated to be together. Fast as he cooks it, I eat it!’


Funny. Gabi’s last boyfriend, Aaron, hadn’t had time to make a Pot Noodle, but he’d made money as fast as she could spend it – almost – and she’d nearly married him.


I pushed aside these unworthy thoughts. It was the end of a very long week, and frankly I was looking forward to spending the rest of the evening in a soap-opera-related trance, ideally with Nelson rubbing my feet. He was so good at foot rubs that I even forgave him the accompanying drone about learning the techniques while doing gap year charity work in Thailand.


Then I remembered that it was dinner for two and gooseberries for one at our house that evening, and the blissful image abruptly shattered. I supposed I could go round to Jonathan’s, but he had tennis coaching on Friday nights, and, in any case, we hadn’t quite reached the stage of our relationship where I was happy for him to see me dribbling onto a pillow as I fell asleep watching Coronation Street.


Oh, don’t be such a misery-guts, I told myself sternly. Pull yourself together!


I looked up at Gabi. She was a good friend, and I should be thrilled she’d found someone as decent as Nelson. ‘Thanks for giving up your day off to help me out,’ I said. ‘It was really sweet of you.’


‘No problemo.’ Gabi finished off the last of the tea. ‘’Sides, it’s not my day off. Carolyn thinks I’m having a root canal. She’s not expecting me in till Monday at the earliest.’


‘Gabi . . .’ I said reproachfully.


She cut me a cheeky look. ‘Oh, come on. Let someone else make the tea for a change! Anyway, it was an education. For me and for Tristram. I bet you ten quid he’ll be back for new jeans and another crack at your cleavage next week. Listen, what time’s supper tonight?’ Her dark eyes went all dreamy. ‘God, Nelson. There’s something about him that just makes me want to warm his slippers. He’s so big, and sensible. I feel like a heroine in an old-fashioned novel when I’m with him.’


I stared at her disbelievingly. Since when had Jane Austen run to small, cynical north London shopaholics?


‘Well, he certainly makes a change from Aaron,’ I said tactfully.


Gabi tossed her head dismissively. ‘I am so over Aaron,’ she said. ‘Him and his ridiculous quarter-life crisis. Nelson’s much more focused. He wouldn’t chuck everything in to go back to college at his age.’


‘You know, I don’t think giving up a stressful job to study pathology is necessarily a bad thing,’ I tried. ‘I mean, OK, he should have discussed it with you first, but maybe he wanted to follow a dream.’


‘Honestly, Mel, you and your benefit of the doubt! Jesus!’ She gave me her best ‘dur!’ look. ‘If he’s so interested in dead bodies, why couldn’t he have just bought himself a CSI box-set?’


‘Maybe it’s just a phase?’ I suggested. I wasn’t so sure she wasn’t going through a phase.


‘Yeah,’ she snorted. ‘A phase of singleness.’


I was saved from having to continue this now-familiar discussion by my phone ringing in my bag. I have two: a normal one for myself, and a swanky black one for work.


But this was my own line, and the number displayed made my heart sink, right into the pit of my corseted stomach.


‘Hello?’ I said, as brightly as I could nonetheless.


‘Melissa!’ barked Daddy. ‘Get yourself home at once. There’s a family crisis. Your mother needs you.’


Then he hung up.


Well, I thought, trying to look on the bright side, that sorted out one of my immediate problems, at least. There was little or no chance of having to avoid public displays of affection at my parents’ house.


‘Congratulations,’ I said to Gabi. ‘You and Nelson have got the place to yourselves this evening!’


‘Thanks, Mel,’ she said with a wink, and I felt pleased, guilty and slightly sick, all at the same time.
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I drove to my parents’ house in a state of some consternation, not helped by the stream of messages arriving on both phones.


Even if Nelson wasn’t such a home-made policeman, lecturing me incessantly about hands-free car kits, I wasn’t sure I wanted to check the messages anyway, in case they contained even more pleas to fit appointments into my bursting schedule and/or updates about whatever this emergency was at home. When it came to my father, ignorance was usually bliss. Which was just as well, because as far as he was concerned, ‘the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth’ were three entirely separate levels of information.


The others weren’t much better. My family rarely bothered to explain their crises in advance, on the basis, I think, that if I had any inkling of what I’d be letting myself in for, I’d simply drive in the opposite direction.


I pulled a reflective face in the mirror. That said, things had been quite peaceful in the eight months since my younger sister Emery’s wedding at Christmas to William, a sports-mad, ultra-competitive, thrice-married solicitor. Peaceful by Romney-Jones standards, at least, since they’d spent most of those eight months moving to Chicago and therefore removing themselves from immediate contact. Although Emery was so vague she could easily be on the verge of childbirth by now and not thought to mention it.


There had been nothing in the paper about my father for months – although Parliament was out of session at the moment.


My mother was, the last time I called home, resident in the marital manor house and not shacked up in some seaweed spa in the west of Ireland, or, worse, in some discreet ranch called Serendipity in Arizona having her liver holistically massaged. Though that, again, may have been connected in some way with Parliament being out of session.


My other sister Allegra was in Sweden, where she lived with her husband Lars, an art and antiquities dealer specialising in prehistoric arrowheads and other more arcane stuff that I didn’t like to ask about.


And Granny . . . I turned up my Julie London CD, which reminded me of her. Granny was the one redeeming feature of my family: she was glamorous, amusing, and the only person I knew with sufficient self-confidence to rattle my father. She had friends in higher places than him, coupled with a mysterious private income which meant that he couldn’t crack the financial whip at her either.


I loved Granny more than anyone, but if there was some crisis afoot at home she was almost certainly on a camel tour of Egypt or similar, charming all and sundry from beneath a diaphanous veil.


I made it back to the family pile in a very decent two hours, and when I pulled up in the drive there was a full complement of cars outside. That never boded well. Family crises seemed to escalate exponentially the more Romney-Joneses joined in. And from the chewed-up state of the gravel, all the cars had been parked with some rage. Mummy’s mud-splattered Merc estate still had a dog in the back that she’d obviously forgotten to let out in her haste to get in. Daddy’s Jag was blocking in Emery’s old lime-green Beetle, left there since her wedding, and an enormous black BMW X5 was halfway across the ornamental flowerbed in the centre, looking not so much parked as stalled and abandoned.


I peered at it. It was brand-new. God knew who that belonged to.


I parked my own Subaru well out of the way, next to an ancient hydrangea, and checked my face in the rear-view mirror, taking three slow deep breaths to prepare myself for the onslaught. When that failed, I had a couple of squirts of Rescue Remedy. Even so, my hand joggled rather as I was freshening up my lipstick.


The gardens were looking deceptively calm in the warm August evening, and I could smell the tall box hedges that ran around the perimeter of the house mingling with the musky roses climbing up the front wall. Jenkins, Mummy’s oldest basset hound, leaped up at the window of her car as I approached, barking his head off with excitement, and I helped him out. He was getting on a bit and sometimes needed a hand over the dog shelf, as his back legs were somewhat arthritic and his undercarriage tended to ground him on obstacles like a barge.


‘Hello, old man!’ I said, wobbling his big ears, and trying not to get my face within reach of his toxic breath.


He snuffled gratefully at my bag as I made my way inside. Already the echoes of a family row were bouncing off the parquet tiles like so much distant cannon fire. I adjudged, from the level of shrieking and bellowing, that the row was taking place not in the kitchen, as usual, but in the drawing room, which indicated that it was quite a high-level argument. In the intimidatingly formal drawing room, my father could take full advantage of the uncomfortable antique sofas, which he liked to stalk around then lean over, aggressively, without warning, to bellow in the ear of the occupant. My mother much preferred to argue in the kitchen, where she had improved access to plates and knives, not to mention ‘cooking sherry’.


‘Have you taken leave of your senses entirely?’ Daddy was yelling at some unfortunate – my mother, I guessed, since he asked her this question more often than anything else. ‘Do you think the world revolves entirely around you?’


I paused at the door, temporarily paralysed by the sheer hypocrisy of this comment, coming from a man who refused to read the morning paper if someone else had got there first and ‘spoiled the pages’.


‘No,’ said a low, but equally piercing voice. ‘I imagine the world revolves around art. Which is better than imagining it revolves around money, like you do.’


Oh, God. Allegra. What was she doing here?


Jenkins whimpered, turned tail with the grace of an oil tanker, and skittered across the parquet and down to the kitchen, out of harm’s way. I was tempted to join him, especially since it was village fete time, and I knew Mummy would have cleaned out the cake stalls with her usual inability to stop at four fruit scones.


‘Don’t be so bloody precious!’ roared my father, who had no time for Allegra’s artistic nature, or, indeed, Lars’s art gallery, oddly profitable though it was. ‘Even Melissa doesn’t come out with claptrap like that and she doesn’t know the difference between shorthand and street-walking!’


Charming. The ‘real’ nature of my agency, as understood by Daddy, was something of a running joke. Or it would be, if it had been funny.


‘Martin!’ screeched my mother. ‘Do not use my Meissen dish as an ashtray!’


I gave Mummy or Allegra ten seconds to leap to my defence, then, when no one did, I barged in before they actively joined in with slurs of their own.


‘Oh, Christ, what now?’ Daddy bellowed, by way of paternal greeting. He had apparently forgotten that it was in fact him who had summoned me there in the first place.


‘Hello, Melissa,’ said my mother, through tight lips. I mean they were tight lips, literally. She seemed oddly lifted and was wearing her shimmery blonde hair much more forward than usual. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. I know you can talk some sense into everyone, darling. You always do.’


‘Hello, Mummy. Hello, Daddy,’ I said, reverting, like Alice in Wonderland, to my nine-year-old self. ‘Hello, Allegra, how lovely to see you at home! I thought you were in Stockholm at the moment.’


Allegra was quite something to behold in the chintz of the drawing room. She seemed taller than ever, in a long black kaftan-type thing that would have made me look like a funeral parlour sofa but it draped over her willowy frame like couture. It may well have been couture, come to that. Her long dark hair – about the only thing we had in common – rippled down her back, and her face was unmade-up, apart from her lips, which were a bright matte scarlet. I couldn’t take my eyes off them.


‘I’ve left Lars,’ she announced, red lips moving in a hypnotic fashion amidst all the black and white. ‘I have Come Home.’


‘God alone knows why you have to come back to this one,’ interrupted my father. ‘You’ve got a perfectly good home of your own on Ham Common.’


She shot him a poisonous glare in reply and turned back to me with a pained expression. ‘It’s over. All over, Melissa.’


‘Oh, no!’ I said, feeling terrible for her. ‘You poor thing!’ Allegra and Lars were notoriously tempestuous, as befitted artists, but she’d never actually left him before. That was, she explained, the whole point of having two houses in separate countries. It cut down nicely on the togetherness. ‘What’s happened?’


A dark look crossed Allegra’s pale face. ‘I can’t talk about it.’


‘Is it too painful? Give it time,’ I urged. ‘When Gabi split up with Aaron, she couldn’t—’


‘No,’ said Allegra. ‘I mean I really can’t talk about it. I have to speak to my solicitor first.’


‘A solicitor?’ My hand flew to my mouth. Was it that bad? ‘Oh, Allegra! I’m so sorry!’


She nodded. ‘I know. He’s on his way over now.’



Now? I frowned. ‘But surely it can wait until you’ve had a chance to sleep on things a little, you know, calm down?’


Allegra made a zipping gesture over her lips.


My mother let out an impatient sigh, but Daddy shushed her with his raised hand. ‘That’s my girl,’ he said, with a ghastly smile of pride. ‘Always make sure you’re on firm legal ground before you get the kicking brogues laced up. Aren’t you glad now that I made the pre-nup in England and not in Stockholm? Hmm?’


Allegra tossed her head scornfully.


‘I always think there’s a touch of art in a really clever contract,’ he concluded.


‘But, darling, why can’t you go back to Ham?’ asked my mother. Her hands twitched automatically for her cigarettes, but she was obviously on one of her annual giving-up kicks, because I couldn’t see her familiar gold cigarette case around. Instead, she reached underneath the sofa and pulled out an embroidered bag with a kitten on the front. To my astonishment, she withdrew a shapeless hank of knitting and started clicking away, lips pressed firmly together where her cigarette would normally have gone.


Daddy tapped the ash from his cigar ostentatiously into the fireplace.


‘I wonder what will kill you first, Martin?’ she said, shutting her eyes. ‘Tobacco or me?’


‘You, I’d hope, my darling,’ replied my father easily. ‘I’m on the board of at least two tobacco importers – shame to cast a shadow on business.’


He whipped back round to Allegra. ‘Answer your mother’s question, Allegra: why can’t you go back to Ham? Perfectly good house you’ve got there. What’s happened? Lars changed the locks?’


‘Lars has not changed the locks,’ snorted Allegra, flapping her long black sleeves huffily. She and Daddy were practically nose-to-nose on the carpet now. ‘That’s my house!’


‘So why can’t you go and boil with rage there, instead of cluttering up my home?’ he demanded. ‘Your mother and I have been through this when you were a teenager. We don’t need to have another round of midnight phone calls and dead cats in the garden.’


Dead cats? No one told me anything, even then.


‘Not that we don’t love to see you at home, darling,’ added my mother, clicking furiously. ‘It’s lovely to see you.’


My father wheeled round on his heel. ‘Are you off your head, Belinda? Of course we mind her turning up here! Not only am I a busy MP, I am now serving on no fewer than two Olympic sub-committees!’


‘Are you?’ I asked, temporarily distracted. ‘I didn’t know that.’


‘Yes, well, I’ve been invited to join a couple of select committees for the London 2012 business. Taking up a lot of my time, involves a tiresome amount of meeting and greeting and so on . . .’ He sighed as if he didn’t spend half his life trying to find junkets to skive off on.


‘Really?’ I said, impressed all the same. My father, involved with the Olympic spirit! ‘Congratulations!’


He brushed it away, but was unable to hide his preening. ‘Well, lots of opportunities floating around right now. For the right people . . . If you know what I mean.’


Unfortunately, I did.


‘So what sort of committee are you on?’ I asked, intrigued.


‘Oh, this and that. I can’t really talk about it,’ he said. ‘Very hush-hush just at the minute, but it’s very high-level. Very high-level.’ This seemed to bring him back to reality, because he swung back to glare at Allegra, who had arranged herself along a sofa like a militant end-of-the-pier crystal-ball reader.


‘So you’ll appreciate that I don’t need all these amateur theatricals going on when I have work to do. If I want to see Phantom of the Opera I’ll have a night out in the West End. You’re welcome to stay here tonight, Allegra, but you can’t just land up here and treat this place like a hotel. You have no idea what plans your mother and I have for entertaining this week, for one thing.’


A look of dread passed across Mummy’s face, and she knitted faster. She spent most of her time organising dinners and cocktail parties for Daddy’s constituents and contacts, and what time was left writing notes of apology and explanation to cover any untoward consequences.


‘I can’t go back to Ham because it’s covered in “Police Line Do Not Cross” tape!’ Allegra roared.


‘What?’ I gasped, but no one was listening to me.


Daddy tutted. ‘All the more reason to get back there, I’d have thought.’


I stared at her, my skin crawling with panic. Mummy looked less concerned by this news than she had done about Daddy’s weekend plans, and as for Daddy and Allegra, they seemed to be positively revelling in the drama.


‘There are forensic policemen from three different countries swarming all over my beautiful home, and I am not allowed to go back, all right?’ Allegra spat, with no small relish. ‘You don’t think I’d put a foot over your godforsaken threshold unless I absolutely had to? I’ve left my husband, not had some kind of mental collapse, for Christ’s sake!’


Mummy made a choking sound and scrabbled around in her knitting bag. I wondered if she had a whole other set of knitting patterns for serious stress, but instead she pulled out a medicine bottle, wrenched off the cap, shook out a handful of pills and swallowed them.


‘Valerian,’ she lied unconvincingly, seeing my shocked face.


‘Valerian, Vicodin, Valium,’ mused Daddy, puffing on his cigar. ‘What’s a couple of letters between friends when you’re working your way through the narcotic alphabet?’


‘Right up to Viagra,’ spiked Allegra.


‘Enough!’ roared Daddy. ‘I will be in my study. Working. At the job that twenty-three thousand sentient voters have elected me to do.’ And with that, he hurled his cigar butt in the fireplace and stalked out.


Allegra, who had momentarily risen to her feet, threw herself back on the sofa, and glowered at the open door. ‘I thought age was meant to mellow bastards like him.’


‘It doesn’t,’ said Mummy, who was suddenly much more serene now Daddy was out of the room. Her knitting, however, remained jerky. ‘It just intensifies them. Like those really stinky cheeses.’


Since no one was going to offer me any, I helped myself to a cup of stewed tea from the tray on the mahogany side table. There were many questions I was burning to ask Allegra, but I fished around for an easy, non-confrontational opener. Which wasn’t as easy as it sounded, believe me.


‘So, how long are you planning on staying, Allegra?’ I asked. ‘In England, I mean.’


‘God knows.’ She let out a theatrical sigh and kicked off her shoes so she could tuck her bare feet underneath her on the chaise-longue. She had enviably red toenails. ‘Until I’m deported, I guess.’


‘Oh, darling, it won’t come to that, will it?’ murmured my mother. She paused, then asked more seriously, ‘I mean, will it?’


I looked on, aghast.


‘That depends what that little shit Lars has been up to,’ Allegra hissed. ‘And believe me, when I find out, it won’t just be Scotland Yard he’ll be scuttling away from.’


I sipped my tea and thanked God that I, at least, had a morally upstanding and thoroughly responsible boyfriend in Jonathan. The dodgiest thing he was liable to do was send his secretary out to feed his parking meter.


‘Allegra,’ I began carefully. ‘Why have the police taped up your house? No one’s been . . . hurt, have they?’


She cast an imperious look towards the door to check that Daddy wasn’t lurking. Clearly she was hoping to keep him out of the picture for as long as possible – why, I didn’t know. Power games, presumably. ‘Lars has been implicated in some international smuggling ring. I don’t know what. Cocaine, I assume,’ she added airily, ‘and there was some mention of rhino horn.’ She paused and twisted the large gold rings on her right hand. ‘And antiquities. Such an idiot.’


‘Gosh,’ I said, shocked. ‘I never thought Lars—’


‘And arms,’ she went on, with a flick of her long white fingers. ‘Some other type of drug too, but I can’t remember what . . .’


‘Allegra!’


‘. . . and possibly money laundering, but for God’s sake! Is there any need to be searching my house for evidence?’


As there was no polite sisterly response to this we sat in silence for a moment while Mummy’s needles clicked hysterically. I couldn’t work out what she was meant to be making: it looked like it could be anything from a matinee jacket for Jenkins to some kind of ceremonial hat.


‘Mummy, why are you knitting?’ I asked, because I had to know, imminent Interpol raid or not. ‘Emery isn’t pregnant, is she?’


‘Not as far as I know, darling,’ she said. ‘I just enjoy it. It gives me something to do with my hands. Some lady at one of the WI fairs recommended it for giving up smoking. She was on forty a day, she said, and now she knits entire kingsize blankets in under a week. Plus,’ she added, ‘I can fantasise about shoving these needles up your father’s ghastly nose at times of stress.’


‘No plans for your wedding anniversary yet then?’ asked Allegra. ‘Thirty-five years in September, isn’t it?’


Mummy knitted faster. ‘That’s weeks away. Don’t buy a card just yet.’


‘So what are you going to do?’ I asked Allegra, to change the subject. ‘Have you, er . . .’ It was delicate, talking about money. I hated it. ‘The police haven’t done anything awful, like freeze your bank accounts, have they?’


Allegra’s head swivelled over to me, sending her curtain of jet-black hair swinging. ‘How the hell did you know that?’


‘Oh, just a guess.’ I wasn’t stupid. It had happened to Daddy twice.


She sighed. ‘Well, yes. That has happened. And I refuse to ask that bastard for a loan.’


‘Which one? Lars or Daddy?’


‘Daddy. Lars owes me.’


‘Just as well, darling,’ murmured Mummy, ‘because I don’t think Daddy’d give you one.’


‘No,’ I agreed. ‘And there are always conditions.’


I knew that from personal experience. Daddy’s loans made Mafia money-lending look like some form of charity hand-out. What you didn’t pay in interest, you paid in favours owed.


‘I can give you enough to tide you over,’ offered Mummy, ‘but—’


‘No, no,’ said Allegra, placing her hands firmly on her knees. ‘I’ll just have to get a job. That’s what you did, wasn’t it, Melissa? When you couldn’t find a rich husband?’


I stared at her in shock. On so many levels.


‘Just joking,’ Allegra said. ‘I mean, how hard can it be? I don’t need that much to live on in London. I reckon about fifty thousand would be enough. Where’s The Times? Don’t they have an Appointments section?’


I narrowed my eyes slightly. I sincerely hoped this wasn’t what Mummy had wanted me to come and sort out. I was a problem-solver, not a white witch. ‘Allegra,’ I began, ‘have you thought about, er, what skills you’d be able to offer? Because there really aren’t that many jobs that pay that sort of money for so little experience.’


The phone rang on the side table. Mummy stared at it for a second, as if trying to place the sound, then picked it up. ‘Hello?’


‘Your lipstick is smudged,’ Allegra informed me. ‘You should either wear lipstick with panache or not at all.’ She paused to let this information sink in while I fiddled self-consciously with my compact, then added, ‘Have you thought about plain lip gloss?’


Mummy put the receiver to her chest and looked at me sympathetically. ‘It’s your father, calling from his study. He says can you pop in to see him, please? He’d like a word.’


‘And that word will doubtless be cash,’ snorted Allegra.


‘Allegra,’ said my mother weakly.


I got up, startled by the novelty of actually wanting to escape to my father’s Study of Doom.


I only had to get within ten feet – yelling distance – of my father’s study to feel my stomach begin to knot, and my palms begin to dampen: virtually every difficult conversation of my childhood had taken place within its book-lined walls. Most of those difficult conversations had been about the cost-effectiveness of educating me at a series of very expensive schools – I’m afraid my results made Princess Diana look like Stephen Hawking – but there had been some other corkers thrown in for variation, like the time he explained we’d all have to go and live in France to avoid a tax scandal, and then there was the one about our au pair’s horrendous court case in which my Snoopy pyjama case played an embarrassingly central role, and . . .


Well, I could go on, but I won’t. The only minor satisfaction came from a detail gleaned from my mother about two years previously: that Daddy was in no position to lecture me about my glaring lack of academic garlands, since he’d bought every single book on the oak shelves behind him at a house clearance in Gloucestershire, including the leather-bound set of Jilly Cooper’s collected works which were the only ones that looked as if they’d ever been opened.


However, when in situ in his oak-panelled study, Daddy still had the ability to reduce me to jelly, even after a year of asserting myself through Honey’s no-nonsense persona. These days I could just about tell Emery to buy her own curtains rather than have me ‘run some up’ for her on my sewing machine, but Daddy was a whole other kettle of fish.


The decanter was already on his desk and he’d poured himself a large Scotch by the time I’d walked down the corridors that led to his bit of the house. When he heard me knock, he swung round in his chair like a Bond villain and steepled his fingers. I hated it when he did that. It usually meant he knew something I didn’t, and wasn’t going to tell me straight away.


‘Ah, Melissa,’ he said, gesturing towards the chair as if I’d turned up for an interview. ‘Do sit down. Take the weight off your feet.’


I tried not to take that personally.


‘It’s a while since we’ve had a little chat, isn’t it?’ he mused, sipping his Scotch. ‘I think the last time, if I remember rightly, was at your sister’s wedding. When you told me all about your escort agency.’


The wedding I’d organised, I might add. All by myself.


‘It’s not an escort agency,’ I replied hotly, rising to the bait despite myself. ‘It’s—’


‘Yes, yes.’ He flapped a hand at me. ‘So you say. Anyway, how is business? Booming? Hmm?’


‘It’s going well,’ I said cautiously.


‘Making lots of contacts?’


I eyed him, not sure where this was going, but certain it was going somewhere. Somewhere I would almost certainly not want to end up. ‘Ye-e-e-es.’


He frowned in what I think he imagined was an understanding manner. ‘Or is that awfully dull boyfriend of yours laying down the law about what you can and can’t get up to? Hmm? I imagine he’s got some pretty strong views about, ah, a few of your sidelines, eh?’


How did he know that? Did he have some kind of telepathic hot wire into my deepest secrets? I went hot and cold.


‘No,’ I insisted, for what felt like the millionth time. ‘Jonathan’s very happy for me to carry on the agency. I mean, I’m mainly sorting out people’s wardrobes and arranging their parties these days, but I’m sure if I wanted to take on a client who needed me to . . .’ I slowed down, realising the untruth of what I was saying. But I was committed now. ‘Deal with more lifestyle issues, he’d understand.’


‘Ding!’ went Nelson in my head.


Damn.


Daddy tipped his head to one side, and smiled at me, as if I were a very stupid little girl. ‘Well, that’s nice. It would be a shame to let such a clever business idea go to waste.’


I was thrown by this unexpected turn of events. Last time we’d discussed the Little Lady Agency he’d accused me of working as a hooker, and dragging the family name into disrepute.


‘Anyway, Melissa, since you’re doing so well, you must be run off those great big feet of yours, no?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Come, come, either you’re doing well, or you’re not?’


‘I’m doing well.’


‘So you can give Allegra something to do.’ He pushed himself away from the desk with the air of a job well done and started flicking through his Rolodex of cronies by the phone. ‘Keep her busy. Out of our hair.’


I stared at him. ‘You are joking now, aren’t you?’


Daddy looked up from his address book. ‘Does Allegra’s divorce strike you as anything to joke about?’


‘Well, no, but . . .’


‘You do seem to be remarkably uncaring about your sisters,’ he observed reproachfully. ‘I practically had to twist your arm to help out with Emery’s wedding. Is it because you’re feeling the call of the old maid’s apron, eh? There’s always voluntary work, you know. Spinsterhood isn’t the end of the world any more, my dear girl.’


‘But I can’t give Allegra a job!’ I wailed. ‘There isn’t enough for her to do, even if I wanted to help out. Which I do. Of course I do. But wouldn’t she be better working in an art gallery, or something like that? She’s got lots of experience of . . . um, art.’


I didn’t want to say that Allegra could clear my client list in about seven phone calls. She had the interpersonal skills of a grave robber, and most of my clients were ridiculously sensitive.


Daddy peered at me patiently. ‘I realise that, Melissa. Allegra would be an asset to any gallery.’


We both knew he was lying here.


‘But, thinking as a protective father,’ he went on smoothly, ‘it would be quite stressful for Allegra to re-enter the job market at—’


‘Enter the job market,’ I corrected him. ‘She’s never actually had a proper job.’


‘Quite so,’ agreed Daddy. ‘Even more reason why this isn’t the time to open herself up to the strain of interviews and possible rejection.’


‘And she’s also under investigation by the police,’ I added.


‘I know,’ said Daddy. ‘And, well . . .’ His voice trailed off discreetly. ‘The press are ghastly, prying creatures. And I know you girls have always suffered the pressures of being the children of a prominent politician.’


He looked at me beadily over his fingers, and the penny dropped. With a clang, right in my eye.


‘You want me to give Allegra a job at my office because you don’t want her showing you up in someone else’s!’ I said.


‘Right first time,’ said Daddy, shuffling some papers on his desk, as if the interview were nearing a close. ‘We don’t want some nosey HR woman poking around in our business, and I don’t want Allegra getting on the front page of the Sun for downloading porn or taking drugs in the loo or whatever else she’s liable to do.’


‘But I can’t afford to pay her anywhere near what she wants,’ I protested, thinking of Allegra’s exorbitant ideas about salary. ‘I don’t even pay myself that sort of money!’


‘Oh, I don’t expect her to scratch around on nothing,’ said Daddy. ‘I’m happy to, how can I put it, supplement her income?’


I stared at him, trying to see where the scam was. There had to be one. Daddy was not a ‘free money’ sort of businessman.


‘And I can put a little something your way too,’ he said generously. ‘I’m going to need some guidance on international etiquette, with so many meetings with dignitaries in my Olympic diary, and who better to guide me than London’s premier etiquette expert?’


If I was reeling before, I was seriously wrong-footed by this, and Daddy seized on my uncertainty like a hawk spotting a fieldmouse with a gammy leg.


‘Wouldn’t that be wonderful, Melissa?’ he demanded. ‘Not only working on an internationally significant project, but helping your father at the same time! And promoting your business! And getting paid! And,’ he added as an afterthought, ‘maybe meeting some nice young man!’


‘I have a nice young man, thank you.’


Daddy sniffed. ‘Well, an American one, yes. So, can we agree on this? Between us? Hmm?’


I knew there was something I was missing here, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it could be. ‘And what if I say no?’ I hazarded bravely.


Daddy picked up the phone. ‘Don’t make me answer that, Melissa. Bottom line is she can’t hang around here like some kind of very high-maintenance vampire bat, and that’s the long and short of it. I have things to be getting on with. I’d be most upset if I had to add Allegra – and you – to that list.’


‘Er, I’ll think about it,’ I said. What option did I have? ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Good, good . . .’


He gave me a ghastly smile, showing all his teeth, old and new.


I excused myself and went down to the kitchen for something to calm my nerves.
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After a testy Sunday, most of which I spent out walking the dogs to escape the fierce legal drama taking place in the drawing room, I drove home in a state of exhaustion, my brain teeming with all manner of crushing things I could have said to my father had I only been able to get my brain in gear.


He was right, I thought remorsefully, crawling through a contraflow on the M25. I should maybe think about how I could help Allegra out in her moment of need. She was my sister, after all, and much water had passed under the bridge since we were children. We might have things in common now, if only I looked hard enough.


I focused on conjuring up three positive things about Allegra while I sat in the traffic. I’m a firm believer in trying to find three positives in any gloomy situation. It distracts you from the negatives for a while, if nothing else.


One, she was my sister.


Two, she could speak fluent Swedish – which would be helpful for, er, all the stubborn IKEA self-assembly units my bachelor clients seemed so keen on – as well as Russian, colloquial Norwegian and a smattering of Icelandic, mainly swear words. And that would be handy for . . . au pairs?


Three . . .


My brow furrowed. There had to be something else.


Three . . .


Three, she wouldn’t take any nonsense from anyone, and that was really what I was aiming for as Honey, wasn’t it?


A chink of light appeared in the general Allegra gloom. Maybe I could find some way of her helping me out in the office? She’d be more than happy to negotiate with tough customers, and she did have a certain artistic bent . . .


She was also utterly amoral, self-righteous, loud-mouthed and bloody-minded. If she wasn’t my sister, I’d swear she had a kleptomaniac streak too. Not exactly prime office manager material, even in London.


A vision of Allegra in the middle of Selfridges, screeching at Tristram Hart-Mossop to ‘pull yourself together and just get laid!’ blazed across my mind, and I nearly swerved into the side of an articulated lorry as chilly beads of sweat touched my armpits.


I’d have to think about it. Hard.


The moment I opened the door to our house and breathed in the mouth-watering aroma of a full roast chicken dinner, my heart swelled with gratitude for the little things in life, like having a flatmate who made his own gravy.


Nelson knew me well enough to rustle up a comforting evening meal on the weekends when I’d been home, and this smelled like the works: apple sauce as well as chicken, and roast potatoes. I sniffed the air. Was that bread and butter pudding? I inhaled like a Bisto kid while my stomach rumbled gleefully. My favourite. And he usually insisted I lavish it all with home-made custard too. My curve-enhancing lingerie wouldn’t be half so tight if Nelson wasn’t such an ace cook.


God, I was jolly lucky to have a flatmate like Nelson, I thought, for the millionth time. It was like being married, but with none of the worries about not ‘communicating properly’ or letting your leg hair grow over your ankles.


‘Hi, honey, I’m home!’ I yelled, dumping my bag in the hall. I couldn’t help noticing that none of Gabi’s designer belongings were hanging on the coat pegs, and my mood lifted a little further.


‘Hi, Mel.’ Nelson appeared at the kitchen door, wiping his hands on his blue-and-white-striped professional home chef’s apron.


We might have behaved like brother and sister, but we didn’t look alike. Whereas I was brunette and, um, well-built, like a water spaniel, say, Nelson was tall and dark blond and reminded me, in many ways, of a golden retriever. Reliable, handsome, happy to help blind people and children. Slightly smug.


Actually, that’s not fair. Nelson never made a big deal about helping people; he worked in fundraising, but never forced me to buy Fairtrade chocolate or lectured me about driving the sort of car that single-handedly destroyed seventeen trees a year, or some such. He was just one of those naturally good chaps.


I know, sickening.


He had a dreadful singing voice, though, which took the edge off the perfection, thank God, especially at Christmas.


‘Smells like a big dinner?’ I said, popping a sprout in my mouth and hunting around for the corkscrew. ‘I am so ready for a night in.’ I bestowed a broad smile on him. ‘And if you want to watch that Onedin Line DVD, I promise I won’t talk through it. Just as long as you do my feet at the same time.’


Nelson didn’t respond to this generous offer with the enthusiasm I’d hoped, and I paused, wine bottle in hand, to examine the confusing mass of emotions playing across his normally very simple-to-read face.


‘Um, that’s really kind of you, Mel,’ he said. ‘But you don’t have to. Did you have a good time at home? How were your parents?’ he asked, oddly.


‘Oh, still alive,’ I said.


‘Even your mum?’


‘Er . . . she seemed OK. In the circumstances.’ I poured Nelson a glass of wine, then a large one for myself to fortify my spirits, and sank down at the kitchen table. The relief at being home trickled through me like melting butter.


‘Which circumstances are they?’ He turned back to the stove and carried on stirring. ‘The being married to Teflon Martin circumstances, or the being an alcoholic retail-junkie circumstances?’


‘Nelson!’ Honestly, if he didn’t know my parents so well, I’d be forced to contradict him. ‘No, she’s in a bit of a tizz, actually. And for once Daddy isn’t the reason. Do you want to guess?’


‘Melissa, I really couldn’t,’ said Nelson heavily.


‘Oh, go on,’ I urged. It was funny how much easier it was to deal with the Romney-Joneses when I didn’t actually have to see them in front of me.


He sighed. ‘Whatever I guess isn’t going to be insane enough. Er . . . Your mother’s seduced the gardener.’


‘Don’t be silly!’ I hooted. ‘He’s bald!’


‘Your granny’s admitted that the unnamed gentleman she lived with in the 1950s was the Duke of Edinburgh.’


‘No!’


Although I really wouldn’t want to rule anything out.


‘No, come on, Mel. Just tell me.’


I was rather surprised that Nelson gave up so easily; normally he was happy to bait me about my family for hours. Still, maybe he was tired.
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