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      Sealed with a Kiss


      

      ‘It’s our best-selling illusion dress,’ the department store assistant told Allegra, who was gaping in disbelief at the hourglass figure reflected in the mirror. 


‘I was really looking for something a bit longer,’ she said, tugging uncertainly at the hem. Beneath the amazing eye-fooling torso came the reality of her solid tree trunks, after which she had gained her lifelong nickname, Allegra ‘Legs’ North. ‘Do you sell illusion tights too?’ 


The assistant pursed her lips and regarded her customer’s hefty undercarriage with professional cool. ‘Shadow tights and sky-high platform stilettos will give you legs like Elle Macpherson.’ Her eyes trailed up to Legs’ chest. ‘And why not try a padded push-up bra?’ 


Legs had run out of time to hunt around for anything else before her hair appointment, and she knew Conrad would love the dress. He’d given her the afternoon off work to treat herself to something show-stopping, and she longed to do him proud when they shared the red carpet that evening, their most high-profile event to date as a couple. After buying the dress she raced through the store to Lingerie for a boob-boosting bra and leg-slimming tights, trying not to gulp at the price tags. Drastically short on time and money now, she scoured the sales racks for the highest high heels they had in her size and bought them without trying them on. 


At the salon, breathless from running, she collapsed into a chair with a clutch of the latest glossies in her arms and asked her stylist to turn her tangled dark blonde tresses into something worthy of a movie premiere. 


‘Anything I’d have heard of?’ 


Fanning out the magazines on her lap, Legs pointed at the faces on the front of most of them – young heartthrob Hollywood actor Con O’Mara, who took the title role in the blockbusting Ptolemy Finch series, and his pouting British co-star Iris Devonshire, who played the boy soothsayer’s sidekick Purple. Both were currently on a stellar publicity campaign to promote the fourth movie, Ptolemy Finch and the Emerald Falcon. The world premiere was taking place in Leicester Square that evening. A-list stars had gathered in London, the world’s media were readying cameras and Dictaphones, crowd barriers were being slotted in place outside the theatre, all in anticipation of the biggest box-office release of the year. And Legs had a front-row seat. 


‘No  way! ’   The hairdresser was agog. ‘How d’you get a ticket to that?’ 


‘I work for the literary agency that handles Gordon Lapis.’ The real identity of Gordon Lapis, the author behind the Ptolemy Finch phenomenon, was one of the nation’s greatest mysteries. 


‘Man, I am sooo jealous.’ Her stylist’s eyes stretched wide.  ‘Ptolemy and Purple are just sooo sexy. We are going to make you look  hot, girl!’ He signalled for his assistant to bring foils. ‘Is it true Lapis has made the production company cut the screen kiss?’ 


Legs beamed at him, happy to give out fragments of gossip while he dyed, glossed and snipped split ends. ‘There’s no kiss in the book, so there was a big argument when the director added one. Gordon has been adamant that it must go, but nobody at the agency knows which version has made the final edit. His legal eagles are handling all that.’ 


‘He must be worth millions. Bet he lives in a stately home, right?’ 


‘I’ve no idea. He’s a total recluse. My boss is the only person to have met him and he’s sworn to secrecy.’ She lifted a weekly gossip magazine and read the front cover, snorting with laughter at the shoutline: JEWEL THIEF TO TARGET WEST END PREMIERE. 


Reading it over her shoulder, her stylist whistled. ‘Better leave the diamond choker at home, eh love.’ 


‘It’s all hype; they put out stories like this with each film release. It was Iris Devonshire’s mad stalker last time.’ 






Later that afternoon, in the privacy of the bedroom of her little basement flat, Allegra regarded her hair nervously in the mirror, wishing her gossip-hungry stylist hadn’t left the foils in so long before going mad with the straighteners. Her usual bed-head now looked as flat, rectangular and banded as a barcode. At least, she realised fretfully, it would match the stripes in her ‘illusion dress’, which she laid out on the bed while waiting for her bath to run. 


She dug through her backpack to find her new lingerie to lay alongside it, but instead her fingers closed around the letter she’d been writing all week. 


Dear Francis, it began, and tears sprang to her eyes the moment she started reading the passionate confessions of guilt and regret that followed. 


Turning off the bath taps before pouring herself a glass of wine, she slotted her iPod into the dock to play Birdy and straightened out the much-thumbed pages of textured writing paper once again. 


Her thirteen-year relationship with Francis Protheroe had broken up very bitterly just six weeks ago. The long romance that had started as youthful first love and seen them through to adulthood – half their lifetimes – was finally at an end. She still couldn’t quite believe it was over, or that she had been the architect of the betrayal which had broken it beyond repair. Having an affair with one’s boss was the oldest cliché in the publishing-industry book, and Legs had sped-read her way straight to it, falling for literary über-agent Conrad Knight hook, line and ‘cinq à sept’, as he called those precious after-work hours between five and seven when office affairs take place. Yes, she was enraptured by her lover – but hurting Francis had been the most appalling act she’d ever committed. 


The letter was full of love and remorse, peppered with quotes from poems they had studied together and desperate pleas for him to realise how sorry she was. Without thinking, she picked up her pen and started to write more, falling tears making the ink swirl and loop. 


Legs’ lines were a mess of blotches, spelling mistakes and crossings-out, crammed tighter and tighter on the page until she ran out of space altogether. 


Just then, her phone lit up and started playing Conrad’s ringtone, making her jump as she looked across at the clock. Lost in sentiment, almost an hour had vanished. Her bath would be stone cold. 


‘Change of plan,’ he said, his gravelly voice as sexy and abrupt as ever. ‘The kids want to come tonight after all; best you’re not in our car.’  


‘You’re uninviting me?’ she gasped. Even though Conrad and his wife had parted almost a year ago, his teenage children still knew Legs only as his PA, not his girlfriend. She understood his reluctance to unnerve them with evidence of his new love life, but she found the last-minute rearrangements and cancelled dates increasingly demoralising. 


‘You’re now Dennis’s plus one,’ he told her. ‘He’ll walk you in and circulate you at the pre-drinks.’  


He made her sound like a tray of dim sum. 


‘Whatever you do,’ he continued, ‘don’t let him drink anything stronger than squash. We had a very nasty moment with the fruit punch at Dame Patricia’s seventieth.’  


He rang off before she could raise an objection. Dennis Nobbs was Conrad’s senior partner in the literary agency. He was a bad-breathed, opinionated intellectual who still lived with his mother, and his camp scholarliness concealed a highly lecherous streak. 


Legs was furious. Still seething, she found more paper and poured out another half-page of repentance to Francis, telling him that she would never love another man as much as she had loved him. Folding the letter, she thrust it back in its envelope. 


She added more hot water to the bath and settled in among the scented bubbles. She knew she was being unfair, spurning one lover by returning to another. She owed Conrad more loyalty and Francis more respect. Legs lay back, closed her eyes and had just started to relax in her bathtub sanctuary when the doorbell buzzed insistently. 


‘It’s Dennis,’ a reedy voice told her as she dripped water onto the intercom. ‘The taxi’s waiting. I thought we should set out ahead of schedule. Traffic on the Westway can be very congested at this time. Did you know one can see directly through your basement blinds from this angle? That’s a rather diminutive towel with which to dry yourself at an optimum rate.’ 




In a West End bar, Dougie Everett had just spent ten minutes reassuring an apprehensive acquaintance that he could get a horse and trap as far as Leicester Square without being stopped. 


‘I’ve done a dry run on foot,’ he said easily. ‘Everyone will think it’s a part of the film publicity. I  am the most famous stuntman in London right now, after all.’ 


Already a tabloid favourite in his own right as a well-connected society playboy, handsome Dougie Everett had propelled himself even closer to the limelight by taking on all of Con O’Mara’s action scenes in the latest Ptolemy Finch movie, most of them on horseback. He had been giving almost as many interviews as the main stars in recent weeks, his celebrity cachet boosted by a short-lived, high-profile affair with an ageing pop star. 


‘First, I’ll go to the premiere and identify the target.’ He fingered the little photograph he’d just been given. ‘Are you sure this is the most recent shot you have?’ Glancing across at the anxious face beside him, he flashed his big smile. ‘Hey, it’s fine. I’ll make sure she’s in the cinema tonight, and then get the horse and trap to the edge of Leicester Square at the allotted hour. The rest is up to you.’  


He downed his drink and loped out of the bar, smiling to himself as he pocketed the picture, drew out his bow tie, pulled it beneath his collar and tied it with quick-fingered deftness. Francis Protheroe was a nice enough guy, he reflected. When a mutual friend had put them in touch he’d been happy to agree to help him plan tonight’s stunt – especially given the generous fee Francis was prepared to pay. Protheroe must be made of commendably gutsy stuff to want to win back his ex-girlfriend with a big romantic gesture in front of the media glare of the year, and Dougie was all for old-fashioned chivalry. But big-action heroism came far higher up his self-publicising scale – and he planned to cash in big time on that front tonight. 
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