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      Prologue

      
      He’s making leaving movements. I recognise the winding-up motions of the hands, the silent platitudes, a body posed for an exit. So I’ve about thirty seconds in which to say something cool, witty and sophisticated, delivered
         with a devil-may-care, look-how-far-I’ve-come intonation. No need to panic, just think of something.
      

      
      Twenty seconds.

      
      Damn. Damn.

      
      Think, curse you, think. The rush of emotions is making my head swim. The trouble is that on the infrequent occasions I’ve
         thought about meeting Simon again, I’ve always imagined myself rolling up in my fictitious sports car, my Prada bag firmly
         in my grip and my Manolos even more firmly on my feet. I’ve entertained images of giving his country estate a sniffy once-over
         while Simon expressed his disbelief at how glamorous/beautiful/intelligent I’ve become and how much he now regrets his past
         behaviour.
      

      
      I’ve been waiting for this opportunity for years, but now it’s arrived I feel jumpy and uneasy. He had such a momentous effect
         on my childhood that I can’t believe he is standing a few feet away from me now. Shouldn’t such events be accompanied by thunderstorms and fireworks, not stuffed sausage canapés? And where are all those saved-up witty and cutting
         remarks when you need them? I look over to my supposed best friend, Dominic, who is making ludicrous jerking motions with
         his head and ignoring the two gentlemen hovering in front of his proffered canapé tray. Just as their hands move in for the
         kill, Dom can’t bear it any longer, hoicks the tray out from under their noses and marches over to me.
      

      
      ‘Izzy, what are you doing?’ he hisses. ‘You know who it is, don’t you? Go and say something.’ He pushes me closer to the door,
         where Simon Monkwell is shrugging himself into his coat, still oblivious to my presence.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what to say,’ I nervously whisper back.

      
      ‘Just start a conversation,’ Dom mutters and rolls his eyes dramatically. Just start a conversation. He makes it sound so easy, doesn’t he? Well, it’s
         pretty easy to start a conversation with a tray of canapés in your hand, isn’t it? Would you like the smoked salmon roulade
         or the mushroom tartlet? Oh yes! Pretty simple then.
      

      
      Before I can stop him, Dominic puts his tray into my hands and gives me a hefty shove towards Simon. My shoes haven’t worn
         in properly yet and the new soles slip slightly on the polished floor, so that I end up damn nearly on top of him. Simon looks
         quite surprised to find his arms full of a brunette and several smoked salmon roulades.
      

      
      Terrific, Izzy. Just marvellous. Now you’re actually throwing yourself at him.

      
      ‘God, sorry,’ I mumble, trying to untangle myself. This is my moment. And it isn’t going as I planned it. Although I’ve often
         wondered what would happen if I came face to face with Simon Monkwell again, I hadn’t thought it would happen quite so literally.
      

      
      Simon takes hold of me by the shoulders and firmly rights me, as though he’s putting me in my place. Some things never change.
         He looks me in the eye with a slightly puzzled expression.
      

      
      ‘Would you like a wild mushroom tartlet?’ I ask. Bravo, Isabel. You haven’t seen him for about fifteen years and that’s all
         you can think of to say?
      

      
      Simon looks at me quizzically. ‘Er, no. Thank you. I was just leaving.’ His voice is like a faint whiff of perfume; it fleetingly
         touches my memory and then it’s gone.
      

      
      ‘Pancetta and chestnut roll?’ I press. Dominic makes throat-cutting gestures behind Simon’s left shoulder.

      
      Simon looks at me as though he’s trying to place me. I’m not sure he’ll remember me from our last meeting: I was eleven and
         he thirteen. It’s only because of his rather meteoric rise to business fame, as tracked by the media, that I recognize him.
      

      
      ‘Have we met?’ he asks quizzically.

      
      ‘Em, em …’ I stutter. My mouth has an increasing tendency to ignore any instruction my brain gives to it. I sometimes wonder
         whether my brain and my mouth aren’t in fact two separate, independent entities.
      

      
      I don’t know why, but I suddenly find myself unwilling to admit my identity. We’re at a rather smart party in the heart of
         Knightsbridge. A launch party for a trendy new trainer called Zephyr, supposedly the Dom Perignon of the trainer world. I
         organised it – I am a party planner by career – but he’ll think I’m a waitress, standing here offering him canapés like an
         idiot. Dominic is waving at me now from behind Simon’s back. I glare at him as Simon glances between us both, completely nonplussed.
      

      
      Suddenly a light comes on in Simon’s eyes. He’s recognised me. He knows exactly who I am and stares at me for a second in
         almost morbid fascination. But the greeting fades from my lips as he bows his head in embarrassment and selects a canapé from
         my tray, puts it in his mouth and then continues to pull his coat on without any further eye contact. He’s recognised me and
         he’s blanked me, without even giving me the opportunity to explain. I’m immediately transported back to the house where we
         grew up together, and the bad memories of those years fill my mind.
      

      
      I make one last effort to speak. ‘I’ve been, er …’ Dom is jumping up and down. ‘Er … reading all about …’ Dom now has his
         hand up like a four-year-old. ‘… you in the … CHRIST! WHAT IS IT, DOM?’
      

      
      ‘Izzy, you need to come now.’ Dom drops his voice to a whisper and says in my ear, ‘It would seem that Zephyr’s MD’s mistress
         has turned up. I don’t think his wife is very happy.’ I look over Dom’s shoulder to see a woman waving a skewer of fruit around
         and a huddle of people cowering in the corner. Terrific. Why do things like this always happen on my shift? This will doubtless
         turn out to be my fault in some way or other.
      

      
      I turn to apologise to Simon but he’s already gone.

   



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Ten months later

      
      It is very difficult to hold a conversation with a Viking. It’s terribly distracting for one thing, the little horns on top
         of his helmet are practically quivering with indignation and he keeps tossing his cape in my face.
      

      
      ‘I just don’t feel as though you’re giving me enough to work with. How can one be expected to express oneself with this?’
         He brandishes his stubby plastic sword in front of my eyes. ‘How can one’s true Nordic inner self be found? Hmmm? Tell me
         that? And why does Oliver get the pick axe and the hammer and I get this?’
      

      
      I glance over to Oliver, who is waiting patiently and in a decidedly un-Nordic fashion by the door. Probably hoping for the
         off. He lights up a cigarette resignedly.
      

      
      I turn back to the irate Viking and say quietly, ‘Now, Sean, you know perfectly well that you have a much more important role
         in the proceedings than Oliver. I just thought that giving him a few more props would help him feel he wasn’t being left out.’
         It’s plain to everyone except Sean that Oliver couldn’t give a toss about being left in or out.
      

      
      Sean looks slightly mollified. ‘I can see your point, Izzy. Thank you for being so honest. But I really think …’ he drops his voice to a whisper ‘… that you should ask Oliver to lose
         a few pounds. I mean, as a Viking one wouldn’t have had a lot of food, would one? A few vegetables and a bit of chicken perhaps.
         One wouldn’t look as if one had just swallowed Delia Smith and all her cookbooks.’
      

      
      ‘Aahh, but Oliver isn’t really your fighting sort of Viking. He’s more the bring-up-the-rear sort.’

      
      ‘More pillaging than plundering?’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      Sean nods understandingly and even manages to shoot the unsuspecting Oliver a nasty look. He sniffs. ‘I thought as much.’

      
      I pat his arm reassuringly, but before I can plan my escape he adds, ‘Another petit point, Izzy. I was thinking that you ought
         to call me something like Arnog from now on.’
      

      
      ‘Arnog?’

      
      ‘I think it will help me project myself into character.’

      
      I smile tightly and resist the temptation to look at my watch again. We have been here for over two hours and I know Aidan
         is waiting to use the room for his own dress rehearsal. Lady Boswell’s Nordic Ice Feast is proving more troublesome than first
         imagined and I’ve still got weeks of planning to do. ‘Fine, er, Arnog. Whatever you think is best. Shall we take it from the
         top?’
      

      
      I watch through a gap in my fingers as they take their positions. The door gently opens and Aidan sidles in. He looks around
         for a second, spots me and then tiptoes around the perimeter of the room.
      

      
      ‘How’s it going?’ he whispers to me with a grimace that shows his vote would be ‘appallingly badly’.

      
      ‘Appallingly badly,’ I say and grimace back.

      
      
      ‘I think it might be the feng shui in here. I’ve been having bad rehearsals lately too.’

      
      The proceedings kick off. Oliver nearly takes Sean’s eye out with his pick axe within the first two seconds but whether this
         is deliberate or not it is hard to tell. All I can say is that the Vikings must have been jolly glad they were wearing those
         helmets. What is supposed to be a show of natural Nordic exuberance is fast turning into a French farce. Along with the fierce
         battle cries and sword-wielding there are people falling over bearskin rugs amid sing-song ‘Sorry, darling!’s, two people
         have their helmets on backwards and Oliver has rugby-tackled Sean, wrestled him to the floor and is trying to suffocate him
         with his cloak.
      

      
      Aidan leans over to me. ‘God, darling, this is more than just feng shui. My rehearsals have never gone this badly. I think
         you must have a jinx.’
      

      
      ‘It certainly would seem that way,’ I say dully, wondering how long Sean can hold his breath for.

      
      ‘Darling, it’s only been a couple of weeks. You’re bound to drop a few balls after being dumped. It’s only natural.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Aidan. I had managed to forget the state of my love life for a whole two minutes then.’

      
      I think Sean has probably suffered enough and so I rush over to rescue him.

      
      Our rehearsal room is situated in the basement of a large Georgian house which is home to our company. We are one among many
         identical houses in a square in South Kensington and the only thing that gives us away in all that quiet gentility is a small
         brass plaque etched with the words ‘Table Manners’. Actually we plan all sorts of things: weddings, product launches, corporate
         events, drinks parties for twenty, masked balls for four hundred, and at any conceivable venue. My friend and colleague Aidan, the Salvador
         Dali of the party world, has used wigwams, submarines, stables and even a bed manufacture factory.
      

      
      I really don’t see the point in having another rehearsal so I wearily dismiss everyone and they run screaming from the room
         as though school has just broken up for summer. I’m glad I have such a moralising effect on my staff.
      

      
      I supervise the return of all props to the huge room next door which is warehouse to our considerable stock of theatrical
         equipment, glassware, crockery, cutlery, seat covers, tablecloths and napkins and other paraphernalia. Everyone hangs their
         costumes up on a huge rail which displays the larger-than-life notice: LADY BOSWELL’S NORDIC ICE FEAST.
      

      
      I start to climb the two flights of stairs towards my desk. On the first landing, Aidan shouts up the stairwell after me,
         ‘Don’t tell Gerald where I am.’ Gerald is our formidable MD and has no truck with Aidan’s artistic temperament.
      

      
      ‘Aidan, he knows where you are. You’re on the rehearsal board,’ I shout back.

      
      ‘Well, don’t let him come down here. I’m not talking to him.’

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll try.’ I sigh and carry on with my journey. The company’s reception and offices occupy the top two floors of the
         building. The ground floor houses our kitchens where all the food gets prepared and then shipped out to the required venue
         in one of our many refrigerated vans. The chefs can be a little volatile so I try not to venture too near them. I clear the
         last flight of stairs and arrive in the inner sanctum of the national headquarters of Table Manners where Stephanie, our receptionist,
         is hard at work.
      

      
      
      ‘Any messages, Stephanie?’ I ask, only as a matter of habit rather than in any real hope that she will have actually taken
         any. Stephanie is a firm disciple of the if-it’s-important-they’ll-call-back school of thought.
      

      
      She blows out a stream of smoke and screws up her eyes thoughtfully. We have a strict no-smoking policy and Gerald regularly
         issues written warnings on the matter. Stephanie types them out with a fag hanging from her mouth. But what Stephanie doesn’t
         know about the celebrity world isn’t worth knowing. A skill which I have to grudgingly admit is quite useful in our line of
         work. It is the only reason I can see that Gerald keeps her on.
      

      
      ‘Someone did call for you but it didn’t sound particularly interesting so I didn’t bother writing it down.’

      
      ‘Right. Excellent. Lady Boswell is coming in later so do you think we could possibly avoid a repeat of last time?’

      
      ‘She’s an old tartar,’ Stephanie says sulkily.

      
      ‘That may be so but she is a rich old tartar and one of our best clients.’

      
      ‘I hope she catches hypothermia at this ice feast of hers.’

      
      ‘The way things are going that might be a good bet.’

      
      Stephanie returns her attention to Woman’s Weekly and I make my way to my desk. It’s all open plan on the first floor. The place is littered with sample decorations, theatrical
         props (which should by rights remain in the basement where they belong but Aidan insists we keep them up here for inspiration),
         a giant stuffed bear called Yogi who is a remnant from a Davy Crockett party, flower arrangements from the last week’s functions,
         sample books of everything from napkins to ribbons, several different sorts of vases and candelabras as well as a couple of
         the obligatory computers and laptops. Papers and invites spill out on to every surface.
      

      
      
      Just as I reach my desk our MD’s office door flies open. ‘ISABEL. IN HERE,’ he announces through his hand-held tannoy which
         he insists on using even though I could probably reach over and touch him.
      

      
      Gerald is a sharp-looking man in his late forties. He has dark hair that is always neatly combed into place and sports a slight
         paunch. He is our much-vilified managing director and deservedly so, for he is without doubt the rudest, most sarcastic man
         I have ever met. And I quite like him. He doesn’t believe in beating around the bush, he says it’s tedious. No ‘good-morning-how-are-you’
         stuff for him.
      

      
      I follow him into his office and shut the door behind me.

      
      ‘How was the rehearsal?’ Gerald demands as I go over to his coffee percolator and pour myself a mug.

      
      ‘Awful. Sean insisted on swapping all his props with Oliver. Coffee?’

      
      ‘Please. I need something to get me through this God-awful day. Sean and Oliver will probably end up killing each other. We
         can only hope. Are you on the Ice Feast all day?’
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately. Lady Boswell is in later. It’s going to be a very long week.’

      
      ‘Where’s Aidan?’

      
      ‘In the rehearsal room.’

      
      ‘He’s going through one of his phases.’

      
      I grin. Aidan always goes through one of his phases if he feels some difficult questioning from Gerald coming on. ‘Has he
         blown his budget again?’ I ask.
      

      
      ‘Into orbit. I don’t really know why he bothers doing cost projections at all.’

      
      Gerald eyes me carefully at this last comment. It’s a well-known fact in the company that Aidan wouldn’t be caught dead next to a cost projection. I think Gerald correctly suspects I do them all for him. ‘Nor do I,’ I say flippantly.
      

      
      ‘Every time I question him about the cost he throws one of his fits.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ This involves Aidan throwing himself down on the nearest piece of furniture and wailing something along the lines of,
         ‘Questions, questions. Why must I deal with so many questions?’ Occasionally he compares himself to Picasso or Bach in that
         genius must be given licence to express itself. I love Aidan’s fits; he always has a small crowd gathered around him by the
         end. ‘I’ll deal with him, if you want.’
      

      
      ‘Do that. Get him to cut down somewhere.’

      
      ‘I’ll try. No promises.’

      
      ‘Got over being dumped yet?’ he asks bluntly. ‘You’re not exactly a ray of sunshine at the moment.’

      
      My relationship with Gerald is not such that I can weep silently on his shoulder for twenty minutes so I simply tell him that
         I’m fine.
      

      
      At lunchtime Aidan reappears, sits eagerly on my desk and crosses his Versace-clad legs. Aidan is my best friend here at the
         office. When I first arrived at the company I was his assistant for a year before I got to plan parties of my own. He’s been
         here for ages and is the most requested organiser in the company. He is, as he often likes to remind us, creative. It is his
         get-out-of-jail-free card with Gerald. Any slight misdemeanour and it is put down to his creative nature. Aidan has murdered
         four clients with a party popper and a tablecloth? Oh, that’s because he’s creative.
      

      
      ‘So how are you today?’ he asks. ‘I haven’t really seen you to ask.’ This is accompanied by much face-pulling. You can’t have a conversation with Aidan without these facial contortions; you know you’ve been with him too long when you find
         yourself incapable of saying a sentence without sucking in your cheeks, rolling your eyes and pushing up imaginary bosoms
         with one arm.
      

      
      ‘Fine!’ I say brightly and pull a face back.

      
      ‘You don’t look fine.’

      
      I can’t keep it from him any longer. ‘Something happened to me on the Tube,’ I groan. ‘Someone thought I was pregnant and
         offered me their seat.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘Don’t you dare laugh, Aidan,’ I say sharply, seeing him bite his lip hard. ‘Because it simply is not funny.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m not laughing, Isabel. I’m merely, em … So what did you do?’

      
      ‘What could I do? Tell them that my slightly swollen stomach is due to an excess of Cornettos since Rob dumped me? I did the only thing I could do. I thanked them very
         nicely and sat down.’
      

      
      Aidan puts out a comforting hand. ‘Darling, you know it always goes on your stomach and never on your breasts. Nature is a
         bitch like that.’
      

      
      ‘Why couldn’t I have simply said that I have put on a few pounds since my boyfriend dumped me? We could have had a nice chat
         about the pros and cons of the Hay diet versus the Atkins and a jolly time could have been had by all. But no, I was too British
         about the whole thing. Someone accuses me of being pregnant and I am far too polite to disagree.’
      

      
      ‘Come on, Izzy. It’s only been three weeks. Besides, I think it’s very useful to put weight on your stomach. At least it can’t
         sneak up behind you and cunningly slip on your bottom while you’re not looking.’
      

      
      
      ‘But then people don’t think you’re pregnant.’

      
      ‘No, they just think you’ve got a large arse.’

      
      ‘Thanks so much. Why can’t I be one of those women who drop four dress sizes when they’ve been dumped?’ I complain.

      
      ‘Ahhh, ducks, because then you wouldn’t be you. I like you being you, apart from the anal cost projections thing of course.’

      
      ‘I just wish I could figure out why Rob dumped me,’ I say. ‘We used to have such a marvellous time. Maybe I was too keen,
         Aidan.’
      

      
      He snorts derisively. ‘Keen, smeen. Darling, we’re not in kindergarten any more.’

      
      ‘Do you think I should call him and ask?’

      
      ‘No, no and no,’ says Aidan. ‘We have been over this. Anyone who finishes with someone by telephone, and don’t forget that
         he tried to time the call to get your voice mail because he couldn’t be bothered to actually speak to you, is simply not worth
         the time of day. Also, may I point out, leaving a message on your work voice mail is simply the most gutless, horrible thing I have ever heard.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ I whisper, my voice wobbling.

      
      Stephanie wanders over to us with a fag in her hand before we can say any more. ‘Lady Toss-well is here.’

      
      ‘Stephannnieee,’ I hiss, standing up and smoothing down my skirt. ‘I told you not to call her that. Did you put her in the
         boardroom?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ I pick up my notebook, take a deep breath and march briskly over to reception, up one flight of stairs and into
         the boardroom. Lady Boswell is sitting bolt upright on one of the chairs with one hand lying gracefully in her lap and the other on top of the handle of a large umbrella she likes to carry everywhere.
      

      
      ‘Lady Boswell, how nice to see you,’ I say smoothly. ‘Did Stephanie offer you a cup of coffee?’

      
      Lady Boswell looks at me as though I have just offered her a cup of cat sick with a couple of teaspoons of maggots stirred
         in.
      

      
      ‘Coffee, Isabel, coffee? You must know that I never take caffeine in the afternoon. We are living in a coffee-obsessed age.
         Those dreadful bars are everywhere.’
      

      
      Lady Boswell is fairly typical of some of our more traditional clients. A stickler for the rules and Debrett’s, she is also
         terribly thin, which does not endear her to me at all, and is today dressed in a navy blue suit complete with stockings and
         gloves. A large handbag accompanies her everywhere and she has been known to take a swipe with it when things aren’t going
         according to plan. Hence my nervousness about the Nordic Ice Feast.
      

      
      She purses her thin lips, which she always over-paints with cerise lipstick, while I open my notebook. ‘Now, how is the party
         planning actually progressing? Are the Vikings going to look like Vikings? You know I can’t have Mrs Sneddon-Wells showing
         me up. Her Caribbean banquet is still the talk of London.’ She pauses for breath and looks me up and down critically. ‘Have
         you put on some weight, Isabel?’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Party planning hasn’t always been my natural vocation. I wish I could claim a childhood of glitzy events had prepared me for
         it but the closest I had ever got to any excitement was when my father took me to a Don MacLean concert at the age of twelve.
         The whole thing was a disaster and we had to leave at the interval. My father thought things were getting out of hand because
         people were throwing their ice cream lids at the stage.
      

      
      My father was in the army so my sister Sophie and I were continually being uprooted and moved around the world. Perhaps due
         to my rather chaotic childhood I always craved a very solid career. Once I graduated from university the need for money and
         ambition took a strong hold of me and I went to train as a financial analyst. I didn’t think you could get more solid than
         reassuring columns of figures and tables. After my training course, a nice City firm gave me my very own office, along with
         their assurances that they thought I would be very happy with them. I hoped I would be.
      

      
      On my first day I popped my head out of my office in search of a friendly face and the possibility of sharing a lunchtime sandwich. I was met by a maze of desks and people who were eating their lunch while still talking on their phones.
         I went back into my office and did the same. It doesn’t matter – people who work so hard must play hard too, I thought to
         myself. We’ll all be in the pub on the stroke of six. But as the days went past, we weren’t in the pub at all. We weren’t
         even in McDonald’s. In fact, the only person who really spoke to me was the girl I bought my sandwich from.
      

      
      The days plodded on and it came as quite a shock to me when I found myself positively envying the sandwich girl. I envied
         her mobility. I envied her careless chatter with people. I envied her flexible hours. Things came to a head when I was showing
         some visitors around the building and we happened to meet the chairman outside his office. Once he had shaken hands with everyone,
         he turned to me and said, ‘I hope we’re impressing you!’ with great joviality. He thought I was one of the visiting dignitaries.
      

      
      It was then that I started to wonder whether I hadn’t in fact made the wrong choice. How could I be valued if my chairman
         didn’t even know who I was? An uneasy period of indecision followed until one day, while in a conversation with one of our
         middle-aged employees, I discovered that she hadn’t wanted to work in the finance industry at all. She’d taken the job as
         a stop-gap over eighteen years ago and had stayed because she didn’t know what else to do. Peculiar how a conversation like
         that can shape your life. I didn’t want to be her in eighteen years’ time.
      

      
      So I packed up my pot plant and my photographs and left my safe little office in the City. By luck, I answered an ad for Table
         Manners, and the rest is history. What the advert for an administrative assistant in a trendy party planning firm didn’t tell me was that all new employees have to spend a compulsory month being trained in the kitchens, which
         resembles some sort of boot camp. I was up ridiculously early, peeling and preparing endless mounds of vegetables. I always
         had at least two of those extremely attractive blue catering plasters on display (that month did nothing for my love life).
      

      
      But I learned how to make most of the basic sauces, when various ingredients were in season, the best way to cook all kinds
         of fish and meat; in short, I developed a real sense of food. Not that I hadn’t been fairly aware of it before – I always
         knew immediately if chocolate biscuits were in close proximity – but I came to know instinctively which flavours and textures
         would work well together.
      

      
      My knowledge of figures also meant I was good with the foundations of party planning. I could craft into beautiful tabular
         form the basic costs of an event, so I still had my reassuring figures but without the loneliness of the City. Maybe in a
         few years’ time I might set up my own business because I think I have the foundations to manage it. And I had no idea work
         could be such fun! Even on a bad day like this one. It seems immoral somehow.
      

      
      I stomp up the steps to my flat in a thoroughly bad mood and press the buzzer impatiently. I know Dom, my house-mate, will
         be home before me – he always is – and I can’t be bothered to fish around in my handbag for my keys. This bugs Dom a lot but
         I know he will answer because he has learned his lesson from last time when he just picked up the handset and yelled, ‘I’m
         not letting you in, you lazy slut!’ Mrs Lawrence was only trying to drop off some Neighbourhood Watch leaflets. It took a
         card and several bunches of flowers before she would speak to him again.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’

      
      ‘Dom, it’s me.’

      
      ‘Where are your keys?’ he demands petulantly.

      
      ‘Don’t know. Pl-ea-se let me in.’

      
      ‘No!’

      
      ‘Go on, Dom!’

      
      ‘Oh, all right.’

      
      He presses the release key in a half-hearted gesture, giving me exactly a second to elbow my way into the hall. Once inside
         I trot up two flights of stairs, cursing the woman’s mag that told me I should do it two at a time or I’ll have a backside
         the size of China, and push open the door to my flat. I bought this flat when I was more profitably employed than I am now
         and Dominic is my lodger. My period of flush employment didn’t run to huge amounts of furniture but Dom claims he likes the
         minimalist look anyway, with our few well-chosen ornaments of Mouldy Toast on Plate, Dying Plant and Half-Empty Mug. Our bedrooms
         lead off from the hallway and we share a connecting bathroom. We have a rule that whoever gets any part of their body across
         the bathroom threshold first in the morning gets preference. This leads to downright dangerous bursts of speed at seven a.m.
         and even the occasional rugby-like tackle. Dom has been known, after his more drunken nights of revelry, to sleep in the bath
         in order to guarantee his slot.
      

      
      The Strokes blare out from the speakers amid much accompaniment of pan-clattering from the kitchen. Dom has probably been
         home for about an hour.
      

      
      It was through my job that I first met Dominic. His Aunt Agnes was giving a drinks party – my first solo drinks party. About halfway into the evening, Dominic sidled up to me and told me that his Aunt Agnes was vegetarian and the canapés were
         decidedly not. At this point all the blood drained from my head as I looked across the room in time to see Aunt Agnes taking
         one of the carnivore delights. Before it reached her mouth Dominic made a heroic dash, took it off her and ate it with much
         lip-smacking, while I brought up the rear and whisked the waitress away before an amazed Aunt Agnes could take another. Dominic
         then joined me in the kitchen where I was transfixed with fear, wondering how on earth the kitchen staff could have cocked
         up so monumentally and whether anyone would notice if we were about two hundred canapés down. Dominic simply took every piece
         of Parma ham off the top of the tarts, began shovelling the ham into his mouth and then sent the waitress back out to the
         party with the now vegetarian-friendly snacks. And so our friendship began.
      

      
      He is the most unlikely best friend I could ever hope for. We are undoubtedly the odd couple. I am tidy, Dom is not. I have
         a Filofax, Dom has the back of his hand and a biro. I schedule the housework, Dom thinks a coaster is something to do with
         surfing. But I absolutely adore him and I would like to think he feels the same way.
      

      
      Dominic works in the claims department of an insurance company to supplement his career as a struggling writer (struggling
         in the sense that he struggles to write anything). This sort of desk job suits Dom just fine. It comes without responsibility
         – no vying for promotion, no working overtime, no long-term goals because at the end of the day it’s just that: a day job.
         He turns up just after nine, walks a fine knife-edge between doing enough not to get himself fired and little enough to ensure
         he goes unnoticed, and pisses off home on the dot of five. He looks on every day as a huge adventure and has the amazing gift of taking every ounce of enjoyment
         out of whatever he’s doing. His ‘send me a toffee in the post by Tuesday and I’ll process your claim’ promises are notorious
         throughout the company. That’s notorious in the verbal-warning sense of the word.
      

      
      ‘Hello, gorgeous!’

      
      ‘Hi.’ I dump my handbag and leather attaché case on to the kitchen table. ‘What are you doing?’ I ask him. ‘It’s not your
         turn to do the washing up.’
      

      
      Dom grins at me from behind the soap suds. On the rare occasions Dom does do the washing up he uses about half a bottle of
         Fairy Liquid. He’s even got bubbles lodged in his hair. ‘I couldn’t find a clean mug. Life can be so cruel sometimes.’ He
         sighs dramatically. ‘How are you feeling?’
      

      
      ‘Dreadful. How are you?’

      
      ‘Absolutely fine. I was going to call you at work today,’ Dom continues.

      
      ‘Were you? You never call me at work.’

      
      ‘That’s because you never let me call you at work.’

      
      ‘Dom, if I let you call me at work you’d be on the phone every half an hour. But I did think about you today.’

      
      ‘Did you? Did you think ahh, Dom. I do miss him?’

      
      ‘No. Gerald was asking after you.’

      
      ‘Was he?’

      
      ‘And Aidan, come to think of it. What’s this sudden fondness my workmates have developed for you?’

      
      ‘It’s because I’m lovable.’

      
      I snort derisively. ‘Hardly lovable. They just like you because you get me into trouble. Gerald is still teasing me about
         my bout of food poisoning that you told him was a hangover.’
      

      
      
      ‘It was a hangover.’

      
      ‘Yes, well. You see, Dom, this is why I don’t let you call me at work – we’d end up having conversations like this. Are you
         coming up to Aunt Winnie’s with me at the weekend?’ Dom has visited my Aunt Winnie with me many times – she regards him as
         one of the family.
      

      
      ‘I’ll come on Saturday. I’ve got a stag do on Friday night.’

      
      ‘A stag do?’ This is the first I’ve heard of it.

      
      ‘Yep, some bloke from work.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Oh, you don’t know him.’

      
      ‘When’s the wedding?’

      
      ‘Not for ages.’

      
      ‘An all-boys stag do?’ I ask suspiciously.

      
      ‘Is there any other kind? You’ve got a postcard from your folks, by the way.’ He nods towards a pile of post on the table.

      
      I let the surprise stag do go and study a night scene of Hong Kong harbour, then turn it over to see the familiar scrawl of
         my mother.
      

      
      
      
         Just dashing off to another ghastly party full of diplomats. Honestly, darling, I simply don’t know how you do it for a living
               all day long. Your father sends his love. Will try and call soon but can’t seem to remember whether you are ahead of us or
               behind time-wise. Give our love to Sophie when you see her.
         

         Love Mum.
         

     



      
      I drop it back on to the pile and sigh. They seem so very far away from my own reality.

      
      ‘Have you read it?’ I ask Dom.

      
      
      ‘Yes. I thought they were coming over to see you and Sophie soon?’

      
      ‘I think something came up with Dad’s work.’ I shrug. They aren’t the most reliable of parents.

      
      ‘So what’s happened to you today?’ Dom asks.

      
      I open my mouth to answer but the phone rings and I rush through to answer it, a small part of me still hoping it could be
         Rob. It’s not even close.
      

      
      ‘IZZY!’ a familiar voice booms. Aunt Winnie has been calling almost every day since Rob finished with me, bless her. ‘You’re
         home! I was hoping to have a jolly chat with Dominic but I suppose you’ll do instead.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I am actually related to you, Aunt Winnie. Whereas Dominic isn’t.’

      
      ‘That tyrannical boss of yours has let you come home at last, has he? I am absolutely convinced he has Marxist tendencies,
         Izzy. You want to watch out for that; you could be a communist before you know it.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think it’s the sort of thing that creeps up on you, Aunt Winnie.’

      
      ‘Ohhhh, don’t you believe it,’ she replies sagely. ‘They probably slip something into the water.’

      
      ‘Well, I always try to avoid drinking tap water if I can.’

      
      ‘That’s my girl! I brought you and your sister up well. Much better off with gin. I would ask how you are but you know I detest
         hearing about other people’s health.’
      

      
      ‘How’s the vicar?’ I ask instead. The vicar is Aunt Winnie’s new hobby. She adores engaging him in earnest theological discussions.
         I feel terribly sorry for the man because he simply has no idea what he is dealing with. I remember similar warnings in the
         Jaws film and look what happened there.
      

      
      ‘In the middle of a row over the church flowers. Mrs Harrison did an arrangement last week involving lots of aubergines. I suppose she thought she was being trendy but it turned
         out quite spectacularly indecent. Lots of phallic bulging purple coupled with some rather unfortunate poppy heads. I thought
         the vicar was going to have a coronary on the spot. I haven’t laughed so hard since one of the Sunday school kids stapled
         his cassock to the bell rope.’
      

      
      I giggle. ‘Aunt Winnie, you are terrible.’

      
      ‘Actually, I’m glad I caught you. I didn’t want to have to leave a message with Dom as he would probably get the story completely
         tits-up. Guess who I met today!’
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t.’

      
      ‘Go on! Guess!’

      
      ‘Er, George Clooney?’ I say hopefully, praying she would have him at home right now with a large padlock on the door.

      
      ‘George who?’

      
      ‘Clooney.’

      
      ‘Loony?’

      
      ‘CLOONEY. He’s a film … never mind. Tell me who you met.’

      
      ‘Mrs Charlesty!’ This really isn’t along the same lines as George Clooney.

      
      ‘No!’

      
      ‘Yes!’

      
      ‘Not really?’

      
      ‘Yes, I was … You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you? Actually, I haven’t told you why it’s such a big deal so I’ll forgive you.
         I was in the butcher’s at Bury St Edmunds. You know, they’ve had to close the butcher’s here in the village for a few days
         because all the family have gone down with flu. But you needn’t concern yourself because I have had my flu jab.’
      

      
      
      ‘Thank goodness.’ I remark dryly, wondering if we are ever going to get to the point.

      
      ‘So I had to go into Bury and I bumped into her there. I was telling her all about you and your job. She was absolutely fascinated.’
      

      
      ‘Is that it? Why would she be fascinated by me?’ I query.

      
      ‘Of course she was fascinated! You have a very interesting job and I am proud of my gals. Now, have you stopped moping about
         yet?’
      

      
      ‘Well, Dominic has been spared his duties of sitting on the sofa with me and producing tissues from a box like some bored
         magician, if that’s what you mean.’
      

      
      Aunt Winnie obviously sees this as enormous progress. ‘Good, good!’ she booms. ‘Dom’s not having a difficult time at work,
         is he?’
      

      
      It is regrettable that I met Rob Gillingham through Dom. The insurance company Dom works for is owned by the Gillingham family
         and Rob is being groomed to take over from his father in a few years’ time. Rob and I met at a large black-tie bash the company
         threw to celebrate its 150th anniversary. I was there as Dom’s guest rather than in the hired help capacity. Rob’s not traditionally good-looking but
         where you might doubt his looks there is no doubting his charm. I fell for it hook, line and definitely sinker.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so, he never mentions him.’

      
      ‘I should think not!’ snorts Aunt Winnie. ‘Now, chin up and if you feel yourself wanting to phone him just call me instead!’

      
      Dom has finished washing up and is making a pot of tea. ‘Who was that?’ he asks.

      
      ‘Aunt Winnie.’ I sit down at the table.

      
      
      He slops the tea into two newly washed mugs. ‘What did she want?’

      
      ‘Just a chat.’ I glance down at my stomach, remember the incident on the Tube and sharply draw it in while wincing to myself.
         ‘I really need to go on a diet.’
      

      
      Dom follows my gaze down. ‘Yes, you do a bit,’ he says with candour.

      
      ‘I’m not sure I can face it tonight, I have had an appalling day.’

      
      ‘Lady Boswell?’ asks Dom sympathetically.

      
      ‘Lady Boswell,’ I confirm. ‘Or Tosswell as Stephanie calls her.’

      
      ‘Well then, I think we could declare a state of emergency just for tonight. But tomorrow evening I will personally throw away
         all the Cornettos and then we can go to Sainsbury’s and buy some celery. Or whatever you women eat on these diet things.’
      

      
      Oh goody. He walks over to the vastly depleted wine rack and pulls out a bottle. ‘Join a gym with me too?’ I beg.

      
      ‘A gym?’ he questions as the cork comes out of the bottle with a comforting POP. ‘Is that really necessary? Oh all right,’
         he relents in answer to my pleading look. ‘I suppose I could do with getting fitter. Although I’m not running any marathons.’
      

      
      ‘My body is a temple. That will be our new mantra!’

      
      ‘More like my body is a shed. Chuck everything in and have a good clear out once a year.’ He clinks his glass against mine.
         ‘Cheers! Here’s to new beginnings and old endings!’
      

      
      We sip in silence, then I suddenly say, ‘Dom, something happened to me on the Tube today.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Now, promise you won’t laugh …’

   



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      The next morning, feeling more than a little worse for wear, I ram a pair of sunglasses on to my nose and start the walk from
         South Ken Tube to my office. At least the weather isn’t in keeping with my mood. We are supposedly at the start of summer
         but this is the first day I have actually seen proof of it. The sun is desperately trying to warm up the tepid air as though
         making up for lost time and the light throws long shadows on to the bustling, waking streets. The world seems to come into
         sharp focus which makes me feel more washed-out than ever. I sneak furtive looks at myself in shop windows as I pass. My shoulder-length
         brunette hair could really do with some highlights and … my eyes travel down to my stomach and I pull it in. Yes, it probably
         is in need of some attention.
      

      
      At the office, I lean on the buzzer urgently as though I have in actual fact been waiting here quite some time. Stephanie
         buzzes me in.
      

      
      ‘You’re late,’ she greets me as I reach the top of the stairs.

      
      ‘I know. Gerald in yet?’

      
      ‘About half an hour ago. Watch out for him this morning.’

      
      ‘Why? Is he in a funny mood?’

      
      
      She shrugs dismissively, ‘I don’t think his drinks party went too well last night. You look awful, by the way.’

      
      I am just creeping past Gerald’s door, hoping to get to my desk, spread a few things out and generally behave as though I
         have been here for hours, when it flies open and Gerald himself stands before me. I straighten up and try to arrange my features
         into an enquiring yet intelligent look. This doesn’t come out too well as it is painful to move anything too quickly. It is
         the facial equivalent of flinging myself across the room.
      

      
      ‘Gerald!’ I say weakly, trying desperately to add a smile. God, the pain.

      
      ‘Isabel. How nice of you to come to work.’

      
      ‘Gerald, I’m sorry I’m late. I had trouble with the … er …’

      
      ‘Neighbour’s cat? Postman? Door handle?’

      
      ‘No. I, er, lost my, em …’

      
      ‘Walking ability? Tube pass? Mind?’

      
      ‘Oh look! My canapé samples have arrived!’ I exclaim joyfully. Aidan, god bless him, has whisked up behind Gerald and shoves
         a small tray in my face.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Gerald. Chef said Izzy should try them now while they’re hot.’

      
      We both smile patiently at him. We’re all petrified of the head chef so this is a safe bet. ‘Well?’ asks Gerald. ‘Are you
         going to try them, Izzy?’
      

      
      ‘Hmm? Oh yes! Of course!’ I hastily take one and shove it in my mouth. It’s stone cold and tastes vaguely of salmon.

      
      ‘Deeelicious!’ I spit crumbs at them both and wonder if they would notice if I am quietly sick on their shoes. Gerald opens
         his mouth to say something else, then thinks better of it and shuts it again. He closes his eyes and rests his head in his hands in a Gawd-help-us kind of way. We have a small interval of silence. Then Gerald obviously decides that he
         cannot be bothered with us anymore, makes an impatient flapping gesture with his hands and returns to his office. We breathe
         a sigh of relief.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Aidan,’ I murmur.

      
      ‘Sorry about the canapés, at least they’re only yesterday’s. Coffee?’

      
      ‘Please,’ I bleat. I slump down at my desk and, without even bothering to take off my jacket, rest my head on a very convenient
         seat cover some wonderful person has placed there. Probably not for this purpose but I am grateful all the same.
      

      
      It is a matter of minutes before Aidan is back bearing the ambrosial brew. I half-heartedly sit up and manage to take a couple
         of restorative sips. He has been an absolute rock in these last three weeks. He knows that my current state of dishevelment
         is very out of character. Normally I am extremely organised and efficient.
      

      
      ‘Why are you in such a state? What on earth have you been doing? Was it anything exciting?’

      
      ‘Just Dominic and me,’ I whisper and pull a face.

      
      ‘Darling Dominic,’ says Aidan fondly. ‘How is he?’

      
      ‘Ill, I hope.’

      
      ‘Izzy, darling, I know this Rob thing has upset you but when can we have our old Isabel back? The anal, everything-has-its-place
         Isabel?’
      

      
      ‘I thought you hated that Isabel,’ I mumble into my seat cover.

      
      ‘Oh, she’s not so bad. Besides, my figures don’t add up.’

      
      ‘Leave them on my desk. When I can see again, I’ll have a look at them. Who have you got this evening?’

      
      
      ‘Mrs Pritch-Bonnington’s Arabian Nights party. More Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen than Lawrence of Arabia, I’m afraid. What about
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing until Wednesday.’ I raise my head from the seat cover. ‘If anyone calls tell them I’m dead. It’s not too far from
         the truth.’ The only thing that disturbs me for the next half an hour is Dom texting to ask how he can commit suicide with
         a paperclip and a Post-it note. He’s obviously feeling bad too. Good. I smile to myself as my head drops back down to my seat
         cover.
      

      
      Later that morning we gather in the boardroom for our bi-weekly management meeting, where we discuss future projects, assign
         them to someone if an organiser hasn’t been specifically requested and mull over any general problems or ideas. It normally
         takes all morning; much of it is spent deciding who wants what from the coffee shop next door.
      

      
      They start without me as I endure a seemingly never-ending call with a client renowned for her absolute hatred of green food
         at her events. Not even an olive can remain. When I walk in to the meeting Gerald is in the middle of giving someone a big
         going-over but as soon as he claps eyes on me he’s distracted.
      

      
      ‘ANYWAY,’ he says loudly, ‘since the mother ship has finally beamed Isabel back down let’s move on to new projects. Does the
         name Monkwell mean anything to you, Isabel?’
      

      
      I frown. It does mean an awful lot to me. Great chunks of my childhood are tied up with that name.

      
      ‘Er, Isabel?’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘The name Monkwell?’

      
      
      ‘Well, of course I know the name Monkwell! Doesn’t everybody?’

      
      ‘I mean personally.’

      
      I pause slightly. Gerald is looking very sternly at me. He must have got hold of the fact that I used to be on quite intimate
         terms with the Monkwell family. I’ve never mentioned this and contacts are everything in this business. And the name Monkwell
         would mean BIG business. ‘I haven’t seen any of them for years,’ I say in a very small voice, conveniently forgetting my ‘almost’
         meeting with Simon.
      

      
      ‘Simon Monkwell?’ interjects Stephanie in wonder. ‘The Simon Monkwell? You know him?’ This is said in an accusatory tone. She’s always in a foul mood in these meetings because Gerald banned her from smoking
         in here after the time she asked one of us to ‘chuck her a fag’ and Aidan threw himself across the room with ‘Here I am darling!’
         Gerald couldn’t get any sense out of us for about half an hour.
      

      
      ‘Em, sort of.’

      
      ‘How, sort of?’ persists Gerald.

      
      ‘Er, I knew the family as a kid. I grew up on Simon’s country estate with him. Why?’ I decide to play the innocent.

      
      ‘Someone called Monty Monkwell called me this morning.’

      
      ‘Really? That’s Simon’s father.’

      
      ‘Yes. Apparently he heard you were in the party planning business through your Aunt Winnie. The one who thinks I’m a communist.’
         Aunt Winnie is well known to everyone at Table Manners. She has long conversations with anyone in the office who is hapless
         enough to take her calls.
      

      
      ‘Through my Aunt Winnie?’ I frown. Aunt Winnie would have mentioned it if she’d been in touch with one of the Monkwells.
      

      
      ‘Well, not exactly through Aunt Winnie. Apparently through a Mrs Charlesty who had been speaking to your Aunt Winnie. I’ve
         got all the details. A charity ball is being organised up at the estate—’
      

      
      ‘Pantiles,’ I fill in.

      
      ‘Yes, Pantiles. He wondered if you would be able to go along and help out. The fee he’s offering isn’t much but if you do
         well, and bearing in mind you actually know the family,’ he throws me a nasty look here, ‘we might be able to get our foot
         in the door for the corporate entertaining contract for Simon Monkwell’s company. Which, I don’t need to tell you, would be
         massive business. Only last week The Times named him as one of the most up and coming entrepreneurs in the country.’
      

      
      ‘And Tatler named him one of their top fifty eligible bachelors. He’s dreamy-looking,’ Stephanie throws in. ‘That huge country estate.
         Think of all the money.’ She stares off longingly into the distance.
      

      
      ‘What does he do exactly?’ asks someone.

      
      ‘Buys companies, tears them apart, sells them off. With their permission or without it. Fairly ruthless by reputation.’

      
      ‘Not just by reputation,’ I murmur to myself. The discussion becomes more animated and everyone leans forward, anxious to
         add their piece.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t he insist on personally firing all the management of the companies he takes over?’

      
      ‘Something about how he likes to gloat over their failure?’

      
      ‘Didn’t he lay off a thousand workers from his last company?’

      
      ‘Okay, all right everyone, so the man doesn’t exactly smell of roses, but that doesn’t change the colour of his money,’ Gerald interrupts the proceedings before they deteriorate. ‘If
         we discounted all our clients on the basis of the morality of their money we’d probably only have about two left. I might
         ask you, Izzy, why you never deemed it important enough to mention here?’
      

      
      ‘Simon and I didn’t get on.’ I shrug my shoulders and stare down at my pad. Simon Monkwell and I were best friends. Note the
         past tense. Were best friends.
      

      
      ‘How old were you?’

      
      ‘Eleven.’

      
      ‘How can you not get on when you’re eleven? Did you steal his mint humbugs? Did you row over who’d had the roller skates last?
         I don’t think he’ll hold it against you.’
      

      
      ‘When is the ball?’ I ask, flipping my huge, stalwart diary, every party planner’s faithful companion, open for December.

      
      ‘Next month.’

      
      ‘Next month?’ I look up in horror.

      
      ‘Apparently the charity have had to move venue at the last minute and asked the estate if they could relocate there, which
         is why Monty Monkwell wants you along to help out.’
      

      
      ‘But there’s not enough time. I can’t organise a ball within a month!’

      
      ‘They might have a lot organised already. I’ve booked you in for a fact-finding meeting on Monday. So just go along and see
         what needs to be done.’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to see my Aunt Winnie for the weekend; she lives quite near, so she might take me,’ I concede. I haven’t got a
         car and Gerald’s puritanical attitude towards expenses is ingrained in all of us.
      

      
      
      ‘Mr Monkwell says the estate has never organised anything like this before. It’s their first official event.’

      
      ‘They have never been a working estate. The house and grounds were always strictly private. I can’t see Simon Monkwell welcoming
         anyone with open arms.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Simon Monkwell is abroad so you won’t see him.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      The Pantiles estate. I never thought I’d be going back there. A rush of memories overwhelms me as I think of it. What a beautiful
         place it is. The Monkwells own the estate, the village and a couple of thousand of acres of land besides. When I was about
         eight we moved back to England and we ended up living on the estate in a cottage only a few minutes away from the main house.
         Pantiles, Monty and Elizabeth Monkwell, Simon and his brother Will became my whole world and, until I turned eleven, I absolutely
         adored that golden family.
      

      
      ‘If this is the first time the estate has done anything like this then we could be in on the start of something highly profitable,’
         Gerald says, interrupting my thoughts. ‘You’ll probably need to clear at least the week before the ball due to the timescale
         problems. Mr Monkwell said you could stay with them if you need to rather than keep going back and forward to London. Wouldn’t
         hear of anything else. It would save us on travel expenses. Whereabouts in Suffolk is the estate?’
      

      
      ‘Little village called Pantiles. Quite close to Bury St Edmunds.’

      
      ‘He said he was looking forward to seeing you again. God knows why you haven’t mentioned these people before, Izzy.’

      
      ‘I’ve told you. Simon and I just don’t get on. In fact, I don’t think it would be an exaggeration to say that he positively hates me.’
      

      
      ‘Why? You’re pretty innocuous.’ This is a compliment coming from Gerald.

      
      I shrug. ‘I really don’t know.’

      
      ‘It’ll probably be something trivial, knowing kids. Did you get on well with the rest of the family? Would that be too much
         to ask? How about Monty Monkwell?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes! I loved the rest of the family.’

      
      But most of all I adored the boys. Having one sister, no brothers and a frequently absent father, I found the presence of
         male company incredibly refreshing. At first Simon and I got on brilliantly; he treated me as though I was his baby sister
         and I loved every minute of it. We were together constantly, talking in our special made-up language which nearly drove our
         parents to distraction.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, is the date free?’ asks Gerald.

      
      I turn my diary to the suggested weekend and frown. ‘Mrs Cherington’s drinks party.’

      
      ‘Could you take that Aidan?’

      
      ‘Not on your nelly! That old battleaxe! I’d rather …’ He trails off as he catches sight of Gerald’s face. ‘Yes, of course
         I can.’
      

      
      ‘Good! Simon Monkwell’s secretary wants your CV faxed up along with a signed confidentiality agreement.’

      
      ‘A confidentiality agreement? Why?’ A confidentiality agreement is considered perfectly normal if the event is high-profile
         but not for something like a charity ball.
      

      
      ‘Presumably because something might be confidential,’ Gerald says in his best morons voice, raising his eyes to the ceiling
         with a sigh. ‘Isabel, it might have escaped your notice these last few weeks but Simon Monkwell is trying to complete a hostile takeover of a rather large manufacturing company. I daresay the family might be worried you could hear
         something you shouldn’t. Pull yourself together, for God’s sake. You normally know exactly what’s going on.’
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