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For the two women to whom I owe Odette and gratitude – the sultry-voiced Kensington High Flyer and the simply amazing Queen’s Park Arranger.




Grateful acknowledgement is made for permission to reprint from the following copyrighted works:


‘Love To Love You Baby’ (Words and Music by Donna Summer, Giorgio Moroder, Pete Bellotte)


Copyright © 1988 Budde Music Inc/Sweet Summer Night Music, USA/Warner/Chappell Music Limited, London W6 8BS


Reproduced by permission of International Music Publications Ltd.


‘Crazy’ (1961) (Artist: Patsy Cline; Lyrics: Willie Nelson)


Acuff-Rose Music Ltd/Music Sales Ltd.


‘Two Out Of Three Ain’t Bad’ (Meat Loaf/Jim Steinman) Carlin Music Corporation


‘Copacabana’ (Words and Music by Barry Manilow, Jack Feldman, Bruce Sussman)


Copyright © BMG Music Publishing Ltd/Camp Songs Music/Appoggiatura Music


All rights reserved. Used by permission.


‘Music To Watch Girls By’ (Velona/Ramin)


Sony/Sidray Enterprises Ltd




Appetiser




‘I’ve made you and Mr H some cinnamon muffins, Mrs H.’


‘Ah, that’s really sweet of you, Max. Would you bring them up?’


‘Sure thing, Mrs H. Get off the couch, Freeway.’


On screen, Stephanie Powers replaced the receiver and snuggled up to Robert Wagner, her satin pyjama top rustling. ‘I hope you’re hungry, Jonathan darling.’



He looked up from his paper. ‘After the week we’ve had, darling, I guess we’ve both worked up an appetite.’



They both dissolved into laughter and the credits rolled.


Odette hit the rewind button on the run as she crossed from kitchen to bathroom, clutching an Evian bottle. She’d worked up quite an appetite, too, but she had no intention of ruining it by eating just yet.


She had just spent two wonderful days punishing herself for her excesses. She had almost forgotten the pleasure of the castigation diet, which worked best after a truly shameful blow-out, or in this case a suck-in. The only things to enter her mouth since Barfly’s enthusiastic tongue had been a toothbrush and the circular rim of an Evian bottle. She felt good as a result – leaner than ever, suitably purged and ready for the party of the year.


Working in advertising, Odette knew that all PR parties were the party of the year. In fact there were more than 365 parties of the year each year, sometimes several each night. Tonight’s launch of celebrity chef Wayne Street’s cookbook was mercifully unrivalled by other high-profile celebrations, premières and openings, but it hardly stood out. It was mid-week and mid-summer, not a great time to show off next week’s Times Bestseller List Number One. But the publishers were confident that those big buyers and media pundits not on holiday would come, lured by the promise of delectable Street fare. And Odette, who’d had a peek at the guest list, was excited enough to have called Selena at Harvey Nicks. Her trusty personal shopper had picked out a gem of understated and cool linen chic. When the courier had dropped the dress off, Odette had e-mailed Selena with the one line: Just up my Street.


She loved e-mail. It fitted perfectly into her hectic schedule and allowed her to stay in touch with those friends she simply had no time to contact during working evenings and weekends. But she supposed it was a sign of post-millennium syndrome that she was only in regular communication with friends who were on-line. Other classic symptoms were mindlessly dialling 9 for an outside line on your home phone and trying to enter your password into the microwave. Odette habitually did both, although she was determined that this was going to change. As soon as she was her own boss, she vowed that she would see more of her friends, her flat and her family. Well, maybe not her family.


Her friends often joked that the only times Odette ever sat down were when she was on the loo or in the car. Tonight was no exception. She raced around her flat spraying on scent and clipping on earrings, ignoring the phone, which she’d turned on to auto-answer while her ten-minute Hart to Hart fix was playing in the background.


‘Darling, it’s Elsa. I’m dying to know what happened after you got back to London on Sunday. Jez says you and that big hunk kissed all the way home in the back of his car. And you keep saying you have no time for men these days, you liar! Are you bringing him to Juno’s comedy gig tomorrow night? If so I’ll need to try and get another ticket, and I think it’s sold out. Call me tonight if you can.’


Odette looked at her watch guiltily. Calling Elsa straight back would make her late, and she wasn’t quite ready to joke about her embarrassing lapse of judgement the previous weekend. She’d been more than a little drunk, in celebratory mood, and the Glenns’ sunny garden had seemed the ideal setting for a bit of reckless flirtation. But she should never have let brawny Barfly kiss her, let alone have travelled back to London with him. She’d dumped him as soon as Jez had dropped them off at a tube station. Thankfully, Barfly had been so keen to make last orders at his local pub, she doubted he was any more love-struck than she was. She had no intention of seeing him again in her entire life.


It was a rare slip, and Odette wanted to forget it as quickly as possible. Just as her meticulously practised Standard English accent occasionally lapsed into more familiar Stepney tones during moments of crisis, so Odette’s taste in men veered between the dapper, urbane public school businessman she longed to capture and the back street bad-boys she seemed to attract. Barfly was eighteen stones of East End prejudice, the sort of man Odette had grown up with and with whom her mother would like her to settle down, just as her elder sister had. Kissing him had been a fairly unpleasant experience – something akin to having one’s mouth full of lukewarm Peshwari Naan bread in an Indian restaurant after too many lagers. Thus the castigation diet had been called into play. Barfly probably thought castigation was something vets did to stop dogs breeding.


The party for Street’s Ahead was being held at the private club, Office Block, where Wayne Street was one of three hundred handpicked members. He had also been its executive chef before he developed his current aversion to any kitchen that wasn’t located in a television studio.


Wayne Street was big news right now. The three Michelin-starred media darling, commonly known as Meal Ticket, was everywhere. He currently appeared on every panel quiz and food programme that the networks could churn out, he’d toured the country with a huge stadium-filling road show, Street Live, and had his own prime-time cookery series, Eat Street, which had given rise to his first million-selling book. He was such a hit he made Delia look like Fanny Craddock. He also had a national newspaper column, a well-documented relationship with a page-three girl, and had even starred as himself in a recent Brit-pack film about a restaurant. On top of that, he fronted the hugely successful advertising campaign for British Beef, which Odette had produced and which had miraculously increased sales against all odds, earning her a vast bonus and Wayne a further nickname, Beefcake. It was also sometimes rumoured that he still worked as a chef in three restaurants, although few people had ever spotted him there.


In return for earning him close to half a million, Odette had sought Wayne’s advice in recent months. She wanted to start a restaurant; Wayne was just the man to ask. He had made it clear from the start that he was far too busy to be of any hands-on help, but his expertise and business know-how were invaluable. Tonight he had promised to introduce her to a number of helpful contacts. She was officially entertaining the man who had commissioned the beef ad, but was certain she could name-check the right people in less time than it took to cook a minute steak. When it came to mingling, Odette worked faster than vodka through Red Bull.


She couldn’t wait to have a look inside Office Block. It had recently taken over from the legendary Nero in terms of chichi chic, and the wait to be placed on its membership list was said to be longer than the careers of most of the stars on it. She longed to receive the hallowed invitation to take up membership at a grand a year, but she was way too unimportant. It didn’t matter that she was one of the country’s top-ranking commercials producers with inches of media-page copy dedicated to her in the broadsheets, a six-figure salary, great contacts and a Midas touch for selling coal to Geordies, bacon to Israelis and washing powder to housewives. She was still nobody in Office Block terms. Again, she was certain this would change when she owned a restaurant of equally glamorous proportions on the other side of London.


Leaving her beloved Beamer in an NCP car park, she checked her reflection briefly in the darkened windows – immaculate – before heading for Office Block with her hallowed invitation tucked into her neat little bag along with her mobile, electric organiser, lipstick and keys. The place was already buzzing, although it looked more like a model casting for a pop promo than a publishing party. Odette’s smile clicked easily into place as she made her way towards the party’s epicentre to say hello to Wayne. Then the smile wavered as she heard a familiar voice.


‘You trollop!’ came a delighted call.


Odette felt herself stiffening uncharitably as she looked around for the telltale mane of white-blonde hair. Lydia Morley, with her beauty and flirtatious charm, was a blatant freeloader. It was typical of her to be here. Odette wasn’t surprised, but she resented the fact, and not just because she had only earned her own invitation after so much hard work and persistence. Odette hated to mix business with pleasure; she liked to keep the two as separate as starter and dessert, skipping the main course of love and marriage until she had more appetite for it. Juno’s friend Lydia had been at the scene of Odette’s recent badly judged coupling. Being as discreet as a tabloid headline, she was bound to mention Barfly and embarrass Odette in front of a host of potential contacts.


‘Odie, darling!’ Lydia floated over, towing a familiar-looking tall blond man behind her. ‘I might have guessed you’d be here networking like a mainframe. Have you met my new boyfriend, Finlay?’


Eyeing the beautiful, gap-toothed blond man, Odette vaguely remembered meeting him through Juno, who was known to her friends as the Social Engineer. Finlay seemed sweet enough, if a little spacey, but Odette guessed he wouldn’t be around long. Lydia changed lovers more often than she changed her mind over what was the new black, which was almost as often as she changed sheets, jobs, knickers or trains.


‘Good to meet you, Finlay babes.’ Odette held out her hand to shake, thus cutting him off as he swooped to kiss her cheek. She liked to take control when first introduced to men, who generally greeted her remarkable breasts before looking at her unremarkable face. But Finlay was thankfully far too besotted with Lydia’s tiny, taut cleavage to leer at Odette’s mammoth assets.


‘Isn’t this fun?’ Lydia was giggling. ‘Finlay came down to Devon today to rescue me from a sex workshop, didn’t you, darling?’


Odette’s eyebrows shot up. Knowing Lydia’s reputation, she was hardly in need of lessons.


‘I’m going to become a Psycho-sexual Counsellor,’ Lydia explained. ‘I was attending a Dealing with Impotency course. Terribly dull. You both have to sleep in your pants for months, apparently.’


‘And Finlay rescued you?’ Odette, who slept in a singlet and pants, felt very naff.


‘He says I can practise on him,’ Lydia giggled. ‘But he brought me to this party instead. We’re having petit-four play.’


Finlay coughed hard, looking tetchy and unsettled, and Odette suddenly noticed his crusty nose. That was either a cold or one hell of a coke habit. She guessed the latter. No wonder he wanted to party at Office Block; it was nicknamed Charlie Echo because the sound of sniffing reverberated around the long corridors in the basement.


‘Tell me, darling,’ Lydia brushed imaginary crumbs off Odette’s dress, ‘what does one wear to hand in one’s resignation? I know you’re the right person to ask. Something understated and virginal like this little dress of yours – is it Donna Karan by the way? Or something a little sexier that says fuck you?’


Odette didn’t like the way this conversation was going. She doubted Lydia knew about her own recent decision – they weren’t very close friends, after all. In fact Lydia still mistakenly believed that Odette was a voracious sexual predator, a myth Juno, Elsa and Jez loved to tease her about. Nothing could be further from the truth.


‘Aren’t you working with Juno at Immedia?’ Odette was trying to look discreetly around the room to check out who she could hastily introduce them to before moving on. She had a lot of work to do. Thankfully, the beef ad man hadn’t arrived yet.


‘Yes – in fact they’ve just offered me Joo’s job,’ Lydia said without a trace of guilt. ‘They say she’s rather lost her edge. But, you know, I don’t think I’m cut out for the nine-to-five. You’re lucky that you love it so much, Odie darling.’


‘I’d hardly call my job nine-to-five.’ She bristled, grabbing a glass of fizzy water from a roving drinks waiter. ‘I have a broad brief.’


‘You don’t need broad briefs, sugar.’ Finlay openly admired her pert backside. As he had ignored her boobs, this was a move calculated to make Odette adore him. She hated the fact that her bottom – which she’d worked very hard to achieve – was continually overlooked for her chest, which had arrived by an accident of birth. She smiled at him warmly and decided Lydia had chosen wisely. Shame about the habit, but it went with the territory these days. If a London man got out his credit card on the first date, he was generally planning to cut some coke. That was one of the many reasons Odette had given up dating long ago.


‘What do you do?’ he asked.


‘I produce commercials,’ she said proudly. It was a boast she’d have to forgo soon, although her new boast would be far better: ‘I’m opening a restaurant.’


When Finlay gave her a curious look, Odette checked herself in horror. She hadn’t said it aloud, had she? Christ, she had! She thought she’d kicked the habit.


‘Oh, how thrilling!’ Lydia gasped. ‘You’re junking your job too! Is that why you’re here? Don’t tell me you’re planning to ask Wayne Street to be your chef ?’


Odette peered around to check that they couldn’t be overheard by any of her colleagues. It was true she had handed in her resignation just a week ago, but news of her desertion was still being kept secret because she was such a feather in the agency’s cap. If it leaked out before a replacement was found, half the staff might walk. She cursed herself for being a show-off.


‘Breaking out of the rat race is very now, very New Millennium,’ Lydia carried on blithely. ‘Everyone in the know is turning their backs on the security of a fat salary and going it alone. It’s fashionable. You’re so clever, Odette. Fin’s just junked in his job for me, haven’t you, Fin?’ She said it as though he’d bought her a diamond ring. Odette guessed she must be hopelessly out-of-touch to want a strong, solvent man. Nowadays it seemed the ultimate date was a man who abused strong solvents.


‘Sure have, sugar.’ He was looking at Lydia with total devotion. Most men would throw themselves off cliffs for the ravishing, platinum-blonde temptress. Odette preferred the more subtle method of making them throw themselves off boardroom balconies after she’d taken away their blue-chip clients.


‘Well, I’m working tonight,’ she put in smartly, realising she’d have to down play things dramatically. ‘And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention the restaurant thing to anyone. It’s nothing. Just a pipe-dream, babes.’


‘I see – you haven’t got the money together yet.’ Lydia nodded, pretending she understood, big blue eyes awash with seductive sympathy. Realising, at least, that Odette was calling for a change of subject, she added, ‘Did you enjoy Joo’s party, darling? I thought it was rather last year – all that sing-along eighties nostalgia. I left early. Did I spot you getting very chummy with that big—’


Suddenly Odette spotted Calum Forrester with relief. She could pass Lydia and Finlay on to him. She didn’t know him too well, but Calum was a Glaswegian like Finlay, and famous enough to excite Lydia. And it would do Odette no harm to reintroduce herself, she realised happily.


The notorious millionaire maverick of the restaurant world was belligerently holding a can of McEwan Export that clearly stated ‘I belong here and can do what I like’. He was talking to a small, cheerful brunette whose friendly expression belied a frantic need to escape. Her glass was empty and Calum’s rudimentary social skills – looking over her shoulder and yawning in an arrogant display of mock-boredom – didn’t seem to be endearing him to her. Odette had received much the same treatment whenever they’d met. Earlier this year she’d approached him about her restaurant idea but, after an initial burst of enthusiasm over the phone, he had failed to attend a single meeting and had never produced the promised investment.


‘Calum!’ She drew him over with easy skill. ‘Odette Fielding.’


When he looked at her blankly, she added, ‘We sat together at the Ad-Awes last month.’ The advertising world’s Oscars were nick-named the Ad-awes or Adores, and Odette had picked up a top award. But by then Calum – who’d been seeing one of the models from the ad – had sloped off to the pub, leaving his date in tears. It was a gentle break-up by his standards.


He was now, predictably, looking at her boobs in faint recognition, pale grey eyes narrowed thoughtfully. He was one of the few people who made Odette feel uncomfortably hot and ruffled when he did so.


The Adores was only the latest of many encounters, but he never remembered her. Whether this was deliberate or not, she was uncertain. He had the intentional arrogance of a young rock-star matched with the absent-minded, careless indifference of an old professor. In fact, Calum Forrester embodied the ageing New Lad, a stereotype which confused Odette. His style was currently Über-vogue amongst men, much imitated by her advertising cronies. He was as happy at a cutting-edge modern art exhibition as a car show. He played pro-celebrity football with British film stars and lunched in the City with Michael Green and Richard Branson. He was forever being featured in GQ, FHM and Loaded, and yet he only read the Financial Times and the Sunday Sport. He dressed like a Manchester hooligan and shopped at Versace. Odette thought of him as an expensive lager commercial – all style, contradiction and money, oblique and complicated, yet essentially selling tasteless fizz to a bunch of eager punters whose only desire was drunkenness. Calum’s super-cool restaurants and clubs sold the illusion of cloistered clique chic to the Beautiful Ones, and Odette was one of many eager punters who bought into it big time. She admired his genius, however rude his attitude.


‘Yeah, sure – hello, Odette,’ he said vaguely, slurping from his can then wiping froth from his lip with the back of his hand. Manners had never been his strong point, although he managed to introduce his companion. ‘This is Jilly Reed.’


‘Julie Wright,’ the woman corrected kindly, giving Odette a grateful smile. Recognising an ally, Odette wanted to link Calum up with Lydia and Finlay so that they could both break free as quickly as possible.


‘Julie, Calum, this is Lydia Morley and Finlay . . . I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your second name?’ She looked at the blond Scot. He was, to her astonishment, giggling inanely. Bloody coke-heads, Odette thought darkly.


‘Forrester,’ he snorted. ‘I’m Finlay Forrester. Calum and I are brothers. We live together – which reminds me, we’re out of tea bags, bro.’


Odette felt an unattractive blush glow beneath her immaculately applied makeup. She might not like the way Calum had snubbed her in the past, but he was one of the most powerful figures at this party and she’d just committed an embarrassing blooper by introducing him to his own brother. She was a proud person, and self-deprecation didn’t come easily to her. She knew she should laugh it off right now, just as she should laugh off the Barfly encounter, but instead she felt humiliated and stupid.


Lydia quickly went on a charm offensive. ‘Calum, how gorgeous to meet you. I had no idea Fin’s big brother was the Calum Forrester. Of course, now I can see the family resemblance.’ This was a blatant lie as Calum was as short and charismatically ugly as Finlay was tall and beautiful, although they shared the same B & H packet blond hair and Meccano-sharp bone structure. But Finlay’s hair was deliciously curly and his bones fleshed out with golden skin, whereas Calum’s face was as lean as a skull and his hair was an unkempt tangle that receded at the temples. He generally wore a trademark leather pork-pie hat, but tonight it was far too hot. Drops of sweat were already lining up in the creases of his forehead like beads on an abacus.


He looked deeply uncomfortable, scuffing his feet and shooting his brother dirty looks. ‘You kept quiet about this one, wee bree.’


‘We only got together this afternoon,’ Lydia laughed. ‘We haven’t even fucked yet, have we, my darling?’


At this, Finlay turned a surprising shade of pink.


Odette was mortified by her friend’s behaviour. ‘I – er – ugh,’ she coughed, desperate to get away. ‘Need to talk to . . .’


Julie caught her eye. ‘Me too!’


‘Talk to who?’ Lydia looked at them both curiously, totally unaware she had said anything embarrassing.


‘Wayne,’ Odette managed to splutter.


‘The very man,’ Julie nodded in agreement. ‘I’d love to meet him.’ She gave Odette a conspiratorial wink.


Odette clicked into professional mode, intensely grateful for the opportunity to escape. ‘Sure, I’ll introduce you. Excuse us.’ She left Lydia with the Forrester brothers, her friend still clearly astonished that her beautiful young Lancelot with his naughty nose habit and exquisite dress sense could be related to the gnome-like restaurateur with his famous friends and notorious lack of style.


‘Thanks,’ Julie muttered as they rushed away. ‘That Calum’s a jerk, isn’t he? After all I’ve read about him in the papers, I thought he’d be a laugh, but he’s just dead boring.’


‘Terminal,’ Odette agreed, glancing over her shoulder. There was something fascinating about Calum, though, even if she couldn’t exactly figure it out. Perhaps that was the fascination. He was one of the few men she had ever met in whom she couldn’t pinpoint a weak spot. Unlike Lydia, who could make men melt in to devoted submission with her beauty alone, Odette knew her skill was to sell them things. Calum had refused to buy her idea and it irritated her more than she wanted to admit.


‘She’s good, isn’t she?’ Finlay sat observing the party from a pony-skin chair in a dark corner as he and Lydia alternately kissed and people-watched. They were, he thought dreamily, made for one another, loving exhibitionism and voyeurism in equal measure.


Odette was showing the man from the Meat Council a wild time. He was hardly an easy guest – small, scurfy, with nervous darting eyes and a permanently wet upper lip – yet he had met the most important people at the party on an equal level, stayed awash with champagne, fattened himself on exquisite nibbles and laughed happily all evening, courtesy of Odette. Meanwhile, she had still discreetly managed to talk to the publishing house’s head of marketing about getting book adverts on television – a rarity which she planned to turn around before she left the company. They had a meeting scheduled for the following week, along with another she had hastily set up with Wayne Street while the meat man was in the lavatory, to talk about his facing up a credit-card commercial. That involved seriously big money, and she liked Wayne, although she instinctively felt the more temperamental, sexy chef Florian Etoile was a better option. Wayne was suffering just a little from over-exposure. He was, Odette privately suspected, about to become Wayne on the wane.


On top of all this, she had made some seriously good contacts for her restaurant, which she planned to chase up in her own time.


Finlay knew none of this, but he could see the way she operated and it was like watching a glamorous big cat circling a herd of impala, picking them off one by one with deadly, mesmerising skill.


Lydia, who was growing bored, was miffed by his obvious admiration. ‘Yes, she’s very professional – although Joo says she slept her way into her job. Total nympho apparently,’ she yawned, longing to lure Finlay back to her flat. But he seemed keen to stick around at the party, just like his brother.


Calum was standing nearby, talking to a stunning reporter who was clearly smitten. Lydia had heard that he had a reputation as a hell-raising heartbreaker who used and abused women, which she’d always thought rather exciting in a Neolithic way, but had yet to see any evidence.


‘Cal!’ Finlay called him over, and he turned away from the pretty journalist without a farewell, leaving her dark-faced with disappointment. ‘You got a cigarette?’


‘You know I’ve quit, wee bree,’ he muttered, settling in beside his brother, although there was far more room beside Lydia. He looked at her with cool, appraising eyes – smaller and colder than Finlay’s, with short stubby blond lashes rather than his brother’s long, sooty ones. They were the same shade of silver-grey, but whereas Finlay’s danced like dolphin’s backs through surf, Calum’s were still and dark as a stingray lying on the bottom of the ocean. Accustomed to men fawning, Lydia was somehow certain he disapproved of her.


‘I’ll go and buy some, then.’ Finlay ambled off in search of the tobacco girl, leaving Lydia alone with his stingray-eyed sibling. She flashed him her most ravishing smile but he didn’t reciprocate.


‘You not known my bree long, then?’ Calum asked.


‘Oh, ages – we used to work together,’ Lydia noticed his accent was far thicker than Finlay’s, ‘but Fin’s just junked in his job.’


‘He was fired,’ Calum corrected matter-of-factly.


‘Same thing, darling.’ The specifics didn’t bother Lydia. She gave him another big smile. ‘I’m leaving, too. We want to explore other avenues. I’m going to be a sex therapist.’


Not one flicker of surprise crossed Calum’s watchful, bony face. He barely seemed interested. ‘And Finlay?’


‘Still deciding.’ Lydia started repeating her spiel about how fashionable it was, opting out of a safe career. Calum said nothing, although his eyes still bored into her face with their unsettling, level gaze. Lydia couldn’t resist backing up her argument. ‘Odette’s doing it too, you know.’


‘Odette?’ Calum didn’t appear to recognise the name.


‘Fielding – she introduced us earlier. Don’t be misled by the eighties shoulder pads and the Cockney accent. She’s one of the sharpest operators in the business – she can work a room like a pick-pocket.’ Lydia liked the sound of that although she wasn’t certain it reflected well on her friend. Now that Finlay was out of earshot, she could afford to lavish some praise. ‘She wants to start a restaurant.’


‘I remember – good concept, wrong location,’ Calum muttered irritably. ‘There are too many fucking restaurants in London already. I’m bored of London. We all are.’


‘Oh, I agree!’ Lydia was determined to get him to like her. He was practically family after all. ‘Cool Britannia’s so out of date. That’s why London needs an injection of something new and original. Odette has such a clever mind, such a feeling for public opinion, that she can tell you what everyone will want next week, next year, next decade – and sell it to them. I haven’t known her that long – we met through my friend Joo – but already I can tell she’s going to be one of my best, best friends. We have the same attitude to sex. We absolutely adore it.’


‘Is that a fact?’ Calum twisted up the side of his mouth, clearly wondering if Lydia was playing some sort of demented Cupid role. If she was, then she was way off-beam.


Lydia nodded, on something of a roll. ‘Speak of the devil – Odette! Darling, over here!’


Having sent the pissed Meat Council man packing in a taxi before he could try to make a third unwanted pass at her, Odette was about to leave herself. Reluctantly, she walked over to Lydia’s table, eyeing Calum who was looking extraordinarily uncomfortable.


‘Calum and I have just been talking about your restaurant,’ Lydia announced brightly.


‘For fuck’s sake, keep your voice down.’ Odette was too annoyed to be polite.


Looking deeply hurt, Lydia played with the tassels on her trendy crocheted poncho.


‘Sorry, babes.’ Odette sat down beside her. ‘It’s just I’m still doing the day job, y’know?’


‘Sure.’ Lydia pursed her lips.


‘And Calum’s already said he wasn’t interested.’ She shot him a sympathetic look, bearing no particular grudge. The decision was his to make. It was she who’d blown it, after all.


‘Now who on earth said that?’ Calum looked at her levelly.


Odette watched his face for a moment, her heart hammering delightedly in her chest, suddenly drinking in the familiar rush of adrenalin which drenched her body when she spotted a buying signal. But before she could work out the best way of dealing with Calum’s straight-faced volte face, Lydia pitched in with what she thought to be a selling line.


‘I think you two would be perfect together! You’d make such a good double act, like Dempsey and Makepeace, Sapphire and Steel, Jonathan and Jennifer Hart.’


‘What did you say?’ Odette felt her blush crack right through her makeup this time and steam its way up her face.


‘Oh, you must invest, Calum.’ Lydia ignored her and stared at her almost-lover’s brother with imploring eyes, as huge and blue as two second-class stamps. ‘It makes so much sense. Odette is a genius.’


‘I don’t deny the project interested me.’ Calum finally spoke in a terse undertone. ‘But I’m no’ really in the market for another London restaurant right now. In fact I—’


‘Don’t be silly!’ Lydia interrupted, hating his dampening tone. ‘London just needs some new ideas.’ She put a comforting hand on his leg and he flinched. ‘We all feel drained and uninspired from time to time. What you need is fresh eyes. Lovely blue ones,’ she breathed seductively, meaning Odette’s, but batting her own huge cobalt peepers straight in his face.


Odette watched Calum with interest. He was clearly thrown by his brother’s outlandishly flirtatious new girlfriend, his characteristic cool replaced by embarrassed confusion. The stumpy lady-killer was stumped for once. If he’d known Lydia better, as Odette did, he would know that she flirted with absolutely everyone.


‘How are you doing, Odie?’ Finlay slumped back on to the bench seat and unwrapped a fresh packet of Marlboro Light.


‘Fine, babes.’ Odette tried not to show the fact she disliked being called Odie even by her close friends, let alone someone she hardly knew.


‘I’m trying to persuade your brother to become Odette’s sleeping partner.’ Lydia took hold of Finlay’s hand just as he was about to light the long-awaited cigarette.


Finlay snorted. ‘I thought you said Odie’s going out with a gangland mobster called Beerbelly?’ he asked Lydia, unlit cigarette bobbing in his mouth.


‘I’m not talking about that sort of partner – not like us later tonight,’ Lydia laughed, taking his cigarette and throwing it over her shoulder before drawing him into a long, sensual kiss.


Odette’s blush deepened, but to her astonishment Calum looked at her intently. ‘You have gangland connections?’ He studied her thoughtfully.


‘Sort of.’ Odette decided her brother-in-law Craig qualified, albeit tenuously. And her very brief encounter with Barfly just about counted. Anything that impressed Calum could only be to her benefit right now, however humiliating.


‘Well, I never,’ he laughed. ‘You shouldae said. This puts a very different perspective on things.’


‘Why?’ She was ruffled. ‘I ain’t using any of my contacts in my professional life.’ Particularly when they only amounted to an in-law who resprayed stolen cars and a snog with a man who occasionally worked as a bailiff’s heavy.


‘Sure, sure.’ He eyed her chest and to her hot-faced shame, Odette realised she could almost feel his eyes like sensual fingers on her skin. She stared fixedly at Finlay’s cigarette, which had landed in a champagne flute. What was happening to her? She’d started to fancy Calum Forrester of all people.


‘So, you two going to get it together?’ Lydia asked, emerging breathlessly from her kiss.


Finlay started to giggle and Odette shot him a dirty look. ‘She means do some business together. Not funny business.’


‘All business is funny business.’ Calum smiled into her eyes. Having now regained his sang-froid, he looked at Lydia and winked. ‘Isn’t it, beautiful?’


‘So you’ll agree to help Odie for me?’ Lydia’s slow, easy smile was so sexy Odette half-expected steam to come out of Calum’s ears. She looked worriedly at Finlay, but he was just smiling inanely and puffing on a cigarette at last.


Then, to her surprise, Calum turned back to her, grasped her hand and pressed it hard to his lips. She could feel his stubble on her knuckles, teeth against her flesh, tongue grazing her skin. And something involuntary kicked deep inside her as two pale grey eyes looked up at her, or more specifically at her boobs.


‘I think Lydia’s right. We’ll make a great team. We both like to get what we want.’ He let her hand go.


‘And you want to be a part of the best restaurant club to open in North London this century?’ Odette grinned, slightly thrown by his unconventional approach but nonetheless thrilled.


‘Oh, I want a little bit more than that, sister.’ He winked.


‘I’m not a nun,’ Odette snorted, confused by ‘sister’.


‘So I gather.’ Calum laughed dirtily.


Before Odette could protest, Finlay explained, ‘Cal calls all women “sister”.’


‘Let’s get champagne!’ Lydia shrieked, delighted by her matchmaking. ‘We have to celebrate. Then you and I are going home,’ she growled at Finlay who went pale but allowed himself to be dragged to the bar to help collect the Krug.


As Odette escaped to the loo to powder her face, Calum lounged back into his seat with a degree of satisfaction. ‘All women are sisters,’ he breathed his favourite saying, ‘except the ones you desire. They’re beautiful.’


‘What was that?’ Lydia laughed as she brought back four glasses.


‘I said, well done, beautiful.’ Calum winked again. ‘So you’re happy I’m helping out your best, best friend then?’ He mocked her schoolgirl description.


‘Oh, yes.’ Lydia bent down to kiss him on the cheek, plunging him into the warm miasma of scent and hot skin rising from her top. ‘I know Odette will love me for this.’


‘She’s not the only one,’ Calum breathed, taking the champagne bottle.


Looking at her reflection in the mirror, Odette knew exactly who she could love. Amazing that Lydia had seen it and not her. She’d even said it: Dempsey and Makepeace, Sapphire and Steel, Jonathan and Jennifer. Odette was an eighties TV junkie and she felt as though she was about to star in her own series – Fielding and Forrester. Even their names sounded great together.


‘You are going to open the best restaurant ever,’ she told her reflection, not caring if talking to a mirror was a cranky eighties self-motivation trick; it worked for her. Closing her eyes, she added, ‘And Calum Forrester is going to fall in love with you.’




Main Course
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Odette wasn’t sure whether Vernon Dent was saying her name, or just muttering ‘Oh, debt. Oh, debt. Oh, debt’ over and over again under his breath.


He had been her bank manager for twelve years, ever since she’d opened her first current account in his Leytonstone High Street branch when enrolling as a student in the nearby London University college, Queen’s. ‘What are we going to do with you, my dear girl? You have released every asset that you had.’ He brushed a plump, pink hand across the very few hairs spanning his pate. ‘And you are indebted to us for quite a considerable loan, which as you know is secured against your property. We simply cannot offer you any more funds without equivalent collateral. Is there anything you can offer us as security? A car, perhaps?’


Odette thought about it. She thought about her beloved M3 Beamer, as fast as a ball bearing on oiled zinc. It had been a company car in which she’d squealed around the tight corners of her office’s underground car park for the last time shortly after she’d junked in her job there. She’d officially been expected to work three months’ notice, but they’d let her go early, encouraging her to chase her dream. The next day, she’d gone out and bought a brand new retro Vespa moped in turquoise metallic. Her friends had laughed, but she adored it and pointed out that it was immensely practical within the five square miles of London that she largely inhabited – Highbury, Islington, the West End and Stepney, where her parents lived.


‘No, I haven’t got a car no more, Vern – I mean Vernon.’


‘I was hoping your business partner, Mr . . . er . . .’ he checked his notes ‘ . . .  Mr Forrester would be here?’


‘He’s busy,’ Odette bluffed.


‘Well, I would really like to meet him face-to-face at some point. He has, after all, invested very heavily in this venture. Very heavily indeed. I must say I’m surprised he’s not taking a more active interest at this stage.’


Not nearly so surprised as me, Odette thought darkly, trying to keep her smile even as she stared Vernon out, desperate to reassure him. ‘Oh, Calum is interested – very interested, and hugely supportive. I keep him regularly informed. But as you may have read in the papers, he prefers to stay in the background when it comes to his restaurant empire.’


‘I’d hardly say that,’ Vernon chuckled, fishing his Daily Mail out of his briefcase and turning to the diary page where Calum was yet again featured in a small photograph with Robbie Williams, Eddie Irvine and a brace of blondes.


‘I meant on the business front.’ Odette’s jaw tightened with the strain of smiling.


‘Leave it with me, Odette dear.’ Vernon mustered a weary, lop-sided smile. ‘I think I may be able to arrange a further five thousand.’


‘Five thousand?’ Odette winced. She needed ten times that to get the OD open in time. She had less than a fortnight to go, and the builders were two weeks behind their much-revised schedule.


‘I’ll see what I can do. We’ll talk on Monday,’ he promised, pumping her hand in his – a familiar experience, something akin to getting one’s hand stuck down the back of the sofa while groping for coins. But Odette needed far more than loose change right now – and a measly five K was going to rattle loudly in the old fire station she intended to transform into the trendiest media haunt in London. The place was burning up money and there were no longer any fire fighters around to put out the blaze. Odette knew she’d have to stand a lot more heat before she could get out of the kitchens, and was happy to fight this fire. She only wished Calum were as willing.


At first Odette had thought his ideas for the new venture inspired, if far too ambitious. They had argued endlessly over design, scale, costs and theme. She’d enjoyed these fights – it was in her nature to negotiate fiercely, and Calum was a great sparring partner – but now she saw that time had galloped away with them, and nothing was getting done. Now that the project had changed scale to fit in with Calum’s plans, it was impossible to make progress without his say-so – or rather his cash. The impressive crew he had promised to replace her original line-up had yet to materialise. What was most worrying was that the publicity and marketing for the opening night – something Odette had wanted to handle herself – were on hold because Calum had insisted that with his contacts he could do it better. Major decisions were still hanging in the air like the unused pots and pans hanging from hooks in the OD kitchens, and arguments lay unfinished like the components of the huge OD bar.


Calum wanted high-gothic religion, Odette wanted minimalist drug-culture; Calum wanted a members-only bar and private rooms, Odette wanted a busy basement bar and a cabaret club with famous singers and comics entertaining a small crowd in thirties Berlin-style intimacy. She had hired her friend Juno to be the maître emcee; Calum had told her to fire her. He wanted the OD to open on a far grander scale than Odette, who had always planned to start small and expand into the space, to hire trusted friends and work in a tight group. Calum insisted that it was vital to keep a distance between employer and staff. Lately this distance had also been from kept from Odette.


Calum was legendary for going out on the town every night with his mob of media-star friends. Every hip journalist, DJ, footballer, artist, pop star, actor and PR supremo wanted to be his mate. For a thin, ugly Glaswegian who wore flower-pot hats, orange-tinted glasses with thick black rims, football shirts, baggy jogging bottoms and seventies trainers, he was bizarrely popular. And he was also the most unprofessional businessman Odette had ever met, as his drunken change of heart at Wayne Street’s book launch had proven. His initial investment in the OD had been handed to her in a brown envelope: thirty thousand pounds in dirty red fifties. Odette had insisted on hiring an accountant, at which Calum had merely shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘If you must.’ He regularly forgot meetings, called her in the early hours, arranged to meet in noisy bars and clubs, lost vital pieces of paper, sent strange friends in his place and changed his mind about things without telling her. Odette knew that he was one of the most successful club owners and promoters in London, but she had no idea why. All he seemed to do was delight in winding her up. He had effectively thrown out her original proposal and was now toying with his own ideas, like a child inheriting a Lego set and claiming it for himself.


They were supposed to be meeting that afternoon to discuss the financial crisis, but Odette hadn’t been able to contact him all week to arrange a time. Calum had no office as such, and refused to own a mobile phone. As co-founder of the famous Nero Club, he was occasionally found there; often he’d hang out at Desk, the super-trendy conceptual restaurant which he co-owned; he had an office in the cult night-club Therapy, but he rarely used it because he disliked the bar manager so much; sometimes he worked from his newest Dean Street restaurant and bar, the Clinic; at other times he could be tracked down at Office Block, that trendiest of all private members’ clubs in Soho where he had sealed his commitment to the OD with a kiss on Odette’s hand. He seemed to like the joke that when asked where he would be on any given day he could answer ‘At my Desk’ or ‘The Office Block as usual’ or ‘At the Clinic and then on to Therapy’. Today he was at none of them. Odette tried each one in turn as she belted around London on the Vespa feeling like Penelope Pitstop on a mission.


She found Calum more confusing than ever. He seemed to have grown bored with the OD recently and that terrified her far more than his over-budget ideas; he hadn’t even visited the old fire station in Islington for more than a month. Meanwhile she had read in yesterday’s Evening Standard that he was rumoured to be looking for a restaurant venue in Brighton. He was supposed to be co-partner with equal input, but he was proving to be a sleeping partner who played with other people between the balance sheets.


Calum had initially promised the two trendiest artists in town, the Leonard brothers, Jed and Jago, to create her interior – not camp Maurice Lloyd-Brewster, a design specialist obsessed with loos. Calum’s kitchen designer had insisted on the most expensive fittings available which had taken weeks to be delivered – the ovens alone weighed five tons apiece and each cost as much as a small flat. Calum’s closest crony, the famously irascible chef Florian Etoile, had so far cancelled five meetings. He wasn’t actually going to cook at the restaurant – just conceive the menus with a junior apprentice or something – but without them Odette had no idea who to hire from sous-chef to plongeurs.


Calum was the one with the contacts. He had promised her a stack of press, celebrity guests, top critics and a charting band on the opening night. But the opening was now a fortnight away and nothing was happening.


The OD was, as usual, full of builders, and looked more like a demolition site than a future media haunt. Thermos flasks were lined up on the dusty bar which was destined to be decked with champagne coolers and dry martinis; plaster-crusted fleece jackets, paint-splashed jeans and scuffed work boots crowded for space, not D & G shirts, Alexander McQueen bondage trousers and Patrick Cox mules. The only designer fixture was Maurice Lloyd-Brewster who was busy attaching découpage cherubs to tens of lavatory cisterns.


‘I’m sure Odette said that we were sticking with white marble minimalism,’ Odette’s assistant, Saskia Seaton, told him worriedly.


Glancing at her watch, she hoped Odette would get back in time for her to dash off to Chelsea for her wedding dress fitting. When she had let her fiancé Stan persuade her into acting as Odette’s assistant on the OD, she’d had no idea that the project would be delayed so much it would threaten to encroach upon their wedding.


Stan and Odette had been to school together and were old friends. They originated from the same world – the hardened, quick-witted back streets where kids grew up faster than they did in the country. Saskia knew she was soft and spoiled by comparison. As they had matured, Stan and Odette had gone in opposite directions – Stan to the oblique, cliquey world of modern art; Odette into commercials production and now the restaurant business. They had both excelled in their chosen fields, crashed through the class divide. There was an angry, ambitious bond between them.


For all their differences, Saskia liked and admired Odette. Like Stan, she talked her mind, had a fiery temper and a no-nonsense attitude. She could be brutal in order to get what she wanted, but also honest and loyal. She would always remember a birthday or to ask after an ache or pain, but she’d equally expect you to work through both if need be, because that was what she did herself.


Saskia wondered if Odette would miss a wedding dress fitting. In all likelihood, she suspected Odette would miss her own wedding if it clashed with an important meeting.


Odette eventually tried to flush Calum out at home, but the converted print works in Old Street appeared deserted. She shoved a rude note scribbled on Filofax paper through his door and stomped back to her Vespa. Setting off with a furious whine, she threaded her way through the traffic towards Islington.


The old fire station was locked up behind its chipboard covers when she arrived. Saskia had left a note inside: ‘Had to go. Health and Safety rearranged for end next week. Telephones still not in. Maurice says gold and purple velvet is very post-Millennium. Have a nice weekend, darling.’



Odette closed her eyes and groaned. Weekends meant nothing to her any more. The only thing she noticed about them was that she couldn’t call any business contacts until Monday morning. Apart from that all she did was work, work, work, and wait for the Monday tabloids to see what Calum had been up to and whom he had been up.
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Lydia Morley was working her way through her address book alphabetically, telling everyone she was getting married. This, she began to realise, was perhaps a mistake, as she told her Acupuncturist, Aqua-aerobic instructor, AA counsellor and Antique specialist before getting around to telling anyone she was actually planning to invite to the wedding. But once Lydia embarked upon a project, she saw it through to the bitter end. So she also told her Beautician, Bagel delivery man and Barclaycard Services before she called the first of her real friends, Elsa Bridgehouse, to pass on the news. The moment the receiver was picked up, Lydia launched into a cheerfully flat rendition of ‘Here Comes The Bride’, although she forgot the words after ‘short, fat and wide’, so just settled for humming for a while.


‘. . . dum da di dum dum, di diddle de dum di dum! You and lovebeast donkey dong Euan aren’t the only couple to be tying the knot next year, hon. Guess what?’


Elsa was clearly silenced by the news, which Lydia took as a good sign. ‘Yes, it’s true, hon. Fin and I are getting hitched, although I’m not up the spout like you or anything.’


There was a very low, very amused clearing of throat at the other end of the line. ‘You’re talking to the donkey-donged lovebeast, hen. Elsa’s at her ma’s this weekend. But congratulations – I always say we Scots get the prettiest lasses.’


Lydia wasn’t in the slightest bit embarrassed to find herself talking to Euan. In fact she was delighted to receive approval from Elsa’s tall, sexy partner who had the same indecipherable accent as her beloved Finlay, only about twelve notes deeper and three grades of sandpaper coarser. ‘Don’t you just? Now tell me, Eu, are you going to wear a kilt? Only Fin wants to, but I think his legs are too skinny and the Forrester tartan is simply ghastly.’


After talking to Euan, she toyed with the idea of calling Elsa at her mother’s, but decided not to intrude. Elsa and Cyd had only recently been reconciled after a lengthy family feud which dated back to Cyd’s second marriage, to the legendary hard-drinking rock drummer Jobe Francis. Elsa, the youngest of five children, had been just two when her mother had run away to live with the tortured genius behind some of Mask’s greatest hits. The band was known to be as depraved as the cult sixties porn film from which it had taken its name, and rumours of sadomasochism, orgies and drugs abounded.


By loving Jobe, Cyd effectively lost all chance of raising Elsa and her four brothers. The right-wing press lampooned her as a bad mother and a disgrace to her sex. After a lengthy and well-publicised court battle, the children’s father won sole custody and brought them up far away from the glare of the media and the excessive attentions of their bohemian mother, who made sporadic and unsuccessful attempts to win them back. The four sons – three of whom now lived overseas – still refused to speak to her.


Elsa had always been loyal to her father, who remained deeply hurt by Cyd’s desertion to this day. He had married again in the seventies, to Elsa’s stepmother – a loving, gentle little Japanese woman called Po whom everyone adored and no one really knew. She was nothing like the blonde, smoky-voiced Cyd with her rock-star friends and headline-making charisma. Even though Jobe had been killed in a car accident two years ago, Cyd could still get the press camped around her door at the drop of one of her casual one-liners. She was, it was rumoured, close friends with everyone from Bowie to Prince Charles, and Elsa had grown up both captivated by her mother’s fame and resenting her neglectful immaturity.


Only recently had they managed a fragile rapprochement. The news of Elsa’s pregnancy had finally brought them together, although the relationship was still awkward and tense at times.


Lydia was more fascinated by Cyd than she cared to admit, and longed to meet her. She guessed her first chance would be at the wedding. She had a feeling they would have rather a ravishing amount in common. She loved Finlay with all her heart, but sometimes wished that he was something a little more glamorous than a trainee sales administrator. When they’d both junked in their slacker jobs at dreary Immedia, Lydia had had visions of their working together from home – herself in her consulting room, Finlay in the attic writing a novel or something. But Finlay found working in a proper job extremely novel, and delighted in the fact he now had a pension scheme, company shares and five weeks’ paid leave a year. Lydia was hoping that the fad would wear off pretty soon after they got married. A bohemian life in the country was a rather tempting idea. London was getting extremely passé. Cyd Francis knew what she was doing living in seclusion in Sussex.


Instead of calling Elsa, Lydia closed her address book and tried Odette’s number. It was engaged. She pressed the cancel button on her phone irritably and called her best friend Juno for the fifth time that day: ‘We can’t pick up your call so leave a message’. Lydia twisted her mouth and tutted. That message was really starting to get on her nerves. Telling people you were getting married was a bit boring, she decided. She tried Odette again. Still engaged. Turning back to ‘B’ in her address book, Lydia dialled her Buddhist adviser, although she’d given up her brief dabble with the faith years ago because she could never remember the chant.


‘And then he say, “No, Madame Feeldeeng, you can’t have boeuf on ze bone – eet ees too dangerous, madame!” So I says to ’im, “Eef zat ees ze case, tell me which street corner I can score some boeuf on ze bone and I weel go zere tonight.” Ha! I pull ees foot, ze broadboy.’


Odette was on the telephone to her mother. She loved her mother’s brash, non-stop, rusty-nailed voice with its exotic French-meets-Cockney accent, but conversations with her were always tough. They were coming from different directions and travelling very fast. Claudette Fielding (known to all the family as Clod) was a little Edith Piaf in her Stepney neighbourhood, and proud of her Gallic roots. She’d been born in the suburbs of Paris where her family had snobbily seen themselves as petit-bourgeois, and their only daughter as destined for great things. Instead, Clod had met and married Odette’s John Lennon look-alike father, Raymond, while he was working in Paris as a session guitarist. Ray’s musical career had been short-lived, and when he ran out of work, he returned to England bringing his hot-tempered, fiery-eyed French wife with him. Finding herself living with her very unbourgeois in-laws, Clod had soon realised that the romantic, sexy musician she’d married was a mere assistant in his father’s electrical shop in Bow. She’d remained loyal to him and borne him two daughters, but never really got over the culture shock.


As the years wore on and she lost her mother to cancer and her two daughters to adulthood, she had grown so homesick that she begged her widowed father to come and live close by in England. The irascible and deaf Grandpère (Grumpy) now resided in Chigwell and pretended to loathe England, although he had started a successful importing business in the eighties and made a tidy profit from the ‘filthy mushrooms’, selling overpriced French produce to delicatessens and restaurants.


Clod was a great believer in la famille. Odette’s elder sister, Monique (Monny), had got married at eighteen, to a man of whom Clod did not wholly approve though she tolerated him because he provided well for her daughter and liked his mother-in-law’s cooking. Craig was a bully and a thug with a penchant for Escort XR3is – not always his own. He and Monny had two children, with another on the way. They lived in a nice new estate in Thamesmead with a satellite dish and a bidet. Clod felt her eldest had settled well, if not wisely. Odette was a different matter.


‘You are in zat ’orrible depot alone tonight, no?’ she asked critically, referring to Odette’s lofty modern warehouse flat in Islington. ‘Why – are you eel?’


Odette was the first Fielding to stay on at school and take A levels, let alone attend university. At the time she’d been baffled by her parents’ reaction. She had expected pride, excitement, joy and congratulations; she’d secretly wanted them to boast and brag. But far from being proud parents, Clod and Ray had been confused by her success. ‘What do you want to go there for, girl?’ Ray had asked. ‘Why not get yourself a nice little job round here?’


Even after she had graduated, the confusion had lingered and grown into suspicion as her life became increasingly detached from theirs. They didn’t understand her job. They watched the adverts she produced, remembered the copy-lines and the images, but the process itself was a mystery to them however many times Odette tried to explain it. Ray was appalled at how much she eventually earned, and steadfastly refused to accept anything from her, however tactfully she tried to couch it. If she gave an over-generous birthday present, it would be moved into the understairs cupboard unused; if she put fifty quid in the housekeeping tin when he wasn’t looking, she’d find it in her handbag the next time she visited. Clod was less sensitive and now had her hair done weekly, wore lots of gold jewellery and sported a manicure courtesy of Odette, but she would never bring herself to ask for anything, or utter a word of thanks for what was given. Only Monny and particularly Craig seemed eager to encourage as many hand outs as possible, usually using the excuse of ‘the kids’ to whom Odette already gave endless presents and paid regular deposits into two savings accounts.


‘Your sister ’as ’ad anozer scan,’ Clod was saying. ‘She say they weel know the sex soon, but I ask her not to tell me nussink. Eet is unnatural to know. But I am sure it’s a girl thees time.’


‘That’ll be nice for Monny,’ Odette sighed, reaching for her Evian bottle, well aware of where the conversation was heading. ‘She said she wanted a sister for Frankie.’


‘And Craig, he want a bruzer for Vinnie,’ Clod cackled. ‘But I want a grandchild from Odie, oui? If you leave it any longer, you weel have a funny bébé – and who weel look after it then, huh, if eet ees a freak?’


Odette looked at her watch. Five minutes. Fairly average. Her mother inevitably mentioned Odette’s ovaries and the possibility of her giving birth to a deformed child within the first ten minutes of a call these days.


‘I know, Mum, and I want bébés. Lots of them. It’s just not a good time now. You see, the club’s due to open in a couple of weeks and things aren’t looking too—’


‘Your café is still not open?’ Clod tutted critically. ‘What has taken so long? Eet is simple to cook for people. I sink you are being coined.’


‘I’m not being conned, Mum. It’s just—’


‘Maman!’ Clod corrected, lighting her second Benson & Hedges of the conversation and inhaling through tight, disapproving lips. ‘We ain’t common, Odie.’


‘Sorry, Maman.’ Odette picked at the blue plastic hoop still attached to the neck of her Evian bottle. ‘It’s just that Calum, my business partner, is being very difficult at the moment.’


‘Calum?’ Clod’s voice skipped a few scales excitedly. ‘Ees ’e single? Is ’e rich?’


‘He’s gay,’ Odette lied to shut her mother up.


‘Well, zat’s better than being miserable, ain’t it?’ Clod refused to learn any English word associated with what she saw as deviance. To her gay was happy, shag was a type of pipe tobacco and bollocks were young cattle.


After she’d rung off, Odette wandered through to the kitchen to fetch another bottle of mineral water. The lights of East London glittered through the vast industrial window which dropped from wooden ceiling to slate floor like a glass wall, but all she could see in it was her own reflection, unflatteringly lit by the halogen spotlights high above her.


Since her teens, Odette had come to realise that she was less than average-looking, and more than capable of making up the shortfall. After three hours at Nicky Clarke and an afternoon sitting at the NARS counter, she could look good – better than good, she could power into a room and find the air was thin because everyone else had taken a deep breath to admire her. On a Saturday evening, home alone with her hair on end and without a scrap of makeup on her face, she looked in desperate need of an oxygen tent.


Her body was as good as she could get it, but the basics weren’t great. Her shoulders sloped, she had a short neck and huge boobs, a tummy that ran to spare-tyre fat as soon as a cream bun came within licking distance, and ankles as thick as two pint glasses. She had to eat practically nothing and exercise every day to stay slim, and even then she needed a bra that looked capable of taking the weight of two toddlers, uplift tights and unsexy super-elastic underwear with special Lycra insets to help her out. She never wore polo necks or flat pumps, avoided horizontal stripes and figure-hugging t-shirts, favoured dark colours and tailored lines, and never, ever wore strapless tops. With the help of the glorious Selena at Harvey Nicks, Odette always presented herself impeccably. She liked having a decision taken out of her hands for once, enjoyed being dressed up like a doll and made to feel special, not plain. But designer couture could not be afforded right now, and so Odette had to make do with her own conservative choices, some of which owned more to the Dynasty and Dallas years of pencil skirts and stilettos than recent designer collections. She liked the look, and didn’t care what others thought – it suited her and it suited her square, gym-shaped body. In the absence of a hand-span waist, shoulderpads could do wonders.


The only feature of which Odette was inordinately and justifiably proud was her rear. She had a high, smooth, rounded bottom as perfect as a piece of Cape fruit. In one of her favourite-ever films, 9½ Weeks, Mickey Rourke had said that Kim Basinger had a ‘heart-shaped ass’. Odette knew hers was just as good. She wore tight trousers and short jackets as often as possible to flaunt it, and turned around to pick things up from the ground far too often in male company. These were her only bimbo-legged moments and she enjoyed them rather more than she should. She thought of it as her rearguard action.


Odette patted it fondly and turned back to the kitchen, wondering what to eat. When she had first viewed the flat, rushing around early one morning before catching a flight to Germany, she had fallen in love with this kitchen. It was huge and technical, more like an industrial working kitchen than a private home. The metal shelves and surfaces gleamed like the teeth of a mill wheel, the tower-block fridge was big enough to house three grown men, the vast ultra-modern range was covered with buttons and dials like an aeroplane cockpit. Because the flat was open-plan, the kitchen sat in its centre like a vast engine. Only this engine had never really been started up and allowed to roar.


She sometimes wondered whether she was buying into the restaurant business in order to keep her relationship with food on a professional level. Odette could control her eating by thinking of food as a corporate tool, an expensive luxury one used to entertain and win contracts. Restaurants were somewhere one worked, whether as a member of staff or a paying client who was entertaining guests. In the house, food was a far more dangerous commodity and needed treating with caution.


She selected a dry rice cake from the almost bare cupboard above the sink and wandered back through to the vast open living area to settle down with her laptop.


Work wasn’t much of a distraction. Odette found her gaze continually drawn to the shelf just above the haunted fish tank on which three wedding invitations were neatly lined up – all different, all seeming to taunt her. First there was the tasteful, traditional one which Saskia’s parents, Virginia and Anthony Seaton, had sent to her, requesting a reply to their farmhouse in Berkshire by November the twelfth – one month before the Big Day. It was most wannabe brides’ dream invite – thickest cream card embossed with one gold-dusted word ‘Marriage’ on the front and formal, almost archaic, wording inside.


Beside it was Elsa and Euan’s invitation, a glittery cardboard case containing a lurid pink CD on which the couple had laid several tracks including a jungle bass version of the ‘Wedding March’ remixed with Goldie samples, followed by ‘Going to the Chapel’ recorded by Elsa and Euan themselves.


In sharp contrast, propped up between two photo frames, was a ready-made Andrew Brunswick invitation, the blank spaces of which had been filled in with neat, round biro writing asking Odette to the wedding of her cousin Melanie to long-time boyfriend Dean in April. Above the register office details was a picture of two fat teddy bears, one in a veil, the other a top hat, both being showered with colourful confetti.


The three invitations couldn’t have been more different from one another, yet they all had one thing in common. All of them invited ‘Odette and Guest’ to come to celebrate the contrasting nuptials. That ‘and Guest’ bugged her. It really pissed her off in fact. She was suffering ‘and Guest’ angst.


She flipped her laptop shut and headed towards her treadmill, deviating at the last minute and hopping on to the Stairmaster which offered more distraction and effort.


Even so as she pumped her legs up and down, feeling the sweat start to break and the muscles burn with a familiar sting of pleasure-pain, Odette couldn’t stop her mind from stewing.


This flat was her proudest possession. She had worked her ass off to get it, and was now working her ass out to furnish it with the ultimate accessory – a man to match her Milanese furniture, her Swedish appliances, her German gym equipment and Limoges porcelain. But Odette was fussy. She had spent years choosing the best of everything, earning it, loving it, fighting hard to keep it. She knew precisely who she wanted to occupy the spare chair at the table, the other stretch sofa and the space beside her in bed. She had designed her flat around him, to his taste and specifications, awaiting his arrival for long, patient years. She had always known he would come, himself waiting until she was ready, until she had her career up to speed, her body honed to perfection, her beautiful, stylish flat completed.


Now the flat was ready. It anticipated seduction. All she had to do was invite him in. But he kept stalling, avoiding her, going missing. She was worried she’d left it too late.


The two most important things in Odette’s life were the things she was frightened of and therefore had avoided at all costs throughout her twenties, only ever using them as tools to sell products: men and food.


When she’d hit her thirties, she’d decided she had to face them both head-on, but now wondered whether she’d gone too far, been too typically headstrong by wanting both together. She was starting a restaurant with the man she was certain she would one day marry. She’d broken her business for entrée, pleasure for dessert rule by ordering the main course. And it was too late to change her mind and send it back. The table was laid: she only wished she could be too.


She had asked Calum around to her flat countless times for an informal meeting and every time he’d blown her out – rarely calling, occasionally faxing, usually simply not turning up. She wanted him to see her flat. The bottles of Peroni beer had been chilling in the fridge for weeks, the Heinz beans and sausage pizzas he was addicted to lined the otherwise empty freezer. But Calum had yet to see her sanctuary, and Odette felt shut out of his life, constantly pacing around and waiting for him to come home.
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By Monday afternoon, Odette’s mobile was out of charge again, and she was feeling about as energetic herself. She only wished that there was an adaptor which she could use to plug herself into the mains and receive a week’s worth of power. She flipped the button guard closed and tapped her teeth against its hard little aerial. She needed to speak to Calum urgently.


She went in search of Saskia, tracking her down in the ghastly toilets where her assistant was trying to wash a splodge of paint from her pale camel trousers amidst Maurice’s theatrical faux-baroque columns.


‘Is your mobile working? I forgot to charge mine up last night.’ Odette stifled a yawn. The truth was she had stayed up all the previous night tearing her hair out over her business proposal as she tried to figure out where to get another fifty thousand pounds.


Saskia shook her head. ‘Stan’s got it for the day. He’s still waiting to hear from that Edinburgh gallery, but he can’t stay by the phone at home. Are you trying to track Byron down then?’ She giggled as she pointed at the swatches of purple velvet pinned beside splodges of gold and red gloss.


Odette wished she could see the joke. The nickname had delighted her six weeks earlier when Maurice the designer had seemed like a fanciful dreamer whom she could curb and control because she was paying his fee. Now she could no longer pay him, he seemed powerful and menacing and elusive.


‘I think he mentioned a house clearance in Warwickshire this morning,’ Saskia was saying. ‘Something about picking up some old-fashioned bathroom fittings. He doesn’t seem too taken with these.’ She eyed the cool, pale marble lavatories sitting around in their plastic wrapping like passive bullfrogs wearing pacamacs.


‘We’ll see about that.’ Odette gritted her teeth and stormed out into the foyer to tell the builders to plumb in the loos ASAP.


‘No can do,’ shrugged Errol, her foreman. ‘That’s a job for Gary and Nev – the aqueous system and filtration facilitation operatives. They’re in Hampstead today, fitting fifteen bidets into a gaff on the Bishop’s Avenue. Sorry, love. We can fix the doors on the cubicles, if you like? That Maurice geezer dropped them off last night.’ He nodded towards a stack of carved, gold-sprayed screens straight out of a Wild West bordello.


Odette hastily shook her head. ‘Better wait until after the plumbing’s done, mate. Can you do something about the downstairs bar? It looks like the Blind Beggar after the Krays had popped in for a quick shot or two.’


Odette ended up queuing for the pay phone on Essex Road, half-listening as an Asian girl inside the cubicle chatted into the receiver in Punjabi.


She gazed along the length of Essex Road, where passers-by were shuffling along the dirty grey pavements, scarves tucked up to their ears for warmth, gloves buried in pockets. To either side of them was a multitude of bars and restaurants, bistros and cafés, all trying to survive in this popular little stretch of London thoroughfare. She suddenly wondered whether the OD was going to fail. It was the first time she had fully entertained the thought and to her horror tears started clouding her eyes. She blinked angrily and concentrated on breathing slowly and steadily, but her chest felt shrink-wrapped by her ribs and she gulped shallowly for air.


‘You okay, miss? Miss – you okay?’


She blinked and glanced up to see the girl who had been in the phone box gazing at her with concern.


‘Yeah, fine thanks, love.’ Odette tried for a cheery smile, her voice hoarse and airless. ‘Just had a bit of a funny turn. Gotta make a call. Thanks, though.’


She stood in the cubicle, holding on to the receiver and staring into the mid-distance, past the postcards advertising ‘New Model in Town’, past the emergency instructions, the smeared glass, the yellow-grey pavements, the black cabs, buses and courier bikes threading their way through the road-works. Her gaze rested jealously on the anonymous, shuffling passers-by on the opposite side of the street – other people’s lives, the envy of the habitually stressed. A flash of bright colour caught her eye and she saw a young mum in a yellow Puffa jacket picking up her toddler and twirling him around and around at shoulder height. The child’s face was laughing with glee, his red and orange woolly hat had pom-poms that swung around jauntily, his clothes were a swirling mixture of reds, greens, blues and purples. Odette loved bright colours, although her feelings for small children were, she had always thought, more ambivalent.


Recently, along with the tell-tale stress symptoms of tight chest and shortness of breath, Odette had started to display worryingly maternal urges, which were hitherto alien to her. She’d found herself looking into prams as she passed them by, smiling at those toddlers and babies in cafés who stared into strangers’ eyes with unnerving insouciance. She had started leafing through the children’s pages of shopping catalogues, admiring those sweet, small, multicoloured faces.


Odette had always assumed she would one day marry, but had never particularly wanted children. She wouldn’t dream of admitting it to her friends, but she had a model life to which she aspired, a dream she had clutched close to her heart since childhood, tucked away in her secret mind-pocket of fairytales, along with being Cinderella at the ball on a happy day or the Little Mermaid wading into the sea on a bad one. In the nineties, lifestyle was the buzzword, and every magazine had an opinion as to which particular combination of work, home and cultural assets provided the Über-vogue to which a generation should aspire. But Odette had known for years; she had a formula all worked out. Hart to Hart. She had watched every single episode of the eighties’ American series with a slavish, almost obsessive compulsion. She had seen the spin-off films, had memorised the plots, knew the layout of the Harts’ million-dollar mansion and could recall every one of the tricks Freeway had performed. Odette wanted to be the Jennifer who one day found her Jonathan. She wanted to live in a big, swanky house with a crotchety old butler and a small, intelligent dog – even though she wasn’t very keen on dogs. And, as the Harts had never had children, Odette always assumed that nor would she. Only recently her hormones were fighting her all the way to the silver screen.


The receiver had started wailing at her. Odette replaced it and pressed her face into her hands. If this was having a breakdown then she was deeply disappointed. She’d always imagined it would be a Sue-Ellen Ewing combination of drugs, drink, doomed love affairs, suicide attempts, adulterous husbands and trembling lips. Instead it was feeling out of breath and broody in Islington. Hardly very eighties.


But there was no getting away from the fact that she was on a downhill slide, and if she didn’t do something to avert it soon, she’d land deep in debt and probably belly up. A flat, ab-flexed, fake-tanned belly with no babies in it.


Odette called Calum’s number, but the soft, familiar voice that greeted her was recorded and she’d heard the words too many times before to listen.


She left her usual message ‘Calum, it’s Odette. Call me.’ It was only when she’d hung up that she realised she had no method of taking the call. Her mobile was dead, she wasn’t at home and the lines at the OD weren’t connected. If only Calum had a mobile of his own, but he refused to own one on principle. Quite what principle, Odette wasn’t sure. She found him almost impossible to fathom. He seemed incredibly ambitious and driven, yet there was something of the idealistic dreamer about him too. She knew something about his background, but most of that came from Lydia who was dating – correction, getting married to – his younger brother, the impossibly charming, feckless Finlay.


The Forrester boys’ lives had apparently changed dramatically in the early eighties when their father, an unemployed welder, had become one of the biggest ever Pools winners in history. In an era when Camelot was still a legendary Arthurian town and the highlight of Saturday night was still Blind Date, the win had been unprecedented.


The publicity thankfully eluded Calum, a solitary and self-motivated student in his third year at Manchester University, but he saw the way his parents were at first trapped in its headlights and then dazzled by its enduring spotlight. The Forresters numbered among Scotland’s richest overnight. Within weeks, they had moved to a vast bungalow in the Borders. Finlay – then a bright but uninterested wastrel – was sent to a very expensive fee-paying school nearby which made him miserable yet won him the place at St Andrew’s which Calum had once desperately coveted for himself. From student digs in Manchester, he observed in horror as his parents invested in huge, impractical cars they were too afraid to drive, installed a swimming pool in which they could only dabble their feet (neither of them could swim and it was always too cold to try and learn), bought vast televisions, flashy satellite systems, purchased every kitchen gadget Argos had to offer and felt snubbed by their stuck-up, disapproving neighbours. Money made them unhappy and isolated. Unexpected wealth had turned Finlay into a spoilt drug addict until Lydia helped him get straight.


These excesses appalled Calum. When he lost his full grant in his final year at university, he refused to tell his parents, working in bars and garage forecourts to pay his way, sometimes snatching just one hour’s sleep in twenty. If they sent him a fat cheque – which they often did – he tore it up.


In business, Calum was equally stubborn and unpredictable. He was undoubtedly a genius at setting up restaurants and clubs, and mixed in an everchanging world of chefs, critics, stars and artists who willingly associated themselves with his every project. Yet for a man with the Midas touch, he chose to wear boxing gloves too often. The wimp was also a bully, and childish to boot. Odette didn’t like him very much; in fact at the moment her feelings bordered on hated. What she found more annoying than anything was that Calum the wimp was so bloody fanciable. He was both the ugliest and the sexiest man she had ever met. And the first man with the potential to become her long-awaited Jonathan.
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Calum had arranged to meet Jimmy Sylvian in the Nero Club, his old haunt of which he had been co-founder. It was the first time he’d been there for several months, and he realised the moment he walked inside the famous smoked-glass doors that it had been the wrong choice. It was starting to look shabby and passé. Once the cliqueiest joint in town, its joints were beginning to click with age as were those of its clientele – famous, rich, household names as well-branded as Heinz, and dated to be consumed several years ago. On the cracked leather sofa which had once been the launching pad for a third series of the cult sit com Dog, two alternative comedians were swapping baby photos: ‘Frisbee has just started at Montessori in Henley.’ ‘Really? Jen and I decided to send Betty-Lou to the local prep in Amersham . . .’


Calum now despised new money, and loathed the self-made few who splashed out on frivolous luxuries like swimming pools, fast cars and personal gymnasiums. He saw his parents in each and every flashy lifestyle accessory, even though they themselves had never possessed the awareness to buy into new trends – they still believed in the Dynasty-fed eighties aspiration to home cocktail bars and saunas. Calum loathed that lifestyle even more. He had never visited Odette Fielding’s huge luxury warehouse conversion, but could guess at its contents. She undoubtedly subscribed to every single one of his parents’ notions of luxury, from gym to bar to foot-spa. He might know where she was coming from, but he just wanted her to go.


He had nothing against her personally. In fact, he rather liked her. In her funny, brash, shy way she reminded him of his mother; in her big-breasted, sexy, angry way she aroused him. Yet in her busy, self-satisfied, ambitious way she irritated the hell out of him.


He’d only invested in her club in the first place to impress Lydia, to try and win her favour by supporting one of her dearest friends. She had entreated him to do it, and now appeared entirely to have forgotten the fact. She had no interest in the OD. And as a result Calum had lost interest too – in more ways than one. He needed his money back. Right now, he needed every penny he could get.


Jimmy was already there, occupying a button-backed leather chair in the corner of the smoky bar. He seemed to spill over it, filling every sagging, scuffed inch. Calum had forgotten how enormous he was. Not that Jimmy was overweight; he was simply inches larger than most men in every conceivable direction – taller, broader-shouldered, with huge hands and feet. His hair was white-blond from the South African sun, and his skin tanned to the same colour as his vast leather walking boots. When he spotted Calum, he showed a flash of white teeth in his dark face, as perfect as a slice of freshly cut Granny Smith gleaming from a caramelised apple pie.


‘Calum! Great to see you, you old rogue. Looking well.’ Leaping up, he crushed Calum’s hand within his own and signalled the waiter to bring him a drink, as though it was he who had the long-term attachment to the place, not the new arrival.


Several of the Nero’s regular inhabitants eyed him irritably, preferring their peaceful harbour to have the atmosphere of a library in a gentlemen’s club rather than that of the noisy media-mob haunt of yesteryear. Calum made a mental note to get the refurbishment underway as soon as possible.


‘Here!’ Jimmy carried a vast red velvet armchair over one shoulder like a culled antelope, having charmed it away from a table of columnists.


He was as friendly as an oversized lion cub charging around amongst a family of Siamese cats and trying to befriend them all at once. He didn’t seem to realise that his sheer size, along with his booming voice and backslapping bonhomie, terrified people. He’d been away from England too long to appreciate the effect he had; was acclimatised to vast tracts of open land, not distrustful, claustrophobic cities. Yet he was so shy, he always seemed to find it impossibly hard to make eye contact. To those who didn’t know him well, this could make him appear arrogant, but Calum knew he was the softest, gentlest of hell-raisers.


‘How are yous, Jim?’ Calum settled on the red chair, which was spewing stuffing. ‘How was the funeral?’


‘Which one?’ For a moment there was a crackle of anger in Jimmy’s voice. He glanced away and dropped down into his creaking leather chair.


Calum refused to rise to this. ‘Your father’s, of course.’


Jimmy sucked in one cheek and then exhaled, his anger forgotten.


‘Pretty ghastly.’ He pulled a face and darted his blue eyes in the general direction of his host’s ear. ‘We had trouble getting Pa into the country at all, which was ironic. He was always bringing vast stashes of drugs through Customs when he was alive – the first time he gets searched is in his coffin. They kicked up a huge fuss about the fact he’d lived overseas for more than a decade. Then when the officious little peaked cap who was making all the noise was looking through his paperwork, Mungo spotted one of Pa’s paperbacks on his desk and pointed to it, screaming, “That’s the stiff !” or something equally poetic. Funeral was a doddle after that.’


Ralph, the waiter, was still hanging around awkwardly, trying not to intrude but aware he had been called over. Calum caught his eye and raised one eyebrow. Ralph understood straight away and headed to the bar to fetch a bottle of Peroni for his former boss, guessing at a Castle beer for Jimmy.


Calum had met Jimmy Sylvian in South Africa. He’d wanted to see the ‘Big Five’ – leopard, lion, buffalo, elephant and rhino – on safari, but had found himself with only three days at the end of a working stay there. One of his contacts had suggested a private game reserve called Mpona close to Kruger Park but had warned him that it was likely to be booked out. Undeterred, Calum had hired a jeep and driven there alone, arriving on a hot, dusty, airless afternoon to find two unfriendly guards presiding over a high, locked gate.


They’d told him in no uncertain terms to get lost. They had, in fact, pointed rifles at him. And when a very dusty, rusty Land-Rover had pulled up behind Calum’s clean jeep they had put down their weapons, beamed out big smiles and started clacking in an incomprehensible, fantastically complicated-sounding tongue to its tawny occupant, Jimmy.


After listening to his guards, he had blustered a little to Calum about being booked up. But when Calum had apologetically admitted that he wasn’t certain how to put the unfamiliar Jeep into reverse, Jimmy had given his big lion-bark laugh and told him to drive inside and bunk up in the main house with himself and his partner, Florrie.


Jimmy always joked about that. He claimed he’d liked Calum from the start and had immediately guessed that they were going to be friends. Calum kept his own counsel.


‘You planning to stay on here a while, yeah? Spend time with your wee brees?’ He watched Jimmy thoughtfully, as ever astounded by the man’s ridiculous, film-star good looks. His brother was a model, and no wonder. Yet Jimmy had no idea of his own beauty and was hugely embarrassed if it was ever pointed out.


Jimmy studied the cuffs of his Oxbow fleece. ‘Maybe a few weeks. I have no real plans. I guess I’ll have to sort out Pa’s will. He left his estate in one hell of a mess. Felix and Mungo seem to think it’ll get them out of the tight spot they’re both in, but I doubt it.’


‘You want your money back?’ Calum tried to hide his own panic. ‘The Picasso sketches?’


Jimmy shrugged. ‘I could certainly use them right now. I didn’t realise it at the time, but I think the old man was trying to avoid death duties when he sent me that letter.’ He winked and Calum stifled a guilty start. What Jimmy had lent him was totally tied up right now. If it weren’t for the OD then maybe he could repay some of the loan, but Odette had stripped him of all his spare cash and it was hardly as though he could get the sketches themselves back.


He kept his voice as steady as he could. ‘With your help, I can double your investment in twelve months and then you’ll get twice the value.’


Jimmy’s laugh was generous. ‘I thought you’d already trebled it?’


‘I’ll not deny I’ve done pretty well recently.’ He flashed a quick, rare smile which went unnoticed as Jimmy was staring at the ceiling. ‘But I’m planning a new venture right now – one that will make the others look like burger bars.’


‘Not another restaurant?’ Jimmy carried on laughing. He loved Calum’s angry ambition, so different from his own diffidence.


But Calum was shaking his head. ‘This is more than just a restaurant, pal. Far, far more. This is food made sex.’


Had Odette been there she would have shuddered happily at this. She would have wanted to kiss Calum all over. That is, until he opened his mouth again.


‘London’s going out of fashion. It’s had its day – all this Brit Power stuff is out of date. The future’s in commutable commodity, in escapism – in your neck of the woods in fact.’


‘South Africa?’ Jimmy raised one eyebrow curiously. ‘I’d hardly call a twelve-hour flight commutable.’


‘No, no – the countryside. Green stuff, old stately piles, hunting, shooting and fishing while you still can. Golf, tank driving and horses. Rural pursuits. Organic Food. Peace. This isn’t a loada hippy shit, Jim, this is the future. London’s fucking boring – everyone I know is tired o’ the place, especially the people in the food industry. We want more space so tables aren’t on top of each other or turned around in an hour; we want fresh local ingredients – homegrown even. We want to live on the premises and get to see daylight occasionally. A good place for kids to grow up – safe, unpolluted, innocent.’


‘Sounds ideal,’ Jimmy sighed, looking around the smoky bar and through the slatted blinds to the crawling London traffic.


‘It is!’ Calum banged his hand on the table. ‘And I think I’ve found it, Jim pal. I think I’ve fucking well found it.’ He dropped his voice to avoid being overheard. ‘All I need is to sell up and go there. What’s more, I’m going to take most of London with me, just see if I dinnae.’


Had Odette been there, she certainly wouldn’t have been smiling.


‘Good luck to you!’ Jimmy laughed.


‘I want you as part of it, pal,’ Calum told him soberly. ‘I want you to stay in England and help me out. This way, you’ll get your money back with interest. What do you say?’


Jimmy pulled an uneasy face. ‘Right now, Cal, I’d appreciate the money back with no interest. I’m sorry, if it weren’t for my brothers I’d never—’


‘You didn’t give me money, pal,’ Calum reminded him sharply. ‘What you gave me would be impossible for you to sell right now, and you know it. I bust my arse doing it and almost got bust to boot. What I’m offering you is cash. You don’t even have to help out – just wait to collect it.’


Jimmy nodded, defeated.


Aware that he had lost any semblance of gratitude in his desperation, Calum ordered another round of drinks and had another go at persuading Jimmy to work with him on his new baby.


‘I’m a fucked-up person – I don’t need to tell you that. You’ve seen me at my worst, pal.’ He scowled at the label on his beer bottle with genuine shame. ‘I wannae get out before I turn into one of these “remember who I was?” has-beens who knock around here, y’know?’ He jerked his head at the Nero’s clientele.


‘You see, pal,’ he explained slowly, ‘if you open a great bar or restaurant or club in this town, you’ve got about six months max before the scum move in and claim it as their own – after that it’s no longer got cachet, it’s no longer exclusive. Membership lists help, but not much. Things go out of fashion in this city faster than bullets out of guns. Now London’s out of fashion too. The scum’s taken over the whole capital. There are no such things as exclusivity and class. People are opening the best venues to the masses.’


‘You’re right.’ Jimmy leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, long flights and traumatic reunions catching up with him.


‘Great!’ Calum had known he’d understand. Jimmy had class, after all. ‘So you’ll—’


‘London has fucked you up,’ Jimmy finished what he was saying. ‘And if it gets you out of this place and gets me my money back, then yes, I might even help you make food into sex.’ He pressed his palms into his eye sockets and sighed tiredly.


‘Sounds just my sort of dish – you must give me the recipe, darling,’ purred an amused voice. Smelling the same Chanel No. 5 his mother wore, Jimmy opened his eyes to see a curtain of white-blonde hair swooping down over Calum. ‘Sorry I’m late – I waited for Fin for ages, but he didn’t show so I came without him. Hello there.’ She turned from kissing Calum to smile at Jimmy, revealing a face so flawlessly beautiful he guessed she drank the blood of virgins at full moon to achieve it. As a child, he’d been illogically convinced this was how his mother stayed beautiful, having watched a Hammer horror movie in which she starred as a Hungarian countess who maintained her looks by dressing as a werewolf and slaying all the village totty. Judging from her skinny body, this girl consumed very low-cal virgin’s blood.


‘Jimmy, meet Lydia Morley.’ Calum carefully didn’t add that she was his brother’s fiancée. He knew full well that Fin had been delayed at work; he’d set it up by calling through a fake order late that afternoon.


Lydia took one look at Jimmy’s exquisite face and licked her lips – the only plump thing about her. Sliding her long, lean body into a chair beside him, she picked at the leather buttons on the arm of his. ‘So you’re the sexy African game ranger Calum told us about?’


Almost suffocating in the cloud of scent and sickened by the memories it churned up, Jimmy leaned away and smiled as widely as he could. ‘Well, I’m not sexy or African, but I’m game.’ He tried for joviality, but it came out all wrong.


Lydia let out a growl of a laugh, so erotic that Calum felt all the hairs stand up on his neck. Jimmy – who had more self-control – looked at her politely.


‘I’ll see if our table’s ready,’ Calum excused himself smoothly, leaving Lydia to use her big guns as he knew she would. With any luck Fin wouldn’t make it at all. He was trying hard to prove himself at work, the rot having yet to set in.


But Lydia’s big guns had little effect on Jimmy. He longed to leave the smoky bar and get some fresh air but tiredness was weighting his body into the chair. As Lydia caught him in her spot-beam blue gaze, he yawned widely, showing every filling and a lot of pink tongue.


‘You poor thing.’ She stroked his arm, eager to check out whether the thick fleece covered anything exciting. Feeling the tautness of the muscles beneath made her smile widely. ‘You look like you need a lovely warm bed to curl up in.’


Jimmy looked at her mutely, uncertain whether this was an innocent comment or not.


‘Where are you staying in London?’


‘Notting Hill, with my brothers.’


‘I live just round the corner. We could share a cab back later and I’ll tuck you in.’ Lydia was deeply annoyed with Fin for boringly working late and needed to cheer herself up.


‘I don’t think so.’ Her perfume was making Jimmy feel so sick that he rubbed his nose with the back of his hand to blot it out. ‘Excuse me one minute, will you?’ He escaped to the loo.


‘Great bloke, huh?’ Calum slid back into his seat seconds later.


Lydia shrugged, deeply offended at the brush-off. She had only been playing with him to cheer herself up; she’d had no real intention of being unfaithful to darling Fin.


‘I’m so glad you asked me along tonight because there’s something I’ve been dying to tell you. I’ve just heard from a very good source that you have the most gorgeous admirer.’ Her big blue eyes were inches from his and he could smell the toothpaste on her quickened breath.


‘Don’t tell me you have a sister?’ Calum was flattered, despite himself. He only longed for one admirer right now, but she was strictly off-limits.


‘No,’ Lydia giggled. ‘Now she is far too discreet to say anything herself, but Elsa told Ally who told Juno who told me that this person is definitely crazy about you.’


Lydia looked as though she was about to hand him a prize jewel. She positively shuddered with delighted anticipation. Calum tried not to watch the way her long, lithe body slithered closer, or to groan with pleasure as she breathed in his ear.


‘Odette Fielding.’ She said the word like a chant.


‘You’re kidding me, right?’ He jerked his head away as though she’d bitten him on the ear.


Lydia looked affronted. ‘No, it’s true. Elsa told Ally who . . .’


‘Told you, I know,’ he hissed. Why did women work in intricate Chinese whispers? Gossip was swapped between loo cubicles, over desk partitions and down factory conveyor belts like buckets of water being passed along a line to fight a fire. And it had just that effect on him – a slop of cold water in the face.


‘Ally told Juno actually.’ Lydia thrust out her lower lip sulkily. ‘Odette hasn’t actually said anything, but we all know, and she’s so choosy, you should be wildly flattered. Aren’t you two in business together?’


‘You should know, beautiful.’ Calum sighed more meaningfully than he’d intended. ‘You set it up.’


‘Did I?’ Lydia looked thrilled at the idea, although she had no recollection of it. ‘Anyway, Odette is an absolute darling – not conventionally pretty, but incredibly fit – and you two would be so perfect tog—’ Just then her phone trilled in her bag. ‘Hang on a sec, darling.’ She rooted around in her latest must-have accessory – the Vuitton Cottage Loaf – which was lime green crocodile leather and shaped like a mushroom.


Calum sighed with relief, ignoring the Nero clientele shooting his table evil looks. Mobiles were strictly forbidden in the club. Normally, he loathed them too, but this one was his saviour. So Odette Fielding had a schoolgirl crush? Any remnant of lust he had once harboured for her big-breasted body instantly vanished. In fact, he felt as angry as he had the day the Observer had compared him to Peter Stringfellow. He felt offended, belittled and dirty.


He watched Lydia’s beautiful face as she located the phone and flipped it open. It was typically capricious of her to turn the tables on him and try to play Cupid when it was he who’d intended to spark true love that night. If this was some sort of competition, then he was determined to win – and the only loser would be plain, lovesick Odette Fielding. But what he heard next made his heart sink.


‘Have you, darling? That’s so wonderful! They’re bound to promote you. Yes, he’s right here, do you want to . . . Oh, okay. No, I’m sure he won’t mind. I’ll be back in ten mins. See you there. Love you, my city slicker. Mppppppppwwwwww.’ The kiss must have almost deafened his brother, Calum decided with bitter satisfaction.


‘You’re not going?’


She nodded, gathering up her bag. ‘Fin is over the moon. He fulfilled a big order in triple-quick time so he’s bought champagne and caviar to celebrate at home. So sweet. He says he knows you’ll understand. We can do this any time.’


No, we fucking can’t! Calum wanted to scream as he looked around for Jimmy, but his friend had clearly taken a quick walk around the block to clear his head and loosen his cramped muscles.


‘Say ’bye to Johnny from me.’ Lydia swooped to kiss him on the cheek again and Calum was enveloped in the sweetest of sensual pleasures as her scented hair slithered across his torso before she quickly disappeared into the night.


Ralph waved Calum over to the bar before Jimmy returned. ‘Call for you.’


It was his friend Florian. ‘Zere is a problem,’ he said, his hushed voice almost drowned by the noise of food preparation behind him. ‘Ferdy owe a lot of money to ’is dealer. He threaten to sell story about me to the News. I need to get ’im out of my ’air wizout pissing ’im off, y’know?’


Calum nodded, a smile spreading across his face as he remembered Lydia’s unwanted revelation. ‘I have a similar problem myself,’ he soothed. ‘Don’t worry about it, brother. I think we can kill two birds with one stoned chef. Leave it with me.’


Jimmy wandered back in after ten minutes, looking shaken. ‘You’re right about this city.’ He shuddered, having encountered the rowdy after-work drinkers milling outside the pubs, the homeless shivering in doorways and the angry commuters jostling to get home. ‘I’ve never seen so many people trapped in one small space.’ He settled back in the chair and rubbed his face tiredly before something occurred to him. ‘Where’s your girlfriend gone?’


‘She’s no’ my girlfriend, pal.’ Calum hid the regret in his voice.


‘Phew – that’s a relief !’ The big lion’s bark filled the room. ‘I wasn’t going to tell you this but within a minute of meeting me, she pretty much suggested we sleep together.’ Jimmy seemed to find this totally staggering.


‘Did she?’ Calum suddenly perked up, despite the jealousy squeezing his chest like a fist. Perhaps things weren’t so bad after all. Not only had he dealt with the Odette business neatly, but Lydia seemed to have made a good start too. All he now had to do was convince his friend he should stay in England.


Jimmy wasn’t a big drinker, but he was tired and strained and in need of oblivion that evening. Listening to Calum’s plans, he made steady progress through several beers and, with Calum’s encouragement, chased them down with good Irish whiskey. Soon his laughter was booming out at top volume as he agreed to help with his friend’s plans in return for a big pile of interest on his loan. In celebration, Calum tried to encourage him to sample his favourite tipple, absinthe and Smirnoff Black, nicknamed ‘absinthe makes the heart grow fonder’ because of its anaesthetic effects, but Jimmy refused.


‘Absence doesn’t make the heart grow fonder, my friend,’ he muttered darkly, already three parts cut and with maudlin thoughts rapidly replacing artificial euphoria. ‘I should know. My father’s been absent from this world for almost a fortnight and I feel less and less affection for him.’


‘Oh, yes?’ Calum, who had often wished his own father dead before his dream came true, was only mildly surprised by the bitterness in Jimmy’s voice. Jocelyn Sylvian had been famously depraved and despite his legendary hell-raising, no doubt had more skeletons hidden in his cupboard than a kleptomaniac medical student.


But what Jimmy confessed surprised even Calum.


‘I started to clear the Barbados house while I was waiting for all the red tape to clear so I could fly Pa back here,’ he explained, voice thickened with drink and emotion. ‘It kept me busy and I thought it would stop me thinking about the old bastard, but of course it did the opposite. There were so many years buried there, so much loneliness. I found something – things – that appalled me . . . disgusted me . . .’


‘Like what?’


‘You don’t want to know, believe me.’ Jimmy’s voice cracked.


Calum knew that Jimmy was an emotional man. He’d seen him through a shared tragedy in Africa when Jimmy had bawled like a child. Secretly, Calum envied him that ability to let go, but the Nero was no place to do it and he stiffened as he watched his friend take great shuddering breaths. He was so loud and huge and striking that everyone was watching him. Thankfully Jack Nicholson arrived in the bar just a moment before Jimmy spoke again, causing all eyes to turn to the door.


‘Videos,’ he muttered as Calum strained to hear over the babble of star-spotting recognition. ‘Home videos of my father and . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Use your imagination. He liked them young. Far too young. And he liked to watch himself afterwards and gloat over his conquests. There were hundreds, all labelled with names and dates, and stacked in alphabetical order – the only organised thing in the house. I burned the lot. Shit, I shouldn’t have told you! I’m pissed. Excuse me.’ He lurched off to the loo.


Calum showed no emotion but his blood was pumping faster, his breath quickening. So old Pa Sylvian had been a man after his own heart.


Talking to Jimmy had finally made up Calum’s mind. He no longer wanted to be in London. He regretted his involvement in the OD, which wouldn’t be as easy to dispose of as his other interests, but was canny enough not to lose sleep or money over it. He could pull out now, he knew that, but it would be messy. Better to wait. After what Lydia had told him, he wanted to play a little. If Odette Fielding thought she’d met her match, then just let her prove it. If she couldn’t take the heat, she could always get out of the kitchen.
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Florian Etoile had been working since six in the morning. It was now just after three and the lunch rush was starting to die down at last, but he knew that he stood little chance of seeing daylight. He was dripping with sweat despite the fact the temperature was close to zero outside. In truth, it could have changed to tropical sunshine for all Florian and his staff knew in their little hellhole with its artificial light and failing air conditioning. The outside world didn’t intrude here, and for the few panic-stricken hours of each day that exquisite food was being prepared for demanding diners, a holocaust could take place without affecting the consistency of the saffron butter sauce for the john dory.


It was in the kitchens of L’Orbital that Florian produced some of his finest food, his most classic dishes. It was here that he had earned his third Michelin star, beaten only to the accolade of youngest-ever three-star chef by his bête noir, Wayne Street. This was the restaurant in which he was most often found, although he seldom cooked the dishes he had devised, unless they were new and experimental. Instead, he stalked around, scrutinising and tasting, yelling and berating, seldom complimenting. Most of the time he seemed to be on the phone, tripping up his staff with the long extension wire which led to its wall cradle as he talked and walked at the same time, his eyes always in pots, on plates, studying fingers and amounts and measures and skills.


This afternoon he was taking a call from his publicity agent, who was yet again trying to persuade him to take part in daytime television. ‘How many times I have to tell you, Camilla? No way! Non, non, non! From now on I only say yes to Panorama.’ And with this he pompously hung up, returning his attention to his kitchens.



‘Arrêtes!’ he screamed as a junior commis headed towards the cramped pass with a dessert. ‘What is zat . . . zat . . .’ he peered at the offending dish – or rather the decoration on top of it – as the commis quailed backward on to his clog heels ‘. . . ginger minge? Whis is he doing zere? Huh?’


‘It’s spun caramel, chef,’ the commis spluttered. ‘Garret told me to put it there.’


‘No!’ Florian exploded. ‘I say mint – meeent. One sprig. No fuss, no minge. Comprenez?’ He snatched the delicate little net of spun sugar from its resting place and threw it at the wall. ‘Garret!’ He stormed towards the relative calm of the far corner where his pastry chef, a talented dreamer, was busy piping cassis cream on to a chocolate parfait, making it resemble a garish seventies pouffe.


‘Garret, you fuckeeng imbecile! What you do wiz your namby-pamby, fussy leetle touches, huh? You try to make me look like a fool? I tell you many times to keep it simple, and what you do? You stick fuckeeng Phillip Treacy hats on the food. What you do next, huh? Sparklers and cocktail umbrellas? Feathers?’


Accustomed to Florian’s furious attacks, Garret rode it through, looking benign and just suitably contrite enough. Pretty soon, he knew, Florian would find another focus for his wrath. It didn’t take long as from the corner of his eye, the fiery chef caught a waiter collecting two plates of chervil ravioli from the pass when Florian knew the table had ordered one ravioli and a duck.



‘Arrêtes!’ It was a war cry the kitchen staff heard at least ten times an hour. All the chefs carried on working without flinching. Only the waiter turned pale and awaited Florian’s railing, knowing that he had a fifty-percent chance of being fired.


Half an hour later, Garret was having a fag break in the tiny alleyway that led from the mews behind L’Orbital when he was joined by Florian’s second-in-command, Fergus Hannon. The lanky sous-chef was grinning from ear to ear as he drew out a Rothman’s and grabbed Garret’s cigarette to light it from.


‘What are you looking so cheerful about, Ferdy man?’ Fergus had acquired his nickname because his strong Ulster accent made ‘food’ sound like ‘ferd’.


‘Got the afternoon off now, haven’t I?’ The chef winked as he drew in a lungful of much-needed nicotine and blew it out in a cloud of condensed breath. ‘Meeting a man about a job, so I am.’


‘Shhh!’ Garret knew that Florian, who was paranoid, lurked near the door during his staff’s cigarette breaks so he could listen to them bitching.


‘It’s okay, Flo knows.’ Ferdy zipped up the coat he had thrown over his chef’s whites and shuddered against the cold. ‘He was the one who recommended me.’


‘Who to?’ Garret tried to hide his jealousy.


‘Calum Forrester.’


‘Fuck me!’ No wonder Ferdy was looking so pleased with himself. Calum owned three of the best restaurants in London. ‘Which venue?’


‘New one – top secret.’ Ferdy tapped his nose, which was turning red in the cold. ‘Florian was going to cook there himself, but he says he’s too busy. Wants to give me a try out on my own.’


‘Lucky bastard!’ Garret whistled. He was surprised Florian was letting him go.


‘I’m only telling you about this because it might mean my job’ll be up for grabs.’ Ferdy stood back as the recently fired waiter stormed out clutching a kit bag. ‘Don’t breathe a word to any of that lot in there.’


‘Thanks, mate, I won’t.’ Garret grinned. He’d cut back on spun caramel baskets for the rest of the week. Florian might be a basket case, but to be his sous – however tough a job – was effectively a ticket to join the highest stratum of London chefs. He only had to stick with it for a couple of years. Ferdy seemed to have survived; Garret was sure he could.


∗    ∗    ∗


Calum called Odette just as she had double-parked her moped to pop into a corner shop for a scratch card.


‘Where are you?’ She hugged her mobile ecstatically to her ear by a display of Snickers bars.


‘In Therapy, sister,’ he said coolly, husky voice almost drowned out by background chatter. ‘Are you free? There’s someone I want you to meet.’


Odette had been in the OD all day and her natty little wool suit was covered with sawdust, one stocking had snagged at the heel and her make-up was in desperate need of a touch-up. She would have liked to pop back to her flat and freshen up, but she didn’t want to let the opportunity slip.


‘I’ll come right round,’ she told him as she spotted that the little shop sold a reasonable – if dusty – selection of Pretty Polly tights.


The background noise had reached fever pitch. ‘It’s dead here,’ Calum told her with unconscious irony. ‘Meet me at Bar Barella in half an hour, okay?’


Saskia went directly to Stan’s studio after work. His old art school chum Fliss was in situ, spray painting one of the huge, bulbous figurative sculptures for which she now commanded ludicrous fees. She lived in Yorkshire, but her latest commission – for a merchant bank – was too large to be transported south.


The air was thick with paint fumes and an old Culture Club cassette was doing its stuff in the paint-stained deck, squeaking with age as though Boy George had a demented budgie trapped in his hat.


‘He’s in the pub,’ Fliss told Saskia when she finally turned off her rattling paint gun and noticed her standing in the entrance. She pulled an apologetic face. ‘I’m afraid he lost out on the gallery slot. They’ve offered it to Tracey Emin to exhibit her dental records.’


Bracing herself for the worst, Saskia tracked Stan down to his favourite barstool where he sat chasing Hoegartens with schnapps, his favourite combined tipple. Far from being furious, he had drunk himself into convivial euphoria.


‘Love of my life!’ he hailed her loudly, indicating he was at least three up. ‘Come here, bird, and snog your fella. Looking fit. I love you in a suit. Odette well, is she?’


Why did he always ask after Odette before her? Saskia thought tetchily. It almost changed her mind about what she was going to suggest but things at the OD were desperate and at least this would give her the opportunity to keep a closer eye on Stan and his drinking.


‘Darling Fin,’ Lydia wrote on a piece of damp paper, shaking the pen to make the ink flow, ‘I love you so much, but I think I might have made a terrible, terrible mistake . . . I’m not sure I want to be married to a junior executive . . .’


‘Sugar!’ he called through the door. ‘You want me to come in and rub your back?’


‘In a minute, darling,’ she called back. ‘Pour me a glass of wine first and bring it in, will you?’


‘I can’t write much because you’re about to come in,’ she scribbled, although the pen was only writing half the words as the steamy heat seized it up. ‘I don’t think getting married is a very good idea at all. I think we should stay as we are.’


She quickly folded the paper into a tiny little triangle, as she always did, and threw it into the bin, as she always did. Part of her hoped that Fin, who was wonderfully domestic, would find it when he was clearing out all the bins and read it. But he never had.


Of course Calum was late. He always was. Odette had already downed two Diet Cokes at a sticky marble table and watched the beautiful and the stoned of Soho come and go, and was tetchy with anticipation. She hated sitting alone, and feared being hit upon by the sort of gor-blimey City prat whose eyes never rose above chest level. But Bar Barella was far too old-school indie to attract those. It remained the domain of out-of-work actors and models, struggling musicians and wannabe writers seeking a little quiet in the stony bowels of Frith Street. All around her the thin and the misunderstood gazed at their chewed nails, battered Outing magazines or their track marks. Odette thought it typical of Calum to choose somewhere calculated to make her feel completely out of place.


One character in particular intrigued her: a lanky, longhaired figure with soulful eyes and the longest fingers Odette had ever seen on a man. There was something familiar-looking about him which she couldn’t place – he could be in a band, one of those Verve/Gomez/Soundgarden Brit Pop ones she only caught snatches of on Virgin Radio. Or perhaps he was an actor? Bar Barella was a classic hangout for the nearly-there star with attitude. What fascinated Odette was the way he sat at the bar in a world of his own, downing shot after shot of neat vodka.


When Calum finally turned up he was alone, which surprised her. He seldom went anywhere without his posse of cronies. Few people turned around when the scruffy little Glaswegian bounded downstairs, but Odette felt as though he’d entered in a spotlight with a trumpet fanfare as his eyes sought her out and then trapped her in their steely missile lock. He was wearing his usual pork-pie hat, football shirt, scuffed pumps and combats, topped off with a vast leather jacket which skirted his knees, the shoulders of which were almost twice as wide as his. Odette tried to tell herself that he looked appalling, but her heart turned over and over like a plump steak being sealed in a very hot pan.


‘So you haven’t said hello then?’ he dispensed with the pleasantries of greeting her, apologising for being late or for staying out of touch for so long. This was classic Calum.


‘Hello to who?’ She was confused. There was no one nearby – she had deliberately chosen a quiet corner. His cronies must be here after all, she realised with a leaden thump of regret. It would be impossible to talk to him about the crisis at the OD with all of them jeering, leering and beering nearby.


But Calum slapped his cheek in mock-forgetfulness – a curiously jovial gesture Odette had never seen him use before. ‘Of course – you two have never met. Ferdy!’ he called to someone at the bar. ‘This,’ he told Odette in an intimate undertone, ‘is the second best chef in England.’


But Odette wasn’t following his gaze; she was staring at the tiny blond coil of chest hair sprouting from his football shirt. She’d never known Calum whisper in her ear either. These were pitifully tiny changes in his behaviour and yet she was certain they heralded some strange shift in attitude. She was so acutely aware of his every move these days she could sit an exam on his eyebrow-lifting skills alone.


As Calum settled into the chair beside her and adopted his customary slouch, the lanky, longhaired drunk Odette had been watching at the bar hopped off his stool and walked in a perfectly straight line towards them. Apparently none the worse for all the Stolichnayas Odette had seen him down, his sleepy smile was completely disarming.


‘How’re you doing?’ he asked in a lazy Ulster drawl.


‘Fergus Hannon, meet Odette,’ Calum looked from one to the other with obvious relish, ‘your new boss.’


‘Wow!’ Ferdy’s eyes predictably met her chest and stayed glued there like fluff to Velcro. His smile widened. ‘I think I’m going to like this job, so I am.’


Odette bristled, the effect of that doe-eyed smile in no way making up for the shock of this introduction. She turned to Calum furiously. ‘What’s going on here? You promised me Florian bleedin’ Etoile, not some drunk I’ve never heard of.’


Accustomed to Florian’s verbal batterings, Ferdy didn’t look remotely offended. ‘I don’t normally drink during the day,’ he lied easily, ‘but I was so nervous I thought I’d have a couple to still my nerves now.’


‘You had more like a dozen,’ snapped Odette, who had been watching him for the past half an hour.


‘That’s what I meant, so I did – a couple of dozen.’ His dazzling smile didn’t flicker as he winked one big brown eye, then seeing Odette’s horrified face added, ‘That was a joke by the way. Shall I come and see you at the club on Thursday then? We’ll talk through menus, like you suggested, Calum?’


‘I’ll leave that to Odette to finalise.’ He patted her knee.


Again, Odette was thrown. He’d never patted her knee before. She wasn’t sure whether to be ecstatic or insulted. But she was far too angry to enjoy it.


‘I’m sorry but I think Calum’s misled you.’ She fought to sound authoritative as she looked up at Ferdy. He was far too tall. She stood up, but it made little difference. She’d have to get up on her chair to look him in the eye. ‘We haven’t finalised the choice of chef at the OD yet, and I really need to know a bit more about you before I make a—’


She shut up suddenly as she felt a warm hand touch the back of her leg. Calum, still slouching in his chair, was stroking the back of her knee reassuringly. One illogical thought entered Odette’s head and refused to go away. She was wearing cheap corner shop Pretty Pollys. She normally wore Wolford’s best five-denier stockings. Bugger.


Fighting to get a hold of herself, she turned to Calum – so assured and so arrogant. Leaning back in his chair, head tilted upwards, he smiled his rare, toothy smile. ‘Trust me, sister.’ The hand slipped from her leg to tip back his pork-pie hat so she could see his eyes clearly. They were glittering with confidence. ‘Trust me,’ he repeated. ‘Ferdy’s young, talented and a fucking good cook. Florian trained him and they’ve worked together for years. You won’t find better in London right now.’


Odette couldn’t argue when he looked at her like that. She didn’t know what it was about him that did this to her, but she felt almost sick with longing.


‘Okay.’ She dragged her eyes away and looked at Ferdy. ‘Come and meet me at the club this week.’


‘That’s great. Look, I’ve got to skip.’ He glanced at his watch apologetically. ‘There’s some guys I have to meet now. I – er—’ he coughed in embarrassment ‘—don’t suppose I could have some sort of advance on my wages? Just to tide me over while we’re at the planning stage. I’ll have to hand in my notice at L’Orbital, after all, and you know how mean Florian is. He’ll not pay me once he knows I’m leaving.’


Odette opened her mouth to argue, but Calum was already reaching into his pocket. He handed over a wad of fifties. ‘There you go, pal. Don’t spend it all at once.’


‘Jesus, thanks!’ Ferdy looked ecstatic. He was planning to do just that in order to stop his dealer rearranging his kneecaps.


Calum had reached for his coat too. ‘I’ll come with you, pal – I’m away to Office Block right now.’


‘Wait!’ Odette was desperate to have him to herself for a bit. ‘Stay for another drink, Calum babes. There are things we need to talk through.’


‘No can do, sister.’ He was already backing towards the stairs that led out of the bar. ‘I’m already late.’ Then he paused for a moment. ‘Tell you what, are you going to be home later?’


‘Yes,’ she sighed in frustration, certain she was going to be fobbed off with the promise of a phone call that would never come.


‘In that case, I’ll call round tonight,’ he promised. ‘After all, it’s about time I saw that great big flat of yours.’ With yet another unprecedented gesture – a cool wink – he bounded upstairs after Ferdy.


Stan was not keen on Saskia’s idea that he should step in and supervise the décor of the OD.


‘I’m stretched as it is,’ he told her, running paint-stained fingers through his lion’s mane of hair and shaking it out so that it flopped into his beer. ‘I know Odette’s an old mate, but I ain’t a charity.’


‘She’ll pay you,’ Saskia said confidently. ‘And think of the showcase this’ll be for your work. This place is going to be all over the papers for weeks; celebrities and the idle rich will spend half their lives there. Your work will be right under their noses. That’s better than a fortnight in the White Space Gallery, isn’t it?’


‘Don’t knock it, girl – that was going to be my biggest exhibition yet.’ Stan looked into his pint gloomily. The Leonard Brothers started there.’


Saskia suddenly saw a way to talk him round. ‘They were supposed to be designing the OD, but they had to pull out at the last minute.’


‘Why’s that then?’ Stan’s ears pricked up. He had always been insanely jealous of the success of the two brothers from Cobham, Jago and Jed Leonard, who were the darlings of the art world.


‘Odette’s business partner wasn’t too happy with their concept,’ Saskia said vaguely, uncertain herself why Byron had replaced the famous duo. ‘Too tame or something.’


‘Tcha!’ Stan sneered with delight. ‘Told you they’d sell out in the end – everyone does . . . Damien, Chapmanworld, Gilbert and George. I never compromise, y’see. That’s why they’re worth a fortune and I’m not.’


‘Exactly,’ Saskia agreed far too heartily, then felt relieved when he didn’t pick up on the irony loaded in her response. She was going to take him for richer or poorer after all, and she admired his talented tenacity, even if she secretly preferred his little sketches of their dog, Yuppie, to his big canvases and installations. ‘Now I’m giving you the opportunity to prove that you won’t compromise. You’ve got carte blanche. Anything goes.’


‘You serious?’ Stan looked excited. ‘I can do anyfink I like with Odette’s gaff ?’


‘Anything, darling.’ Saskia stroked his wild hair.


‘Hmm. That don’t sound like her.’ He eyed his fiancée sceptically. ‘Left it a bit late to change her mind, ain’t she? Talk about putting the carte blanche before the horse. You sure she approved this?’


Saskia nodded, certain that she would. Anyone had to be better than Byronic Maurice after all, and Odette and Stan were life-long mates.


She knew Stan’s work could be a little controversial at times, but she was sure he wouldn’t risk anything too revolting at the OD. He’d once admitted that Odette was the only woman besides his mother who could really frighten him.


Odette was beside herself with excitement. She took a long, hot bath and scrubbed herself pink, removed every unwanted hair, rubbed herself soft and smooth again with oils and creams. She budded her ears, flossed her teeth, flushed out her navel and checked her muff with her make-up mirror.


Dressed in the softest and sexiest of cashmere trousers and top, she lit the fire and put on slow music – her Love Ballads CDs on a stacker system, programmed to random repeat to see them through the night. She chilled champagne, and beer too because she knew Calum preferred it. She re-made her bed and lit scented candles, agonising over whether ‘sensual’ and ‘relaxing’ were a better combination than ‘invigorating’ and ‘exotic’. In the end she lit all four.


It takes six and a half hours for a two-inch scented candle to burn out. Odette knew this because she waited until the last flame – ‘invigorating’ – guttered and died before she went to bed.


Calum hadn’t come. He hadn’t even called. She felt desolate. So much for aromatherapy.
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Morgue was one of the most successful restaurants in London. It was almost impossible to book a table, the prices were ridiculously high, the menu required a multilingual dictionary and a degree in bullshit to decipher and the waiters treated the customers with a disdain similar to that afforded to a Woolworth’s shoplifter by a snobby magistrate. And yet everyone wanted to eat there.


The bar was a long metal benchtop, behind which several Morgue staff were dispensing drinks into glasses shaped like test tubes which had to be placed in the racks provided or they fell over – as they regularly did when an unwitting drinker forgot the protocol. Odette ordered a Bacardi and Coke from a disapproving-looking barman dressed in surgical greens with an elasticated paper hat, thin rubber gloves and very shiny white wellington boots.


‘Still no sign of your companions?’ asked a plastic-aproned waitress in a tone that clearly meant ‘Have you no friends?’ She smiled coolly when Odette apologised on their behalf and said, ‘In that case, may I suggest you wait at your table?’


She was shown to it upstairs – a marble slab surrounded by uncomfortably stylish metal chairs, set beneath operating theatre lights. At the table beside her, a couple had just been presented with their starters which had the unmistakable trade mark of a body-tag tied to a ceramic toe on the plate’s rim. Odette studied the menu, which was presented on a clipboard to look like autopsy notes. Before she could take anything in, a familiar voice made her vision blur.


Calum was sitting at a table tucked around the corner almost out of her line of vision. He was with a whole pack of cronies. Craning forward to see, Odette recognised several, including football’s hard man-about-town, Denny Rees, and Morgue’s designer Dennis Thirsk, whose ‘Bludgeoned Seal in Perspex’ had been shortlisted for the Turner Prize. Then she caught her breath as she saw that Alex Hopkinson was with them, his trade mark Dracula hair as glossy as a beetle’s wing. Calum had offered her the services of the talented PR maverick weeks ago, promising Alex would be in touch, but she’d heard nothing so far. She was still as raw as a skinned rabbit that Calum had blown her out last night, but this was too good an opportunity to miss. He’d probably be glad to bump into her, she told herself firmly, glad to have an opportunity to explain and to introduce Alex at last.


Downing the last of her test tube of Bacardi, Odette stood up and walked easily around the corner, pride intact. The table was thick with smoke and all male, with the exception of one skinny, shaven-headed girl wearing scruffy combats and a nose stud. They were all laughing and arguing and drinking so hard they didn’t even look up when Odette approached. She cleared her throat loudly.


‘We said we don’t want to eat yet, yeah?’ the girl carped angrily, mistaking her for a member of staff. ‘Don’t you know who I am?’


‘No,’ Odette said honestly, waiting for Calum to notice her, but the rim of his hat was right over his yellow-tinted glasses and his nose was pressed to Alex Hopkinson’s lapel as they talked like two spies.


‘What’s your name?’ the girl snarled, anticipating a dismissal.


‘Odette.’ She tried not to rise to this – she was interrupting their conversation after all. ‘And I don’t work here, babes. I just popped over to say hello to Calum.’


‘Yeah? Well, I’m Susie Thirsk and this is Dennis, and we don’t like networkers so fuck off.’ She and Dennis cackled with laughter.


At last Calum glanced up and saw Odette. Far from looking contrite, he appeared cornered and shifty, as if she’d caught him flogging her jewellery.


‘What do you want?’ he demanded, sounding like a teenager whose mother had come to haul him out of a disco.


Far too hurt to be suspicious, Odette just wanted to yell, ‘Where did you get to last night? I waited for hours, I changed my bed, I was ready for you!’ Instead she mustered a calm smile, anxious not to rile him. This was typical Calum; he’d explain in his own time. His affection was hard earned, and she was still on the minimum wage. She mustn’t let him see how inexperienced and insecure she was.


‘I’m eating here with some friends.’ She smiled into his eyes to let him know he was forgiven, although it hurt as much as gazing at the sun with a broken contact lens. ‘Just came over to say hi, babes. And to introduce myself to Alex.’ She turned gratefully to the glossy-haired guru. ‘I gather we’re going to be doing some business together?’


He looked up with interest, calculator eyes appraising her expensive suit. ‘Are you involved with the Food Ha—’


‘Odette is opening a club in Islington,’ Calum butted in. ‘The one I told you about, remember?’


Alex winced as an elbow made contact with his ribs.


‘Oh, yeah – yeah, sort of . . .’


Sort of ? Odette smarted. Sort of ? He was supposed to be making it the most public launch in history. The doors were opening in just over a week. ‘When can we meet up?’ she asked him, trying to curb her irritation.


‘Shhh . . . shhh . . . let’s not talk business. I’m out with my pals.’ Calum waved her question away, suddenly all charm. ‘Sit down and have a drink with us, sister – let me introduce you to my clan.’


They absolutely weren’t her sort of people. They were loud and selfish and drunken and drugged, they slagged off anyone who wasn’t there and only wanted to talk about where they were going next.


‘Nero’s bollocks these days,’ Denny complained. ‘No fucking style no more. Full of fucking writers. Why don’t we go down the local boozer?’


‘Too right!’ Susie whooped. ‘I haven’t been in a pub for years. Is there a members-only one round here?’


Odette shuddered and caught Dennis eyeing her tits. ‘They real?’ He scratched his three-day beard.


She nodded wearily, accustomed to the attention.


‘If you ever decide to get them reduced, give me a call.’ He handed her his card. ‘I could use what comes out – it’d be quite a challenge setting fatty tissue in plastic. I can call it “Breast Implants”. Don’t go in for tits much myself.’


‘Evidently.’ Stung by the ‘fatty tissue’ comment, Odette glanced at Susie’s chest, which was as flat as a Thai fisherman’s.


Dennis cackled so much the unlit B & H flew out of his lips. ‘You like this place, then?’ He looked around proudly. ‘I’m opening a sister restaurant in Manchester soon. Going to call it Abattoir. Meat-only menu, waiters in bloodstained aprons, racks of carcasses around the place – although Alex reckons Health and Safety might veto that, says I’ll have to put them in Perspex. What d’you think?’


Odette felt sick. Sitting beside her, Calum hadn’t taken his mouth from his beer bottle since she’d joined them, and his hat was now crammed even lower over his eyes as he listened to Susie and Denny discussing pubs. He clearly wasn’t going to apologise, and she couldn’t bring herself to challenge him for an explanation in front of all these people. She’d feel too cheap, too desperate. He’d only promised to call around to talk about the restaurant, after all. It was she who’d envisaged the five-act seduction in front of her fire, the planning their lives together, the joint purchase of a scruffy little dog.


To her relief, she spotted Juno and Jay making their way to her deserted table.


‘He’s sexy.’ Susie followed her gaze. ‘Shame he’s carrying all that excess weight around.’ She narrowed her eyes at Juno who was looking ravishing as she spilled out of a too-tight corset dress. ‘Flesh is so ugly.’


Odette gave her a withering look and hastily excused herself from the group. Calum barely seemed to notice her go. But as she turned the corner to her table, he caught up with her, spinning her round as his fingers caught the soft flesh between elbow and armpit.


‘That hurts.’ She snatched her arm free.


The yellow lenses made his eyes look warmer than usual, softening the white steel to gold. ‘You mad at me, sister?’


‘Should I be?’ she bluffed, determined to be cool. ‘It was only a chat about the OD after all, wasn’t it?’


The corners of his mouth lifted and Odette could have kicked herself. She shouldn’t have left that question there. It was clumsy and he knew it.
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