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      ‘You are going to provide me with weekly flower deliveries to make the apartment look beautiful,’ I responded.

      
      Giles grinned. ‘Oh, that’s a fabulous idea. Ooh, yes, I’m going to start thinking about it now. Flowers that bring romance,
         flowers that boost your mood.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, definitely those ones,’ I said, rubbing my eyes. I hadn’t been sleeping well, ever since Hugh’s latest demand, and it
         was beginning to catch up with me. ‘And de-stressing ones would be good. You know, for relaxation—’
      

      
      ‘And mind-blowing sex,’ Helen giggled. ‘I know it’s not on your list, but, trust me, you’ll soon realize it’s the only thing
         that matters.’
      

      
      ‘Flowers that encourage mind-blowing sex,’ Giles said seriously. ‘Okay, I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can
         do …’
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      ‘WELL, ISN’T THIS NICE?’

      
      I looked at my mother with what I hoped would pass for a natural smile. She was right; of course it was nice. There she was,
         on the other side of the table with Chester, her fiancé and my biggest client, and here I was, on this side of the table with
         Max, my husband. It was so nice I could scream.
      

      
      I closed my eyes briefly as my hand closed sweatily over my phone. The text message had come through moments before: Thanks, honey, knew I could depend on you. I’ll be in touch. And as I’d read it, I’d felt sick suddenly, felt a layer of cold sweat leak from my pores.
      

      
      The message was from Hugh Barter, and he was never going to leave me alone.

      
      ‘Darling, are you all right? You look very strange.’

      
      ‘Strange?’ I forced another smile. ‘Sorry. Just … thinking about something.’

      
      ‘Well, it’s very rude to think of anything other than the guests around your table,’ Mum said pointedly. ‘And your husband
         is sitting right beside you, too.’
      

      
      Husband.

      
      I still wasn’t used to being married – it had been nearly a year, and I still got a slight thrill every time I introduced
         Max: ‘This is my husband.’ And he would always wink at me, like it was our own private joke, the first of many such jokes that would bind us even more tightly together over the years. ‘My wife and I would like to thank you for taking the
         time to stop by,’ he’d say, his eyes twinkling, even if it was just my friend Helen, and even if she hadn’t ‘stopped by’ but
         had barged in during supper, flopped on the sofa, and insisted that we listen to the latest installment in her dramatic love
         life.
      

      
      ‘This is nice. In fact, “nice” doesn’t really go far enough,’ Max said, in that voice that no one could ever quite read or be sure
         whether he was teasing or not. I raised an eyebrow at him and his eyes widened innocently. ‘What? It is nice. Especially the
         food.’
      

      
      ‘You’re only saying that because you cooked it,’ I said, forcing myself back into the room, forcing myself to concentrate
         on the here and now instead of worrying about that sniveling little rat’s request: £10,000. That’s how much Hugh Barter had
         asked for this time. The time before it had been £5,000. Relocation costs, he’d told me. A loan, he’d told me. His trip around
         the world hadn’t worked out as he’d hoped; he’d decided to come back to the UK. That was three months ago, and I thought the
         £5,000 would be enough, that he really did just need a bit of money to find somewhere to live, to tide him over while he looked
         for work. A favor, he’d said. Like the favor he was doing me by not telling Max the truth about us, by not telling Max that
         I’d been Hugh’s for the taking when I was engaged to Max. God, how stupid I’d been.
      

      
      ‘And I cooked it only because you threatened to order a takeaway if I didn’t,’ Max was saying.

      
      ‘Yeah, well, cooking isn’t my forte,’ I replied, stretching my lips into another smile. The cooking thing was a longstanding
         joke; Max regularly called me the worst cook in the world. And he was absolutely right. I tried following recipes but invariably got distracted and ended up burning things or adding too much of the wrong ingredient, or putting it
         in the oven at the wrong temperature. I’d once, in a fit of enthusiasm and desire to please, made Max a fish pie – his favorite
         – only to discover that the fish was still raw when I went to serve it. He’d never let me forget that one; he’d laughed for
         about an hour in spite of my protestations and threats never to so much as boil the kettle again.
      

      
      ‘And why should it be?’ my mother said immediately. She couldn’t cook, either. ‘A woman’s place is not in the kitchen, darling.
         Not anymore.’
      

      
      ‘Of course it isn’t,’ I agreed. ‘Is it, Max?’

      
      Max looked at me wryly.

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Luckily for you.’

      
      I thumped him on the arm and managed a little laugh. Inside, bile was rising up through my stomach; I felt dirty even having
         a text from Hugh on my phone. I wanted to delete it, wanted to scrub it clean. But not now. Things were bad enough; letting
         myself become preoccupied with Hugh now, when I was supposed to be enjoying myself with Max, would just make things worse.
         ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘it’s not like you chop down trees or, you know, build camps.’
      

      
      I took a gulp of wine and looked up to find Chester’s gaze on me, a slightly bemused expression on his face. ‘Chop down trees?’
         he asked.
      

      
      ‘You know, like the traditional male role,’ I explained. ‘The woman’s at home, cooking, and the man’s out killing animals
         and building houses. The point is, you guys don’t fulfill your side of that bargain, so there’s no reason why women should
         be the ones to cook and clean, right?’
      

      
      ‘I guess,’ Chester said. ‘Personally, I like to cook. It relaxes me.’

      
      ‘Relaxes you?’ My mother rolled her eyes. ‘How can cooking be relaxing? So many instructions!’
      

      
      ‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Nightmare.’

      
      ‘So,’ Max said, turning to me playfully. ‘You don’t cook. And as I’ve said, I have no problem with that. I don’t expect you
         to cook. I would be perturbed, upset even, if you so much as attempted cheese on toast. But where does that leave us?’
      

      
      I frowned. ‘What do you mean? You cook. We get takeaway. I buy ready-prepared—’

      
      ‘No, that’s not what I mean,’ Max cut in, smiling warmly. ‘If I don’t cut down trees or kill wild animals and you don’t cook,
         what is it that we actually do? I mean, how do you define the perfect wife nowadays? Or the perfect husband, for that matter?’
      

      
      I looked at him uncertainly. ‘I still don’t see what you mean.’ I realized as I spoke that my voice sounded defensive, and
         I checked myself. The problem was, I felt defensive. Max was joking, I reminded myself firmly. Max always joked. He didn’t know anything. This was not about Hugh.
      

      
      ‘He means, what makes a marriage great?’ Chester said, leaning forward. ‘And that, my friends, is a question I can answer.’

      
      ‘You can? I’m impressed.’ Max grinned. ‘So come on, then, what’s the secret?’

      
      ‘No secret,’ Chester said firmly. ‘An ideal husband looks after his wife. Makes sure she has everything she needs, everything
         she wants. Tells her he loves her. Makes sure he shows it, too.’
      

      
      ‘And the ideal wife?’ Max asked.

      
      ‘Does the same,’ Chester said. ‘She looks after her husband, makes sure he’s got ironed shirts in the morning and a good meal
         when he comes back from work. She listens to him, gives him advice when he needs it, and is always there when he needs her.’
      

      
      ‘A good meal and ironed shirts?’ My mother turned to him in horror. ‘But that’s the most depressing thing I’ve ever heard.
         And, in case you’ve forgotten, I can’t cook and I don’t iron.’
      

      
      Chester put his arm around her and grinned. ‘And yet I still love you.’

      
      Mum, realizing that he’d been teasing her, rolled her eyes crossly, but she didn’t move out of his embrace.

      
      ‘Although a man does appreciate a crisp shirt in the morning,’ Chester continued wickedly. ‘Am I right, Max?’

      
      Max caught my eye. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ he deadpanned, moving his hand over mine and giving it a squeeze. I had tried
         to iron one of his shirts once. Suffice it to say the shirt was no longer in his wardrobe. It was too singed even to use as
         a dishcloth. ‘But we can pay other people to do those things and it makes no difference to the relationship. So we’re still
         no further in our definition.’
      

      
      Chester shrugged. ‘I think I nailed it, other than the cooking and ironing. Being there for each other. That’s the key, right?’

      
      ‘But is that enough?’ Max mused. ‘Dependability, I mean?’

      
      ‘The ideal husband, Max,’ my mother said archly, ‘should adore his wife and not be afraid to demonstrate it. And I’m not talking
         about gifts and flowers, lovely as they are; I’m talking about being with her, about making sacrifices in order to be with
         her, rather than being at work every day until nine P.M.’
      

      
      Chester whistled. ‘Here we go again,’ he sighed. He turned to Mum, a serious expression on his face. ‘Esther, honey, I am
         crazy about you. But I am also the chief executive of a big private bank. Sometimes I have to work late. Sometimes very late. It goes with the territory.’
      

      
      ‘There’s more to life than business,’ Mum said.

      
      ‘Yes, there is,’ Chester agreed. ‘But businesses don’t run themselves. And it’s not like I have control over my diary anyway.
         My personal assistant fills it up.’
      

      
      ‘So get a new assistant,’ Mum said crossly. ‘One who knows how to say no. You say yourself that you regularly find yourself
         in meetings that you really don’t need to be in.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ Chester sighed again, ‘but it’s not that easy. I need to know what’s going on.’

      
      ‘You need to learn to delegate more,’ Mum said tersely. ‘Jess delegates all the time, don’t you, Jess?’

      
      Chester looked at me expectantly, and I forced a little smile. ‘Yes, of course, but that’s different. I mean, I’m not the
         chief exec of a bank …’
      

      
      ‘No, you’re not. And if you can delegate, then a chief executive certainly can,’ Mum said.

      
      ‘You’ve got to be realistic, Esther,’ Chester said, looking ruffled. ‘You’ve got to live in the real world, you know, hard
         as that is for you. The real world, which doesn’t always revolve around you and your latest whim.’
      

      
      ‘Chester, believe me, I know all about the real world,’ Mum said, her voice tightening. ‘And I do not have whims or expect
         the world to revolve around me. As you well know. Personally, I don’t think an ideal husband would ever say such a thing.
         Certainly not in front of others.’
      

      
      Max and I glanced at each other; this was obviously an argument that had been had a few times before.

      
      Chester looked at her for a moment, then nodded. ‘You’re right,’ he said apologetically. ‘You’re absolutely right.’ He took
         her hand. ‘I’m sorry. I got defensive. I know I need to slow down a bit. But it’s not easy.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ Mum said, looking slightly mollified. ‘But you have to understand that it isn’t easy for me being on my own all
         the time. I’m not like Jess. I get lonely.’
      

      
      I frowned. ‘Hey, I don’t like being on my own,’ I said. ‘I mean, I don’t mind it sometimes, but …’

      
      ‘Yes, you do. You’re one of these independent types,’ Mum said, looking at me as though I’d somehow let the side down.

      
      ‘Nothing wrong with being independent,’ Chester said warmly. ‘And don’t suggest for a minute that you’re not proud of your
         daughter, Esther. Rightly so, I might add. Max, you’ve got a great woman there. Someone I’m going to be very proud to call
         my stepdaughter.’
      

      
      I looked up at him and felt two little tears prick at my eyes. I still remembered the first day I’d met Chester, the powerful
         American head of a major bank, sitting there listening to me present a pitch that had been poorly planned and researched by
         my former boss, who’d totally set me up. I’d somehow pulled something out of the bag and won the account, and since then Chester
         had been a firm fixture in my life – my number-one client and now my mother’s fiancé. The very idea that he might be proud
         of me meant the world to me.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Chester,’ I managed to say. ‘That means a lot.’

      
      ‘Quite sickening, really, isn’t it? The perfect wife and the perfect stepdaughter,’ Max said, grinning.

      
      I shook my head. ‘No. No, I’m really not,’ I said nervously.

      
      ‘Well, I’d disagree,’ Max said. ‘You couldn’t be more perfect. But, come on, tell us your version of the perfect spouse.’

      
      ‘Me? Oh, I don’t know,’ I said uncomfortably. What I did know was that kissing other men probably didn’t come into it. Kissing business rivals and letting slip highly confidential information definitely didn’t. As for letting your mother
         take the blame for your misdemeanors – well, I was pretty sure that negated any claim to being an ideal anything. ‘I don’t think perfection exists,’ I said hesitantly. ‘Does it? I mean, don’t most of us have feet of clay?’
      

      
      ‘Even me?’ Max grinned.

      
      ‘Well, obviously not you,’ I said immediately, smiling involuntarily for the first time that evening. ‘You are perfection
         itself.’ And he was, I found myself thinking. To me, anyway. I loved him so much – I’d never been so happy in my whole life.
         And I couldn’t bear to let anything threaten that happiness.
      

      
      The truth was, I’d never really expected to get married. Never expected to fall in love, actually. I’d been brought up by
         a grandmother who taught me that love was a chimera, that men always left in the end, and that if I entertained any notion
         of falling in love, I’d ‘end up like my mother.’ As far as I’d known back then, Mum had died in a car accident, the result
         of fast living and wearing skirts that were too short. So I’d concentrated on my studies, gone to university, worked hard,
         and, to my delight, landed a job at Milton Advertising. Milton Advertising, where Max Wainwright had been deputy chief executive.
         And I still pinched myself that he’d been more than interested; he’d fallen in love with me, and I’d realized how much I loved
         him, too, just in time.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure that’s a good enough answer,’ Chester said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Come on, Jess. You work up concepts for a living.
         It can’t be that hard to sum up what makes a perfect spouse, surely?’
      

      
      I forced another smile. ‘You’re not going to let me off the hook, are you?’ I asked. Chester and Max shook their heads.

      
      ‘Not a chance.’ Max looked amused.
      

      
      ‘Fine,’ I relented, my flush deepening. ‘I think love is all that matters, really. I mean, at the end of the day, if someone
         loves you deeply, then you might, maybe, possibly, you know, overlook her flaws.’
      

      
      I glanced up hopefully; Max looked serious for a moment.

      
      ‘You don’t have any flaws, Jess. That’s why I love you so much. You may not believe in perfection, but I do. I have it right
         here.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s nice,’ Chester said warmly, evidently keen to keep the focus on me and not his busy schedule. ‘He’s right, too.
         Perfect wife, perfect account manager. Hell, I’m beginning to think you may be a little too perfect. There’ve got to be some
         flaws somewhere, right?’
      

      
      I shot him a look; Chester knew all too well about my flaws.

      
      ‘She does have one,’ Max said suddenly, and I looked up at him in alarm.

      
      ‘I do? What?’

      
      ‘Your lack of flattery,’ Max said seriously. ‘I was rather hoping that you were going to mention perfect physiques and incredible
         intelligence in your précis of the perfect husband, with a strong indication that I have both of those things in spades.’
      

      
      His eyes were shining and I grinned in relief. ‘You didn’t mention anything about me looking like Kate Moss,’ I said, pushing
         all thoughts of Hugh Barter firmly out of my head.
      

      
      ‘Absolutely not,’ Max agreed. ‘She’s way too skinny.’

      
      I raised an eyebrow and he laughed. ‘So what you’re saying is that John Lennon was right all along.’

      
      ‘John Lennon?’ Mum asked.

      
      ‘All you need is love,’ Max said. ‘He’s the genius who put that thought to music.’

      
      ‘Oh, I see,’ Mum said. ‘Yes, I’m afraid I was never a great fan of the Beatles. I didn’t really do the whole hippie thing.’
      

      
      ‘But you agree, right?’ Chester asked, suddenly looking less like the high-powered chief executive and more like the smitten
         teenager. ‘Love’s all that matters, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Love is all that matters,’ my mother agreed. ‘Love and a roof over your head. Money in your pocket. And a husband who isn’t
         home late every single evening.’
      

      
      She looked at Chester archly, and he smiled easily.

      
      ‘You know,’ Chester said thoughtfully, ‘it’s funny that we’re having this conversation.’

      
      ‘It is?’ Max asked.

      
      Chester nodded. ‘See, I’ve been thinking. Not about perfection in relationships, but about … you know, what makes a company
         a good one.’
      

      
      ‘Work, work, work,’ my mother groaned, annoyed.

      
      ‘Ah, well, that’s easy,’ Max interrupted. ‘Great management, good people, and lots of luck.’

      
      Chester nodded. ‘Yeah. About that luck thing …’

      
      We all exchanged furtive glances. Chester was the chief executive of Jarvis Private Banking, and the truth of the matter was
         that the entire world hated banks at the moment, blamed them for economies that were spiraling out of control, for job losses,
         for summer holidays abroad being a distant memory.
      

      
      ‘I would admit there’s not a huge amount of it circulating at the moment,’ Max said quietly. Business at our firm, Milton
         Advertising, wasn’t exactly booming, either. Clients were going out of business and failing to pay, and even those who were
         still active had cut their advertising budgets back. Max tried to make out that he wasn’t worried, but I’d noticed how tired
         he looked lately. So far we’d managed to avoid letting anyone go, but every time a new invoice arrived, I saw Max’s expression tightening.
      

      
      ‘Yes, times are not great right now. Let’s face it, Jarvis is an investment bank. We’re the bad guys,’ Chester said gravely.
         ‘We’ve just bought an Internet bank, and people don’t trust them very much these days, either, do they?’
      

      
      I bit my lip, not sure whether I should agree with him or attempt to reassure him.

      
      ‘Not so much,’ I conceded. ‘I think people probably trust their mattresses more than banks these days, to be honest.’ It was
         true; ever since banks around the world had gone to their governments for bailouts, people had started to see banks as the
         bad guys. At first they were hated for lending too much money and lots of bad debts, and then they were hated for not lending
         enough money and making housing markets collapse. Now they were hated for paying themselves huge bonuses when everyone else
         was feeling the pinch. To be honest, coming up with a positive spin on banking was proving pretty tough these days.
      

      
      ‘Exactly!’ Chester said, clapping his hands together. ‘As usual, Jess, you have hit the nail on the head. People trust their
         mattresses more than they trust their banks. So what do we do about that?’
      

      
      ‘Create a smear campaign against mattresses?’ I suggested, smiling slightly. Chester was our client – our biggest client,
         in fact. Milton Advertising was responsible for Jarvis Private Banking’s entire campaign schedule. Without it, the agency
         would be in dire straits.
      

      
      Chester shook his head. ‘No, Jess. We put our own house in order. We show the world just how trustworthy we are.’

      
      ‘Good idea,’ Max said, nodding thoughtfully, as he always did with Chester these days. He used to challenge much more. Then
         again, he also used to have a lot more clients. ‘You want us to develop some adverts telling everyone? We could position you as the ethical choice, the safe choice, the—’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Chester said, his eyes gleaming. ‘I have a better idea.’

      
      ‘You do?’ Max asked interestedly.

      
      ‘An ethical audit,’ Chester said triumphantly. ‘An audit of every single employee at Jarvis Private Banking. And every single
         staff member of all our partner companies, too. Yourselves included. What do you think? Brilliant, huh? I can see the slogan
         now: “We make sure we can trust all our people – and that means you can trust us.” ’ He caught Max’s eye and grinned sheepishly.
         ‘Or, you know, something a bit shorter. I guess there’s a reason I don’t work in advertising. Right?’
      

      
      Max smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘You really think this is a good idea? It’ll be expensive. And how will your
         employees feel about being scrutinized like that?’
      

      
      ‘They’ll handle it,’ Chester said lightly. ‘These are tough times, and we need to use all the ammunition we’ve got. And so
         what if it costs money? You gotta spend money to make money, that’s what I always say.’
      

      
      Max cleared his throat. ‘This is a really great idea. Like all your ideas, Chester. But perhaps we should pause before rushing
         into anything,’ he said tentatively. ‘Let’s think this through, work it into an overarching strategy that encompasses your
         brand and your goals for the next few years and—’
      

      
      ‘You know what?’ Chester interrupted. ‘I’m sick of overarching strategies. I’m sick of business-school speak. When I started
         out as an investment manager, I trusted my gut, and it was my gut that got me where I am today. And since I got here, all
         I’ve been doing is following strategies.’
      

      
      ‘Safe strategies that meant you avoided all the chaos of the banking-system collapse,’ Max pointed out.
      

      
      ‘Sure.’ Chester nodded. ‘But we’re not talking about anything major here. We’re talking about an audit. We’re good guys, and
         this is a chance to prove it to the world.’ He sat back happily. ‘You know, I have a really good feeling about this.’
      

      
      ‘Well, if you have a good feeling about it, then we are very happy to be part of it,’ Max said diplomatically.

      
      ‘Wonderful. So we have a perfect wife, and now we’re going to have a perfect company,’ Mum said dryly. ‘Now perhaps we can
         focus back on this evening and attempt to make this dinner party perfect. So no more talk about work, and, Max, perhaps you
         could serve pudding? I can smell something delicious coming from the kitchen.’
      

      
      Max beamed. ‘You’re right. No more business. And as for pudding, my perfect wife is responsible for that lovely smell,’ he
         said, taking a slug of wine. ‘She may pretend she can’t cook, but she made an apple pie this afternoon.’
      

      
      I looked at him in horror. ‘Oh shit,’ I said, scraping back my chair quickly and jumping up toward the door. I hadn’t exactly made the pie; I’d bought it from a deli around the corner. But it had been made by hand there, and perhaps by telling Max
         it was ‘homemade’ I might have given him the impression that it had been homemade by me instead of by someone who could actually
         cook. Now, however, I’d managed to ruin even that. ‘I put it in ages ago,’ I said desperately. ‘It’s going to be burned …’
         I shot a reproachful look at the table. ‘I said I didn’t cook. Why did you let me cook, Max? We both knew it was a terrible
         idea.’
      

      
      ‘I turned the oven down half an hour ago,’ Max said reassuringly. ‘It’ll be just done now. And I took out the ice cream, too,
         so it won’t be hard.’
      

      
      ‘You did?’ My eyes widened – in surprise, in gratitude, in love. And then I ran back to the table and hurled my arms around
         him. ‘I told you that you were perfect,’ I said. ‘You are the best.’
      

      
      ‘Perfect because I turned down the oven?’ Max asked sagely. ‘Well, I’m very glad to hear that. Sounds like I’ve got a pretty
         easy ride ahead of me if that’s all you’re looking for.’
      

   
      
      Chapter 2
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      ‘MAX THINKS I’M PERFECT.’

      
      It was the next morning, and all night I’d been obsessing about perfection, about the attainability of it. The more I’d thought
         about it, the more I realized how far from perfect I was. In fact, I was so not perfect it was laughable. Cryable, more like,
         even if that wasn’t a proper word. When you looked at it properly, which is what I’d been doing, it was pretty clear that
         I was a crap wife. Awful. And once I’d realized that, I became preoccupied with the idea that Max wasn’t really in love with
         me; he was in love with someone he thought I was. Someone perfect. And one day he’d find out that I wasn’t that person and
         then he’d fall right out of love with me. And that was just too awful to even contemplate.
      

      
      ‘Perfect?’ Helen wrinkled her nose. We were drinking coffee in a café around the corner from where she lived – where we both
         used to live. ‘Well, bully for you. Is that what you think the problem with John is? That I’m not good enough?’
      

      
      Helen was my former flatmate and all-time best friend. We’d met at university, and despite our differences (she was a party
         girl; I preferred a night with my laptop, catching up with my studies), we’d been as thick as thieves for years. ‘No,’ I said
         quickly. ‘God, no, I wasn’t talking about you and John.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ Helen said, looking slightly affronted. She’d spent the past hour filling me in on every detail of her latest relationship
         and appeared less than enthusiastic about changing the subject.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said quickly. ‘I thought we’d finished on John. So you called him last night?’

      
      Helen raised an eyebrow. ‘Exactly. And he said that he’d love to see me this weekend but that he had a lot of work on and
         didn’t think it was fair to me when he wouldn’t be able to give me any attention. So do you reckon he’s married after all?
         Or is he just a nice guy who’s being honest?’
      

      
      I frowned. John was Helen’s latest flame; she’d met him through work, and he had – so far, at least – been pretty perfect
         in that he’d called when he said he would, didn’t appear to be hiding a wife anywhere, and was both handsome and self-sufficient.
         Naturally, being Helen, she smelled a rat.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Hel. I haven’t met the guy. Does he seem nice?’

      
      ‘Well, of course he does, dummy, otherwise I wouldn’t be going out with him. But the wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood” seemed
         nice at first, didn’t he?’
      

      
      She had a point. ‘So look a bit closer,’ I suggested, slurping more coffee. ‘Does he have big teeth?’

      
      Helen rolled her eyes. ‘You are not taking this seriously. What’s up with you, anyway? You keep getting this funny look in
         your eye. Like you do when you’re obsessing about something.’
      

      
      I shook my head. ‘I’m not obsessing,’ I lied.

      
      ‘But … ?’ Helen prompted me.

      
      ‘Nothing. It’s just …’

      
      ‘Just what?’ Helen asked impatiently. ‘Come on, Jess, spit it out.’

      
      I sighed. ‘It’s just that Chester and Mum came over for dinner last night, and we were talking about what makes the ideal
         spouse.’
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ Helen said hesitantly. ‘And?’

      
      ‘And Max said he thought I was perfect.’

      
      ‘That’s terrible,’ Helen deadpanned. ‘Jeez. Husband thinks wife is perfect. Horror! I’m surprised the papers haven’t picked
         up the story.’
      

      
      I shot her a look. ‘I gave Hugh Barter more money.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ Helen said, her face suddenly becoming more serious. ‘You did, huh?’

      
      ‘I didn’t have a choice.’ I sighed again. ‘I mean, I did, but …’

      
      ‘But you didn’t,’ Helen agreed. ‘How much this time?’

      
      ‘Ten grand. Another “loan,” he said.’

      
      Helen whistled. ‘So what are you going to do?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I said wearily. ‘Tell Max. But he’s so stressed out about work right now. And then when he started on that
         whole I’m-perfect thing …’
      

      
      ‘You don’t want to burst his bubble?’ Helen asked.

      
      ‘I don’t want him to realize how imperfect I am,’ I said despondently. ‘I don’t want him realizing he’s made a mistake.’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t be so melodramatic,’ Helen said. ‘No one’s perfect. Max said that only because he’s a nice guy.’

      
      ‘Some people are perfect,’ I insisted. ‘Max is.’

      
      ‘He is?’ Helen asked dubiously.

      
      ‘Yes, he is. He’s kind, thoughtful, handsome, strong, hardworking, successful, and he even cooks.’

      
      ‘He does cook,’ Helen agreed. ‘That beef bourguignon he cooked the other day was delicious.’

      
      ‘I should be able to cook,’ I said. ‘I should be able to make him a delicious meal sometimes.’

      
      ‘Jess?’ Helen peered at me. ‘Jess, what’s going on?’
      

      
      I shrugged. ‘I don’t think I measure up,’ I said quietly. ‘I wish I was a better person. A person who deserved Max.’

      
      ‘You do totally deserve him. You may not be able to cook, but you’re loaded, remember. So buy him takeaway,’ Helen said immediately.

      
      ‘That’s not the same. It’s about making an effort. I don’t even iron his shirts.’

      
      ‘No, and you also don’t live in the 1950s,’ Helen said, rolling her eyes. ‘Ever heard of having a cleaner? Or using the laundry
         service? Ever heard of women’s emancipation?’
      

      
      ‘I know. And it’s not that I want to be forced into doing those things. I’d just … you know, like to be able to. Sometimes.’

      
      ‘So learn,’ Helen said wearily. ‘But you know this isn’t really to do with home economics, don’t you?’

      
      ‘I know,’ I said, biting my lip. ‘So what do I do about Hugh? He’s going to keep coming back. I know he is.’

      
      Helen nodded uncertainly. ‘Yeah. But don’t rush into anything. Do you remember what happened when Max thought for a second
         that you’d cheated on him?’
      

      
      I shivered. It had been horrible. A month or so before Max and I were due to get married, he started to be very evasive, and
         then I discovered that he’d been seeing a woman. A really attractive one. Anyway, I put two and two together, got five, and
         drowned my sorrows in a bar. And that’s when Hugh Barter turned up.
      

      
      Hugh used to work for Max and had moved to a rival firm; he was a terrible person, a scheming, self-serving schmoozeball.
         The night I met him in the bar, though, I was drunk and not thinking straight, and when he invited me to come back to his
         place, I agreed.
      

      
      But the attractive lady hadn’t been Max’s bit on the side; she was my presumed-dead mother, come back to find me. And before I knew it, Hugh had blackmailed me and brought Milton Advertising
         to its knees, stealing Chester’s business and sending Max into a total meltdown.
      

      
      There was an awful minute when I’d told Max the truth. I would never forget the look in his eye, the look of total devastation
         that left him only when Mum rushed in and told him that I’d been trying to protect her, that it was actually she who’d slept
         with Hugh, who’d kissed and told, drunkenly revealing company secrets. The look of relief on his face when she said that had
         haunted me every time I’d been tempted to come clean. I knew I’d never be able to forgive myself for what I’d done, and neither
         would Max, if he knew the truth – even though it turned out I’d only kissed Hugh, even though it turned out he was gay and
         had planned the whole thing to get at Max.
      

      
      ‘So, what, I just spend my life on tenterhooks, waiting for Hugh to demand anything he wants?’ I asked miserably. ‘One way
         or another, Max is going to discover the truth: That I let him down. That I’m a terrible wife.’
      

      
      ‘No, you’re not. It was one indiscretion at a weak moment. And, anyway, technically speaking, you were a bad fiancée,’ Helen pointed out. ‘You haven’t done anything bad since being his wife.’
      

      
      I raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not sure it works like that, Hel.’

      
      ‘Sure it does,’ she said breezily. ‘Anyway, perfection is overrated. Everyone’s got skeletons in their cupboards.’

      
      ‘Max doesn’t,’ I said miserably.

      
      Helen looked at me sternly. ‘I’m sure he does. And even if he doesn’t, you can’t let this Hugh thing take up more head space
         than it deserves. Max doesn’t need to know. No good will come of telling him. So don’t. And stop beating yourself up about
         it.’
      

      
      ‘Easy for you to say,’ I complained.
      

      
      ‘Do you think telling him will make anything better?’ Helen demanded. I shook my head. ‘Then, can we move on? Can I continue
         telling you about John?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said firmly. ‘Yes, please continue. So he said he was busy over the weekend?’

      
      Helen nodded. ‘All weekend. I mean, that’s weird, right? No one works all weekend.’

      
      She caught my eye and reddened slightly. ‘Other than you and Max,’ she said quickly. It had been over working weekends that
         I’d fallen in love with Max; we were both workaholics, both pretty uninterested in going out and painting the town red.
      

      
      ‘Maybe it’s weird,’ I said tentatively. ‘But maybe it isn’t. I mean, maybe he’s just swamped at work.’

      
      ‘Yeah, it’s possible,’ Helen said, her forehead creasing into a frown. ‘But what if it’s a brush-off?’

      
      I shrugged helplessly. ‘Hel, you know I don’t have much experience with men,’ I said.

      
      ‘You’re married,’ Helen pointed out.

      
      ‘Yes, but—’

      
      ‘You’ve been engaged twice.’

      
      ‘Sure, but—’

      
      ‘And you convinced a gorgeous, in-demand man to marry you in fifty days.’ Helen raised an eyebrow and sat back, as if to say,
         ‘Game, set, and match.’
      

      
      It was true, but it wasn’t the way it sounded. Helen was referring to a story that started with Grace, my grandma’s neighbor
         at the old folks’ home. I hadn’t known that Grace was rich. I’d just thought of her as the sweet woman to whom I told stories,
         cheering her up in the process. The one she’d liked most was about me having a boyfriend, a story I’d made up about Anthony
         Milton, my boss. And before long, the ‘boyfriend’ had become a fiancé (egged on by Grace) and finally a full-fledged husband. I know, it seems a little
         far-fetched. But her eyes lit up when I told her about our (totally made-up) romance. And then when she died, I got the shock
         of my life – she’d left me all her money and an amazing house in the country. Except she didn’t leave it to me; she left it
         to Mrs. Anthony Milton. So Helen and I hatched Project Marriage, an attempt to get Anthony to marry me for real. And it worked.
         Kind of. There was just one more twist in the tale. Turned out Anthony was actually Grace’s estranged son; she’d known all
         along that I wasn’t really married and had been angling to get the two of us hitched so that I could keep him on the straight
         and narrow.
      

      
      Fortunately I’d realized, just moments before saying ‘I do,’ that I couldn’t do it – not for Grace, not for all the money
         in the world. Because I loved Max and I couldn’t imagine being married to anyone but him. Grace might have been disappointed
         if she were still alive, but I like to think that the romantic in her would be happy. After all, I got married eventually;
         I got my happily ever after.
      

      
      ‘Anthony asked me to marry him because he wanted half of Grace’s inheritance,’ I said firmly. ‘That’s all. And after everything
         I’ve done, I’m the last person you want to ask for advice on relationships.’
      

      
      ‘Not the last person,’ Helen said, attempting a smile. ‘But maybe you’ve got a point. Maybe you’re not the perfect person to turn to for
         guidance. But you’re the only person here, so you’ll have to do. Do you think I should trust John or not?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Hel, I’ve never even met the guy. What does your gut tell you?’

      
      I hadn’t trusted Hugh. Not initially, anyway. And I’d been right.
      

      
      ‘It tells me he’s probably telling the truth,’ Helen said, sitting back despondently.

      
      ‘So why the long face?’ I asked, curious. ‘It’s almost as if you’d prefer there to be some deep dark secret.’

      
      ‘No!’ Helen shook her head vehemently. ‘No, I wouldn’t. No, not at all.’

      
      I studied her face for a few seconds, then took a slurp of coffee. ‘Come on, then. What do you think makes the ideal husband?
         The ideal wife?’ I asked.
      

      
      Helen frowned. ‘The whole idea of marriage freaks me out a bit,’ she said, shuddering.

      
      ‘Boyfriend, then,’ I said. ‘If you could design the perfect partner, what would he be like?’

      
      ‘God knows.’

      
      ‘At least try. Once you know what you want, you can see if John measures up.’

      
      Helen nodded thoughtfully. ‘Okay, if you put it like that. But let me state for the record that I categorically do not believe
         that perfection exists. If it did, we’d all give up now, because we’re so completely lacking. So, let me think. Obviously
         he’d have to be completely in love with me,’ she said, pausing briefly. ‘Yes, absolutely smitten. And he’d also have to be
         gorgeous. Tall. Rich, definitely. He’d have a sports car. And maybe a private jet. He’d whisk me off to Barbados on holiday
         when I’d had a bad day at work. Not that I’d have to work because … well, why would I? He’d be loaded.’
      

      
      I shook my head in exasperation. ‘That’s it? You want someone rich and handsome who has a jet?’

      
      ‘And who’s crazy about me,’ Helen reminded me. ‘That’s the crucial piece of the jigsaw. C-R-A-Z-Y.’

      
      I laughed. ‘Fair enough.’
      

      
      ‘Talking about crazy,’ Helen said, leaning forward suddenly, ‘have you heard from Ivana lately?’

      
      Ivana was a friend of ours. More Helen’s, actually, but I’d gotten to know her pretty well during the whole Project Marriage
         thing, when she’d coached me in the art of flirtation. Ivana was a kind of stripper or lap dancer – none of us was entirely
         sure exactly what she did for a living, and to be honest we didn’t really want to. She was Russian, beautiful in a voluptuous
         leather-wearing kind of way, very domineering, and married to a guy from Manchester called Sean, who absolutely adored her.
         Helen had met her a few years before when she was making a documentary about strip clubs, and somehow Ivana had become a firm
         fixture.
      

      
      Except now things had changed slightly.

      
      ‘Not since—’ I said tentatively.

      
      ‘The baby?’ Helen interrupted, an amused expression on her face. ‘No, I didn’t think so. You know, I went round there a week
         or so ago and she made me take off my shoes.’
      

      
      I stared at her in confusion. ‘She what?’

      
      ‘She said she didn’t want me bringing germs into the house.’

      
      ‘Ivana? Ivana said that?’

      
      I’d been to Ivana’s studio flat only once; it was on Old Compton Street in Soho, and it stank of bodily fluids mixed with
         heady perfume and didn’t look as if cleaning products had ever made their way through the door.
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