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PROLOGUE


I flattened myself against the marble pillar and peered round into the elegant cream-and-silver function room, making sure no one in the congregation spotted me.


They didn’t, of course. They were too busy admiring the hand-tied globes of roses decorating the end chairs and reading the poems in the order of service.


I was particularly pleased about the poems, which were actually snippets of Cole Porter love songs, not the hackneyed old Winnie-the-Pooh or ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ clichés. I mean, who in their right mind wants to be compared to an English summer’s day? English summer days: a bit wet, famously unpredictable and prone to clouding over. Like today. It had only just stopped raining and the distinctive smell of damp morning suit and hairspray was rising mustily off the congregation.


There’s nothing you can do about the weather, I reminded myself.


A few people had their heads close together, obviously chatting about something. I strained my ears to catch what they were saying, but I couldn’t make anything out over the sweet bubbling of harp music – selections from The Nutcracker Suite – again, unusual but classic. The smiles and quick glances of anticipation suggested that no one, so far, was making much of the fact that the wedding should have started four minutes ago.


I checked my watch, something ‘borrowed’ from my mum. Five minutes ago. This meant that Anthony was now at least thirty-five minutes late.


My stomach turned a slow, deliberate loop and my ‘calming’ breakfast of porridge and blueberries repeated on me. But what could I do now? Apart from phoning, texting, ringing the police and sending one of the bridesmaids out to check his flat … all of which I’d done already.


The congregation didn’t seem to have noticed that there were two conspicuously empty seats at the front right-side of the church, where Anthony and Phil, the best man, should have been. To their credit, the ushers were carrying on as if nothing was amiss – but that was probably because half of them hadn’t realized something was amiss. They weren’t the most switched-on ushers I’d ever met, possibly thanks to the number of head-on tackles they’d received playing rugby with Anthony, but I was actually quite grateful for that now.


Six minutes late. A late guest scuttled in, surprised not to be late after all. Seven.


The weird thing was, although my brain was racing and popping and I could feel every one of the thirty hair pins digging into my scalp, the rest of my body felt positively sleepy. I’d been twitching randomly for the last seventy-two hours, but now my arms and legs felt as if lead weights were attached to them. I’d planned and planned and planned, but this – along with the rain – was the only eventuality I didn’t have a solution for.


The harpist came to the end of the ‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’ and glanced across at me, her eyebrows raised.


I hesitated, then made a circling play something else sign.


She frowned, pushed back her long blonde hair and started again, and this time three or four of the congregation looked up, because it was now very obvious that something wasn’t right.


Please let me wake up, I thought. Or at least send on my old French teacher dressed as a walrus so I know it’s a bad dream. But at that moment Andrea, my chief bridesmaid, appeared with her mobile phone in one hand and a white handkerchief in the other. She looked as if she’d drawn the short straw. A very, very short straw.


Somewhere at the back of my mind I noted that Andrea was a trained First Aider. It was always a good idea to have one bridesmaid who could do First Aid. I’d read that somewhere.


‘Rosie,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve got some bad news.’


‘The caterer’s broken down?’ I whispered back hopefully. ‘The photographer’s lost the list of shots?’


‘No.’ She bit her lip. ‘It’s Ant. He’s not coming.’










CHAPTER ONE


People make a lot of assumptions about wedding planners.


Either we’re hopeless romantics (I’m not).


Or we’re terminal singletons (I live with my boyfriend, Dominic – he’s a food critic. We’ve been together two years).


Or we got married once ourselves and loved it so much that we decided to make an entire career out of it. (This only happens in films. Trust me, making six hundred yards of gingham bunting may be fun for your own wedding but for someone else’s it’s a form of prison work.)


In my professional opinion, and I’ve done quite a few weddings now, the secret to being the best wedding planner is this:


Never think of yourself as a wedding planner. Because that way madness lies.


My name is Rosie McDonald. I’m an Events Manager.


*

If you chose to get married at London’s Bonneville Hotel, located down a discreet side street off Piccadilly, you’d be following in the glittering footsteps of film stars, European royals, writers, politicians and wits, all of whom had passed through the polished brass revolving doors over the years, usually in dark glasses. You could have your ceremony in our airy Palm Court, or in the pale green and gold Tea Salon, or, as most winter brides did, by a roaring fire in the oak-panelled Reading Room. But nearly all our summer weddings, however, took place in the walled garden.


I loved every elegant Art Deco inch of the Bonneville, and had done ever since I’d tucked in the hospital corners on my first bed as a temporary chambermaid during the school holidays, but the rose garden had a special magic. Even without the bridal arch of jasmine and honeysuckle set up by the marble fountain, and the rows of gold chairs arranged on the lawn, the shady green courtyard summed up the discreet glamour that infused the whole hotel like the heady scent of white flowers and beeswax polish. It was secret, unexpectedly romantic. A quiet spot in the middle of London that you felt only you knew about. Well, you, and the Aga Khan, Richard Burton and some elderly Duchesses from countries that no longer existed.


On the other side of the ivy-covered wall was the wide open space of Green Park, bustling with tourists and office workers, but on our side, beyond the French windows of the black-and-white tiled lobby, was a peaceful oasis, drifting with fat pink tea roses and banks of lavender: a perfect setting in which to sip Darjeeling tea or read a film script or, as Clementine Wright was doing at 3 p.m. today, marry the stockbroker of your dreams.


Guests in morning dress and tiny hats had already begun to wander through the hotel lobby for the biggest and most important event I’d managed in the five years I’d been in charge of weddings. Jason’s mother was an MP, Clementine’s father was a rear admiral, and the Wright-Atkinson table plan had taken more strategic planning than a G8 summit, given the hordes of cousins on Clementine’s side. Bonneville weddings were intimate and chic, on account of the limited space, and in order to keep the numbers manageable we’d had, with regret, to restrict Clemmie’s guest list to adults only. This didn’t go down well in certain quarters, but as I told Clemmie, who sat nervously shredding tissues in my office while I fielded tricky phone calls from one or two parents, emotional blackmail and threats were water off a duck’s back to me. For me, child-free weddings were a simple catering/logistics issue, not the Christmas-card-list-deleting family nightmare they could be for the poor bride.


Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about making Clemmie’s wedding everything she’d dreamed of; I did. I just couldn’t do my job if I cried as much as my brides tended to.


With those guest-list issues in mind, I’d added an extra check to my all-important list so I could cast a discreet eye over the arrivals. In my experience, the more posh the wedding, the more outrageous the liberties taken with invitations, dress codes and so on.


The lobby was filled with the sound of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and the scent of calla lilies, as I smiled a warm welcome to the guests and directed them towards the French windows. I was wearing a vintage-style green suit with a nipped-in jacket to flatter my waist, which was my best feature, and a skirt that covered my knees, which definitely weren’t. This was my favourite wedding outfit; it was important to look stylish, but not to be mistaken for a guest, hence the slightly office-y floral blouse, plus my shoes were on the sensible side, and I wasn’t wearing a hat. I couldn’t wear a hat anyway. I had the kind of unstyle-able short brown hair that millinery tended to slide off, as if in an attempt to get away, but I was wearing a floral fascinator – which had the advantage of concealing a tiny headpiece, through which the rest of the events staff could relay any fires that needed putting out. (Not literally, of course. Although you could never be sure with best men.)


It was twenty-five minutes to wedding march, a critical moment in any wedding timetable. I stepped back into an alcove so I could check my lists. My whole life was comprised of lists; I even had a list of lists to ensure I was carrying the right ones.


Bride: Clemmie had been in the bridal suite overnight, with her two bridesmaids and her mother. Tick.


Ushers: I’d counted all eight men (mostly called Josh and Hugo), outfits and buttonholes correct. Tick tick tick.


Best man: Ring in pocket; speech vetted; going-away car outside; keys for going-away car safely in my pocket.


Groom: Most important of all, Jason was in the building. I never relaxed properly until I’d seen the groom arrive, established that he was happy, and then put him somewhere safe. Jason was currently parked in the anteroom off the Palm Court, with a glass of brandy and the best man. He couldn’t leave there without at least two champagne waiters noticing.


Not that I would ever prevent a groom from changing his mind at the last minute, but I wanted to know about it before it happened. Ditto the bride. Damage limitation was another major part of my role and – touch wood – so far every wedding I’d planned had actually gone ahead.


Jan, the local registrar, and her deputy were due to arrive at 2.40 p.m., and I was making my way to the reception area to meet them when I was accosted by a ball of energy surging at high speed towards me, almost bursting out of its tight pink cardigan.


It was Gemma, my assistant.


‘Gemma, what have I said about running before a wedding?’ I reminded her, under my breath. ‘It spooks the guests.’


‘Sorry, Rosie.’ Gemma’s round brown eyes darted from one side to the other beneath her jet-black fringe as if she was being followed by a giant rolling rock or similar. I didn’t take her behaviour as an immediate sign of disaster; Gemma tended towards the dramatic, which was why, in addition to being my events assistant and the PA to Laurence Bentley Douglas, my boss and the hotel owner, she actively enjoyed doing extra shifts on reception, where most of the gossip originated.


‘Emergency upstairs,’ she hissed out of the corner of her mouth.


‘A real emergency?’ I asked with a fixed smile, as a grey-haired man sporting a lot of naval medals sailed past. ‘Or just wobbles?’


‘Meltdown. Code red.’


I stopped in my tracks. I hadn’t had easy-going interior decorator Clemmie down for a potential meltdown.


‘I see,’ I said, removing a less-than-clean glass from a tray of champagne flutes going past. ‘Well, let’s go and mop it up.’


*

Inside the bridal suite, a luxurious set of interconnected rooms decorated in delicate lilacs and creams where some riotous parties had apparently taken place during the hotel’s heyday during the Blitz, final preparations should have been in full swing.


Only they weren’t. Everyone was on their mobile phones, which was against my normal rules. Nothing ruined the special pre-wedding atmosphere for the bridal party like guests pestering bridesmaids for directions or texting photos of their outfits to check they weren’t clashing.


Clementine was sniffing and texting frantically in front of the huge circular mirror of the dressing table while the make-up artist dabbed at her mascara and the photographer took ‘reportage’ shots of the bride’s mother, Linda, sipping champagne and trying to look serene at the same time as holding in her stomach.


‘Hello, ladies!’ I said with a bright smile. ‘You all look beautiful! Clemmie, I hope those are happy tears?’


Clementine’s bridesmaids, Hannah and Meg, stopped their own texting and looked relieved to see me.


‘I can’t believe what’s just happened!’ Clementine wailed without taking her eyes from her phone. ‘I knew something had to go wrong!’


‘Everything’s fine downstairs,’ I reassured her. ‘If this is about the ushers, they’re all here and before you ask, yes, they’ve all had a shave. I sent a barber up to their rooms this morning, just in case Jason had forgotten to arrange it.’ I didn’t let grooms ‘forget’ anything as important as a proper shave.


‘Did you?’ Clemmie looked momentarily pleased, then the anxious crease returned to her forehead. The make-up artist tried to powder over it.


‘Rosie, there’s a major guest problem,’ said Hannah, the more anxious of the two bridesmaids.


Meg’s fixed grin widened. ‘Don’t say problem.’


‘Of course it’s not a problem,’ I assured her. ‘There’s nothing I can’t fix, believe me, I’ve seen it all before.’


‘I’m not sure you can fix this.’ Clemmie started to chew her lip, remembered her perfect lipstick and clenched her fists instead. ‘You remember my cousin in Cirencester? Katherine?’


I did. That had been a long phone call. I’d had to make it because Clementine was terrified of Katherine, and after thirty minutes of haranguing I could see why. Katherine hadn’t been happy about her daughter’s lack of invitation, to put it mildly. But I had a variety of excellent explanations as to why the Bonneville preferred tot-less weddings, from insurance reasons right up to spiky floral arrangements; also, I didn’t accept Katherine’s furious insistence that not inviting Maisie was a contravention of her human rights, or that Clementine was being a selfish Bridezilla. Bridezilla wasn’t a word in my vocabulary.


‘Of course I do,’ I said.


‘Well, she’s here.’ Clementine swallowed.


‘Wonderful!’ I patted her on the shoulder and surreptitiously checked my watch. ‘I knew all those threats about boycotting the wedding were just blackmail. That makes a full row of your cousins, and—’


‘No, I mean, Maisie’s here, too. Her daughter. Mum’s just seen her arrive.’ Clementine’s forehead tightened. ‘Katherine brought Maisie anyway. Even though I told her no one’s children were coming.’


Brilliant. I rolled my eyes inwardly. There was always one.


‘That’s absolutely fine, Clementine.’ I immediately began calculating contingency seating plans. Irritating, but I always allowed for three unexpected guests. ‘I’ll ask the catering team to set an extra place with her mother—’


‘No, no, it’s worse than that.’ Clemmie’s voice was sharpening with anxiety. ‘Apparently, Katherine’s dressed Maisie in the exact same colour as the bridesmaids. That was why she was asking me all those questions about the colour scheme! It wasn’t so she could coordinate her own outfit at all! It was so she could put Maisie in my bridal party even though I told her we weren’t even having my godchildren as flower girls!’


I kept my expression sympathetic but inside I was karate-chopping the rhino hide of the bold Katherine. This wasn’t the first time this had happened. There was often one mother who refused to believe that ‘no children’ could apply to their gorgeous cherubs and smuggled them in anyway, brazenly attaching them to the back of the bridal procession like a limpet mine, while everyone was cooing at the action taking place at the business end.


‘My cousin Joss is already going ballistic, look!’ Clemmie brandished her phone in my face. ‘I’ve had weeks of people trying to get an invite for their kids, and I said, I’m sorry but it’s only fair if it’s no children at all, and now they’ll all think I made a special exception for Maisie! I mean, she’s the last kid I’d have had as a bridesmaid! I thought she was a boy until she was four!’


‘Clementine!’ said her mother reproachfully.


‘Tilly would have loved to have been a flower girl,’ said Meg, looking distinctly unimpressed. ‘And I wouldn’t have had to drive to Macclesfield to leave her with Jack’s mother.’


‘I’ve said I’m sorry, Meg …’


Hannah’s phone pinged and everyone stared at her.


‘Um, it’s from Serena,’ said Hannah, awkwardly. ‘She says …’


‘I think we can guess,’ I said, firmly. ‘No need to read it out.’


‘This is meant to be the happiest day of my life!’ Clemmie spun round on the dressing-table stool. Her eyes were wild and hungry in the way only those of a woman who hasn’t eaten anything white for six months can be. ‘And I’m going to spend it apologizing to every single parent here!’


‘I promise you won’t,’ I said. ‘Clemmie, look at me. You’re going to have a wonderful wedding. The day we’ve been planning. Your special day.’


Then I put a calming hand on her arm and looked right into her face, a trick my old boss Caroline had taught me years ago. It also worked on dogs.


After a tremulous second, Clemmie sniffed and managed a broken smile, and I knew what I had to do. It was just a gatecrasher issue, that was all. Any events manager worth her salt could handle a gatecrasher, even one in a pistachio satin bridesmaid’s dress.


*

I marched briskly down the carpeted corridors I’d come to know like the back of my hand over the years, and asked myself a question that went through my head at least twice a day, more often at weddings: ‘What would Caroline Bentley Douglas do now?’


Caroline, Laurence’s first wife, had taught me everything I knew about organizing weddings – as well as everything about the Bonneville itself, from its fabulous reception area with gilded sunbursts and polished floors to its delicate domed skylights. Laurence sometimes joked that she was more in love with his hotel than with him, but I could understand that. The Bonneville had real personality, that of an old-fashioned London debutante: elegant, well-connected, sometimes a bit naughty – but always discreet. That discretion had been its calling card in the pell-mell years between the wars; The Ritz or Claridge’s might have had endless flashbulbs popping outside, but love-struck stars who didn’t want to be photographed checked into the Bonneville’s suites for their secret London trysts. Caroline had regaled me with all the stories when I was a young vacation chambermaid, and then seeing my enthusiasm for the place, she’d taken me under her wing, encouraging me to study hospitality management at college. When I graduated, I walked straight into a job as her assistant, and that was when I really started learning about the hotel trade.


Nearly ten years on, I was in charge of the super-traditional wedding packages Caroline had dreamed up as part of her mission to keep the struggling hotel afloat. She was still mentoring me, but it wasn’t over black coffee in her office any more. Caroline had bought her own hotel in Oxfordshire, after she finally got tired of Laurence’s charming but chaotic stewardship of his family’s business, and divorced him.


These days, I had to rely on Laurence for on-the-spot advice, such as it was. I liked Laurence very much, but I couldn’t blame Caroline for throwing in the towel. She was the sort of boss who got down on her knees to check under beds and ran her finger along picture rails; Laurence, on the other hand, claimed to be allergic to dust. As well as chlorine, Dettol, stress, wheat, and certain types of paper. Working for him could be frustrating, particularly now that his short-lived second wife (and former receptionist) Ellie had left too, and the wifely duties of diary management and general organization had fallen to me and Gemma. But Laurence’s redeeming feature – one that was quite useful on a day like today – was a knack with the guests that was something to behold. He was a natural host. A ringmaster of his own hotel, as you’d expect from someone actually born in Room 32, during a dinner-dance for one of London’s most prestigious estate agencies.


As I made my way back downstairs to the wedding party in search of the interlopers, I kept an eye out for Laurence’s lanky frame amongst the morning suits and floral dresses. He loved our hotel weddings – in the sense that he liked to shimmer in once everything was organized and dispense brandies to the gentlemen and compliments to the ladies – and I was very keen for him to see me at the epicentre of a well-organized and profitable event. The last general manager, Paul, had finally succumbed to the ‘pressures of the role’ and had checked himself into rehab at The Priory; I wanted Laurence to consider me for the job. Okay, so I was younger than most general managers, at just thirty, but I knew this hotel inside out and, more to the point, I was absolutely passionate about restoring that gleam and glamour it had once enjoyed. I wanted to hear it talked about again in smart circles; I wanted to see the hotel bar filled with attractive couples and witty chat. I wanted to see the Bonneville sparkle again.


Laurence wasn’t in reception, and neither were Katherine and Maisie. I wove my way expertly between guests until my antennae twitched – there they were, lurking near the globe-shaped box trees by the side of the garden, almost out of sight: a blonde in a tight floral sheath dress and, next to her, a miserable five-year-old in a pale pistachio satin frock that pinched her plump arms.


I had no intention of telling Clemmie, but several couples were giving Katherine pointed glares and muttering darkly. Still, it wouldn’t take a moment to sort this out.


I went over, a friendly smile on my face. ‘Excuse me, is it Katherine?’


‘Yes?’ She looked guilty but defiant, and pulled Maisie towards her.


‘Wonderful! I wonder if I could take you and your beautiful daughter to a special seat?’


‘Why?’


‘Because for insurance reasons we can’t allow anyone under the age of eleven to be within twenty metres of the fountain.’ I gestured towards the tumbling water feature and started to guide them both towards the last row of chairs. They moved without even knowing they were being directed.


Over the years, I’d developed the art of leading people from one place to another without them realizing they were being shepherded; Caroline had taught me as part of my gatecrasher-removal arsenal. It was part stage hypnotism, part lifting.


‘Maisie needs access to the bridal party.’ Katherine looked at me boldly.


I gave her my very politest really? smile and said nothing. We both knew she was bluffing.


‘And … I need to be able to see,’ she faltered.


‘Of course! We’ve arranged the chairs so everyone gets a great view,’ I assured her. ‘Maisie, you look a bit hot, darling. Would you like me to find you a glass of orange juice?’


‘No! What if she spills it on her bridesm– … on her dress?’


‘I’m sure you won’t,’ I said, holding out my hand to Maisie. The poor thing looked about as thrilled to be crammed into a green satin dress as Clementine had been to find out she was wearing it. ‘I know where there’s a special gold chair for you,’ I added, conspiratorially. It was a long way back. And afterwards, I could think of a few fun things for Maisie to do – with Gemma, and well out of Clementine’s way.


The little girl beamed up at me, and I felt a glow of satisfaction at having solved another problem, and with fifteen minutes still to go before the wedding.




*

Having got Katherine and Maisie safely trapped at the far end of a row of chairs, with several large relatives between Maisie and the aisle, I scooted back upstairs to make sure the photographer had taken all the reportage shots Clemmie had specified on her list, and then, when Gemma confirmed from downstairs that all the other wedding participants were in position and ready to go, I gave Clemmie a hug. Carefully, so as not to dislodge the family tiara.


‘You look beautiful,’ I said. ‘Don’t cry, please, Arthur,’ I added to her father, standing next to her. His stiff upper lip was already wobbling, through pure pride. ‘You’ll set us all off.’


‘This is perfect, Rosie.’ Clemmie seemed dazed with happiness. ‘This is just what I imagined.’


‘Quite.’ Arthur’s voice was gruff with emotion. ‘None of that fancy stuff you get these days. Just a nice simple wedding.’


‘That’s what we aim for,’ I said, because it was. This was the moment when I really had to concentrate to keep my events focus; Clemmie looked so radiant and so excited. I’d done my job – nearly. ‘Now, let me get the lift for you.’


*

I was always telling brides to stop and take in one still moment in their wedding day, and I made a point of taking a moment myself to stop and see exactly what I’d just achieved.


Today I stood just inside the rose garden and watched as Clemmie and Jason made their vows by the marble fountain. It was exactly how I’d pictured it during the planning meetings when I’d outlined the ideal Bonneville wedding to Clemmie: I aimed to create the wedding finale from a classic Golden Age Hollywood movie, with a trademark English feel. Black and white sophistication, but with pink cherry blossom, and tea roses.


My eye travelled up from the bride and her groom, gazing at each other as Jason slipped the ring on Clemmie’s finger; up to the tall windows of the hotel rising five elegant stories above them, punctuated by black wrought-iron balconies on which actresses and princes had once sipped morning coffee gazing over Green Park; and finally up to the curliest, widest balcony of all, at the top: the luxurious honeymoon suite where Clemmie and Jason would be spending their first night as husband and wife.


The honeymoon suite was at the heart of every wedding I arranged. It was magical. Just smoothing down the satin coverlet on the big bed with its scalloped headboard made me feel something of the hotel’s romantic past, imagining all the passion and new beginnings that the room must have seen over the decades. It sounds a bit airy-fairy, but it wasn’t only the Bonneville’s stylish suites and elegant spaces that I loved, but its human history: the secrets and whispers from another, more glamorous age, caught in the fabric of every room. The cocktails, the black cabs, the cash tips, the forgotten red lipsticks, the snatched moments of pleasure in a place designed to shut out real life completely, just for a night or two. The honeymoon suite, up in the penthouse like a secluded nest far above the real world, seemed to distil everything the Bonneville stood for into one room.


A ripple of applause from the congregation brought me back to myself with a jolt; the new Mr and Mrs Atkinson were turning to walk back down the white carpet towards their reception, and I needed to shift into the next phase of precision organization.


The sun broke through the fluffy clouds, reflecting off the soft cream exterior of the hotel, bathing the guests in a fresh, flattering light as they rose and began to make their way to the afternoon tea reception. It was in the Palm Court, where black-clad waiters were already gliding around with the porcelain cake stands and silver teapots, dispensing tiny macaroons and wielding proper tea-strainers.


Oh, brilliant, I thought. Right on cue, now all the hard work was done, Laurence had appeared by the entrance to the garden, resplendent in his blazer and red trousers, kissing the bride, shaking everyone else’s hand, smiling and laughing away like the consummate hotel owner. I knew what he’d be saying even though I was too far away to hear; I could see from the dazzled expressions on their faces that he was working his magic on everyone in earshot.


Laurence seemed to be getting on particularly well with Clemmie’s Auntie Priscilla, I noted. I was supposed to be keeping an eye out for potential dates for him, on Caroline’s instructions; she was very keen to get Laurence paired up again, and weddings were a fertile source of appropriate middle-aged women, most of whom he seemed to know already through his many years of extreme sociability. Laurence wasn’t a man who coped well on his own, and like me, Caroline didn’t have time to deal with his constant phone calls about the washing machine.


While I was watching Priscilla flirting outrageously with Laurence, and wondering if I should ask Clemmie for her details, or just take them straight off the guest database, my fascinator buzzed, and I pushed a stray curl out of the way to answer it. ‘Gemma?’


‘Rosie, someone’s brought their dog with them? It’s in the foyer? I don’t know what to – urgh! Bad dog! No! Naughty!’


‘Put it in Laurence’s office,’ I said, setting off, shoulders already pulled back in fire-fighting readiness. ‘I’ll be right there.’


I swished past the guests, the waiters, the caterers, the flower arrangements, the champagne, and although the stopwatch in my head was ticking, I couldn’t stop the smile spreading across my face.


On a bright May day like this one, there wasn’t a more romantic place to get married in all of London than the Bonneville Hotel. In all the world, actually. It’s the only place I’d ever consider getting married, if I was in the market for a wedding, which I’m not.


As I said, it’s not that I don’t have a boyfriend, I do. And it’s not as if I’m completely anti-marriage, because obviously I enjoy a good wedding as much as the next person. Even after my Unfortunate Wedding Experience – the ‘j’ word isn’t in my vocabulary either. It’s just that …


Well. Let me tell you about my boyfriend, Dominic.










CHAPTER TWO


When I told people my boyfriend was Dominic Crosby, they usually laughed and said, ‘Not the Dominic Crosby, though?’ and when I assured them that, yes, I lived in West Kensington with the Dominic Crosby, London Food Critic of the Year two years running and campaigner for Quiet Zones in restaurants, they laughed again, but more nervously, and then changed the subject.


I didn’t know Dominic was the Dominic when I met him, about two years ago. He was just the short, rather intense bloke sitting next to me at a university friend’s birthday meal in Clerkenwell – a birthday meal I didn’t really want to go to but felt I had to attend, because if I didn’t, the main topic of conversation would have been Rosie and her Big Fat Non-Wedding, and its sequel conversation, now starring Anthony’s ‘surprise’ new girlfriend, Leona from Work. (Still. Nine months on, my non-wedding was the conversational gift that kept on giving. Luckily for me, not long after this particular dinner, another friend’s boyfriend went to prison for payroll fraud and everyone started feeling sorry for Kate instead.)


I should have had an inkling about who the bloke sitting next to was when he insisted on sending back all ten plates of lamb tagine served to our table because the lamb ‘had the stringy texture of knitting wool, spiced with the piquant addition of Mr Muscle’. But I’d missed the introductions at the start of the evening as I’d been dragged into Laurence’s office on my way out to provide my confrontation-phobic boss with a strategy for handling the Brazilian chambermaid who’d eaten £150-worth of pillow chocolates in less than two weeks. I merely noted, with my customer service hat on, that the posh bloke in the red shirt had managed to convey his punchy opinions on the tagine in such a charming, if opinionated, manner that the waitress didn’t empty the contents of his plate over his head.


It was my best friend, Helen, who alerted me to the fact that I’d been sitting next to the most controversial food writer in London. Helen managed the restaurant at the Bonneville and had headshots of all the major food critics lined up by the service hatch in the kitchens, arranged in Fear Order. (I rarely ventured into the kitchens; to be honest, I was a bit scared of the chef.)


As I recounted the horror of the complaining, Helen’s expression swung between delight and alarm. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you knew Dominic Crosby?’ She was normally quite inscrutable – her ‘look’ was basically that of a Hitchcock blonde: neat grey suits, immaculate blonde French pleat, composed demeanour – but occasionally flashes of excitement broke through the Nordic cool. ‘Can you get him to review us? Although—’ her brow creased, ‘there’s always the risk we’d end up on the “Killed by Quips” list.’


‘How do you mean, “Killed by Quips”?’


‘When he ignores the food and just takes potshots at everything else. It’s worse when Dominic Crosby decides to be funny about somewhere. That’s when you might as well just shut down.’ Helen seemed surprised at my blank expression. ‘You haven’t read his columns? In the London Reporter? And in the Sunday papers? He’s the Man in the Red Trousers.’


‘These “Sunday papers” of which you speak? What exactly are they?’ I pretended to look baffled.


She blinked, then realized I was joking. ‘Not everyone sleeps through Sunday mornings, you know.’


‘There’s a morning on Sundays?’


Helen and I both worked the same insane hours at the Bonneville: ours was a friendship forged from late nights and blister plasters and oversharing brought on by too much Red Bull. She was the only person who really understood why I sometimes worked eighteen-hour days. She was the only person who could make me laugh at the end of them too, with her brutal assessments of which of our co-workers she’d like to murder first. And then how she’d get rid of the evidence.


She tapped me playfully on the knee. ‘But, hey. Exciting. New man. Are you going to see him again?’


‘He’s not a new man. I don’t think he noticed me,’ I said firmly. ‘He was paying more attention to the bread rolls. He said the yeast died in vain. He felt sorry for it, to the point of requiring revenge.’


‘That place will be closed down in three weeks,’ sighed Helen. ‘Mark my words.’


But she was right, and I’d been wrong. Dominic had noticed me. I got an email the following week, asking if I’d mind coming along to review a restaurant with him; he made it sound, rather sweetly, as if I’d be doing him a favour by ‘eating an extra starter and anything with a sauce because I have problems around cream.’ Two days later, we were sitting at the best table in Windows on the World overlooking the lights strung like glittering diamonds across the patchwork squares of Hyde Park, and Dominic made me laugh so much I forgot to eat anything. (He didn’t. He cleared his plate, then mine, apart from the bits with sauce on.)


I know it seems sudden, looking back, but it felt as if Dominic was the boyfriend I’d been waiting all my life to meet. For one thing I knew exactly what he did, unlike Anthony, who had never explained his ‘actuary job’ in a way I fully understood, possibly because he still secretly wanted to be an asset manager. Dominic was funny, extremely knowledgeable about the food and drinks industry, a terrible gossip, and good-looking in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on until I saw Pirates of the Caribbean, and realized he was one of the few men in London who could genuinely be described as ‘swashbuckling’. Four months and many meals later, during which he actually listened to my thoughts about food (something Ant had hated because ‘you sound like you’re still at work’) I’d moved my electric toothbrush into Dominic’s garden flat in Kensington, which he shared with his collection of unopened review-copy cookbooks and an unused exercise bike.


We’d been living together for two years now, and I’d progressed to a chest of drawers of clothes and a shelf of the bathroom cabinet not taken up by indigestion remedies. Ours wasn’t a traditional relationship, given our weird working hours meant we didn’t spend much ‘supermarket and DIY’ time together, but Dominic had put my coffee choices on his Nespresso coffee pod delivery reorder, and I’d made a list of all his family birthdays and anniversaries so he could send cards before his mother told him to. We had the same taste in Chilean wine and American comedy shows, and neither made the other feel bad about late working nights or long lie-ins. And we made each other laugh. What more could you ask? as I often said to Helen.


All in all, I felt that Dominic and I were ready to take the next step and make things official. Not by getting married – Dominic thought weddings were just an excuse for couples to go on a shopping dash round the homewares departments of John Lewis, and I wasn’t in a hurry to do it again – but by buying somewhere together. Our own place, to relax and cook and have people over for dinner – something we’d never been able to do, because Dominic hadn’t seen the point in renting a flat with an adequate kitchen when he ate out for every meal but breakfast. The lease on his flat was up just after Christmas, and we’d talked seriously about pooling our resources which were just enough to buy something small in roughly the same area. Dominic was all for it – it was, he said, a smart move in the current market. That, for me, was a sign that he saw an active future in our relationship, much more so than if he’d just drifted into proposing like Anthony had.


Besides, let’s face it, a joint mortgage is for twenty-five years. And unlike a marriage, you can get insurance to cover yourself if one party decides to bail out.


*

On Wednesday night I pushed open the door to the newest gastropub laying itself open to Dom’s razor-sharp assessment, with a sheaf of estate agents’ details tucked into my bag. I’d downloaded the particulars of some flats that were more or less on the outskirts of the areas Dominic would consider living in, while being just about inside our budget. According to my notebook, this was the two hundredth meal out we’d eaten together, and it felt like an auspicious moment to start moving on to the next phase in our relationship.


The property details were tucked into my own food notebook, a leather-bound sketchpad with my initials on that Dominic had given me for Christmas. Well, not my initials, exactly. My nom-de-plume’s initials. BC.


Like most food writers’ partners, I featured in the column. I was Betty, short for Betty Confetti, Dominic’s nickname for me on account of the weddings that dominated my working day. I almost recognized myself: Betty was a hearty eater who cracked the occasional dry joke, although Dominic had an annoying habit of attributing Betty’s best dry jokes to himself in the editing of the column, something I forgave in return for all the free meals.


Tonight’s gastropub was in Kensington, round the corner from our flat, a newly refurbished former spit-and-sawdust boozer called the Loom, which I thought was pretty appropriate since the fashionably rustic staff loomed over you within thirty seconds of arriving, even before you’d got your coat off.


‘Ooh, nice. Like that,’ said Dominic when I muttered this observation to him after the waiter showed me to the table. He was already drinking wine and laughing at his own Twitter feed. ‘Mind if I …?’ He made a scribbling gesture.


‘Feel free.’ I reached for the bottle, an excellent claret from about two-thirds down the list. Helen marked it up for a lot more in the restaurant.


‘Oh dear. That bad?’ He lifted his head from his notes as I topped up my glass and drank deeply. ‘What happened today? Aren’t you still basking in the glory of the Atkinson nuptials? Didn’t that put a big star on your chart, getting an MP in the house?’


‘It did. But only for about an hour, until Laurence suddenly remembered that we had the auditors coming in next week, so I’ve spent all today prepping every department and trying to get hold of the accountant….’ I tried not to think about the undisguised panic on Dino the bar manager’s face. ‘They didn’t take it very well in the bar. There’ll have to be another gin amnesty.’


‘And is Laurence paying you to be the unofficial hotel manager?’


‘Of course not. He’s barely paying me to be the events manager.’


‘And he still hasn’t advertised the post?’


‘No. We’re all sharing the stress for the foreseeable future.’


Dominic prodded at the dish of complimentary feta-stuffed olives with the tip of his butter knife. ‘I appreciate that Laurence likes to run that hotel like a sort of gentleman’s hobby, but you don’t have to put up with it. The way I see it, you’ve got three choices. You can stay and carry on being taken advantage of. You can get a better job somewhere else – which shouldn’t be hard. Or you can go in there and make him take you seriously. Time for some tough talking, Rosie.’


Dominic was a firm believer in tough talking; he got his agent to do it for him all the time.


‘Meaning what?’


‘Meaning …’ Dominic pointed his knife at me, then waved it around. ‘Just tell that floppy-haired ageing lothario that he should give you the hotel manager’s job. Why not? You’re propping up the profits with all the events you run. Show him those spreadsheets you’re always working on. Blind him with figures. You know what happens when you wave figures under Laurence’s nose. He gets those little black dots in front of his eyes.’


‘Well …’


‘Well nothing.’ Job done, Dominic examined the menu. ‘Paul’s been in that rehab place for months. The guy’s not coming back and Laurence is hoping none of you’ll notice. Put it to him in a way he can’t refuse, Rosie – it’s your great gift, bending people painlessly to your will. If you’re not bossing brides around that hotel, you’re nagging me about my cholesterol or taking the rest of the building to task for not keeping the communal areas free of pizza leaflets. Tell him what you want. Let him negotiate.’


‘Laurence doesn’t negotiate,’ I said. ‘Caroline used to do all that. Every time I try to ask Laurence for anything he pretends to have an angina attack.’


‘So don’t let him!’


The bread arrived in a bird’s nest made from raffia, with the butter in the shape of an egg. It was pale yellow, and speckled prettily with black and white pepper. Dominic peered at a seeded roll, sliced it open like a surgeon, and jotted something down in his black notebook. On the other side of the room, a harassed manager suddenly slapped his forehead and started waving his arms around in our direction, and I tried to pretend I hadn’t seen.


‘I could ask Caroline if—’ I began, but Dominic stopped me.


‘There’s your problem in a nutshell,’ he said, stuffing some bread into his mouth. ‘You’re being done up like a kipper by the outrageous way Laurence pretends to run that place like one big happy family. And you’re bloody Cinderella. And Caroline is just as bad …’


‘Caroline is more like a mentor than a boss,’ I began, but Dominic was on one of his favourite high horses and enjoying a good gallop.


‘… she’s got you running errands for her in London, not to mention getting you to take an unhealthy interest in your boss’s love life, while he’s laying a paternal guilt trip on you the whole time. He’s not your dad. He’s your employer. And I don’t see any of his actual family slopping out the loos and peeling potatoes, do you?’


I wished I hadn’t told Dom about the loo thing. It was only once. When the cleaners were all sick. ‘Well, no, but neither of his sons is in the business—’


‘Both his wives were.’ Dom raised a bushy eyebrow. ‘That Ellie managed to negotiate herself a massive salary increase and fewer hours. Zero hours, in fact.’


I didn’t want to get onto the topic of Ellie. That was a whole other kettle of fish. Gemma, who had started working in reception at the same time, couldn’t even say Ellie’s name without her face going into a sort of lemon-sucking spasm of repressed emotions.


‘I don’t want to marry Laurence,’ I said, heavily. ‘I just want him to consider me for the manager’s job.’


‘Then he can’t treat you like a member of the family and an employee. Don’t mistake his dependence on you for appreciation. He’s taking you for granted, Rosie.’


I sighed and reached for the bread basket. As usual, Dom had gone straight to the heart of the problem, like a guilt-seeking missile. He’d had lots of therapy, and consequently felt no hesitation about telling people what they were really thinking.


I knew Laurence took people for granted. It was one of the reasons Caroline had finally had enough and left him. And he hadn’t learned his lesson: he still took it for granted that she’d be prepared to sort his life out from a safe distance now.


‘To be honest with you,’ I said, ‘I think both Caroline and Laurence are hurt that no one in the family does really care about the hotel. Neither Joe nor Alec ever shows any interest in the place, and it’s been in the family for years.’


Dominic paused in his bread dissection. ‘Which one’s the hippie, and which one’s the psycho?’


‘Joe’s the hippie.’ I corrected myself: ‘No, he’s not a hippie. He’s a traveller. He runs a boutique travel service in America.’ I tried to remember exactly how Caroline had described it. ‘Planning wilderness experiences in the desert and spiritual discovery retreats and that sort of thing.’


‘He bums around arranging adventure holidays for rich kids on their gap years, so he can pretend his hasn’t finished yet. How old is he?’


‘Um …’ I did some mental calculations. ‘About twenty-eight?’


‘Twenty-eight? I’d been writing a column for four years by then!’


‘And I’d been working at the hotel on and off for nearly twelve,’ I pointed out. I was thirty. Dominic was thirty-five, but when it suited him he liked to talk as if he was at least fifty-five.


‘And where’s the psycho?’ he went on.


‘If you mean Alec, he’s living with Caroline in Oxfordshire. And—’ I don’t even know why I was bothering to add this, since random and enthusiastic loathing of people was one of Dominic’s favourite hobbies, ‘Alec isn’t a psycho, he left the army because he’d had enough of the moving around.’


He made a delighted scoffing noise. ‘That’s what Caroline told you. You don’t leave the army because you’re tired of moving around. That’s like someone packing in international football because he was bored of sports massages.’


I started to disagree, and realized I couldn’t. To be honest, Alec was a bit volatile. Good-looking and very charming, like his parents, with a shock of red hair, but … energetic was probably the kindest way to describe him.


‘I think Laurence should count himself lucky neither of those two idiots wants to get involved with the family business,’ observed Dom. ‘If I were him, I’d be working quite hard to keep them as far away as possible. You don’t want your guests being ambushed in the bar, or subjected to shamanistic healing rituals in the foyer.’


I hadn’t seen Alec or Joe for years, but going by the occasional asides from Caroline it was hard to imagine either of them behind the front desk. ‘But it’s been in the family for so long. And it’s not just a hotel. Laurence loves the Bonneville. I love the Bonneville. It’s …’


I was about to say, ‘It’s more than just a hotel – it’s a piece of history,’ but I stopped myself just as Dominic’s eyes widened in warning. He didn’t subscribe to my ideas about the Bonneville having its own personality. He thought Helen’s poaching a decent chef for the restaurant was the key to turning the place around. But then he would.


‘It’s a unique hotel in London,’ I said instead. ‘And it has possibilities.’


Dom buttered his roll vigorously. ‘Then even better. If neither of the sons is interested in his precious hotel, Laurence should be taking more care to encourage the one competent member of his staff who is,’ he said. ‘He should make you manager by the end of the year. And if he doesn’t, you need to think about leaving and finding an employer who will recognize your talents.’


Yes, I thought, staring at the strange collection of matted fleece stuck in gold frames on the wall behind Dom’s head. (He always got the seat that faced out into the room.) I could do this. A pay rise, a better job title … I deserved it. I just had to make a list and it would happen.


And then I just had to organize three weddings a month for the next six months on top of all my other work, and talk seriously to Laurence about promotion. I wasn’t sure which was the taller order.


‘Rosie! Is there a problem with the bread?’


I looked down at my plate. My roll was crumbled into bits. I’d been shredding it without realizing, and now it lay in a sad heap of organic flax and nut flakes.


Dom grinned. I could almost hear the words clicking across the screen in his brain: ‘The bread roll wasn’t so much a bread roll as a collection of stale crumbs huddling together in the bread basket for warmth …’


‘Was it a bit dry?’ he enquired.


I managed a smile. ‘The bread was so dry that it could have hosted its own topical news quiz. Said Betty.’


‘Very good. You should have your own column. Do you want me to look into it?’ Dominic’s brown eyes twinkled above the dark softness of his new beard. Helen thought the new beard was a sackable offence, but I liked it. He was carrying it off surprisingly well, even if it was now a very short step in my imagination to buckled boots and a sword. We were a proper power couple, me and Dom, I thought with a tingle. Betty and Dom. The king and queen of the London restaurant scene.


‘No, I don’t think I can eat enough,’ I said airily. ‘And who would make up the jokes for your column? Although maybe Betty could write about cocktails somewhere?’


Helen and I could do a brilliant cocktail column …


‘You know, I’m not sure I should be encouraging you to work even more hours than you already do,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘I don’t see you enough as it is.’ We both ignored the ominous creak from the table. Well, I did. Who knew what mental notes Dominic was making about the furniture.


‘No, actually,’ I said quickly, ‘I think you’re right. I should go for the promotion sooner rather than later. Because it would be very handy to have some extra money for a deposit, wouldn’t it?’


Dominic wasn’t listening. A wicked smile was spreading across his face. The one that made me think of pirates and cutlasses. I pressed on, because this was actually all fitting together nicely.


‘I’ve been looking at flats …’


‘Have you?’ he murmured.


Out of the corner of my eye I noticed the waiter hovering by the table, beaming nervously and brandishing a notepad. ‘Ready to order, guys?’


I stopped myself. Later. I didn’t want to rush this conversation. I’d bring up the details over pudding. Dom was always happier over pudding.


‘Do you know what you want?’ he asked me, more for the waiter’s benefit than mine, because we both knew what I’d be having. I had all the dishes Dom didn’t like – squiddy things, vegetarian options, cream sauces, warm puddings – fortunately all the dishes I’d have picked anyway. We were a good team like that.


I glanced at the menu, which appeared to have been written in crayon by the chef during a power cut. There was a fine line between rustic and crusty when it came to gastropubs.


‘I’ll have the squid to start, followed by the artichoke and quail’s egg risotto.’


‘Great choice,’ said the waiter with an obsequious nod.


‘We’ll be the judge of that,’ muttered Dominic. ‘And I’ll have the potted shrimps, and the rabbit rillettes, followed by the steak and kidney pudding, and the skate. And can we have some, ah, spinach, please. And whatever squeezed potatoes might be. I’ll just have mine affectionately cuddled, if that’s all right.’


The waiter glanced over his shoulder at the manager and the chef, both of whom were standing by the door to the kitchen. They waved their arms at him, saw me looking, and pretended they were examining a light fitting.


‘So,’ said Dom when the waiter was gone, leaning forward again and giving me a tantalizing waft of his aftershave, ‘what does Betty think about the décor? Has it all been stolen from a barn in Wiltshire, do you reckon? Or an abandoned Victorian school?’


I looked down, trying not to smile. Even after two hundred dinners, the novelty of being part of Dom’s weekly column hadn’t worn off. Moments like this made me almost glad things hadn’t worked out with Anthony. With Dominic, I felt as if I was a proper grown-up, with an exciting social life, right in the heart of where everything was happening in London.


We discussed the décor for a bit, the food arrived, we ate it and joked about the reclaimed plates; then over coffee, I seized the moment and got the flat details out of my bag.


‘I know we haven’t got a proper budget yet,’ I said, pushing the printouts across the table, ‘but I thought it’d be a good idea to start working out what areas we could live in. I’ve found some that I think you might like …’


‘Where are they? Because you know I’ve got to be central for work.’ Dominic eyed the papers warily. ‘And near somewhere that sells decent bread. And at least four Tube stops away from any hipsters wearing cardigans.’


‘We can’t afford to live near hipsters. You’re safe there.’


‘Pass me your A to Z.’ I had an old-fashioned A–Z for flat-hunting purposes. Dominic took a water glass, opened the A–Z on the Kensington page, squinted, put the glass down and drew a circle round it, then passed the map back. ‘There. Within that should be fine.’


I looked at it. ‘Sorry, have you had a three hundred per cent pay rise and not mentioned it?’


He picked up his espresso cup. ‘You want me to make a smaller circle?’


This was why I wanted to start looking early, before the lease ran out. It was going to take a few months before Dominic came to terms with what we could actually afford to buy.


‘If we go for a one-bedroom rather than—’


‘Got to be two,’ Dominic started, but then his phone rang in his pocket. He ignored it for a few seconds, which I found flattering; then he pulled it out of his pocket, winced, and put it back.


‘Who was that?’ I asked.


‘Oh, just Jacob.’


‘Jacob … from the office?’ I hadn’t met many of Dominic’s work friends. They all kept strange hours and, according to Dominic, were best left at work because ‘writers are only amusing on email, not in real life when they can’t edit themselves.’


‘Yeah, he’s at some bar down the road.’ He studied a printout. ‘Is this legally a flat? Are you sure it’s not a cupboard?’


‘If Jacob’s just down the road, tell him to come here and join us for a drink,’ I suggested. ‘I’d like to meet Jacob. Is he the music writer?’


Dominic pulled a face. ‘No. He writes about wine. Good reason not to bring him here. Anyway, didn’t you want to talk about these flats?’


I gave Dominic a look, but decided not to say anything. When we had a place of our own, I was going to throw the most amazing soirées. Writers, chefs, restaurateurs, his friends, my friends … it would be a salon. A foodie salon. I ignored the fact that I’d be working God knows how many hours a day to pay the mortgage.


‘This one’s got a brilliant kitchen,’ I said with a confident smile, and slid the paper over the table towards the man already wearing a velvet smoking jacket in my head.










CHAPTER THREE


For the rest of the week, when I wasn’t on the phone to brides or running round the hotel setting up client meetings and cake tastings, I thought about various ways to bring up the topic of the manager’s job with Laurence. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to ask him, but I knew I had one chance to get it right. Laurence was so adept at wriggling out of conversations he didn’t want to have that he could change the subject before you’d even finished outlining it.


I thought about the best tactics all through that weekend’s wedding – a small but no-expense-spared second marriage of a hedge fund manager and his childhood sweetheart, now a successful interior designer – and by the time I headed towards the conference room for the weekly Monday morning management meeting, I’d more or less decided that my best bet was just to spring it on him.


We had a quick meeting every morning in Laurence’s office, but Monday was the formal one where the weekend’s cock-ups were dragged out from under the carpet, if they hadn’t been swept there firmly enough, and for that, everyone needed to sit down. Some of the things that could go wrong at the weekend in even a smallish London hotel would make your hair curl.


Gemma usually took the minutes, but when I pushed open the meeting room door, decorated with brass sunburst reliefs to match the exuberant Deco mirrors that lined the corridor, she was already hopping from foot to foot as if she needed to be somewhere else. Possibly the loo.


‘Brilliant, you’re here,’ she said in a rush before I could speak. ‘Laurence says can you take minutes for the meeting, because I’ve got to get his prescription?’


‘His what?’ That was typical of Laurence’s management style. Zero concern for the staff meeting, yet a move bordering on genius to ask Gemma to run his errand before the weekly round-up, her favourite source of fresh gossip, thus ensuring the prescription gathering would be done at full speed, so as not to miss any juicy details.


‘His magnesium and iron are at a dangerous level, he says. Won’t be long. Thanks, Rosie,’ said Gemma, shoving her notebook and pen at me, and dashing out.


I sat down next to the plate of Danish pastries, freshly baked by our French pâtisserie chef, Delphine, and opened the notebook to a new page. I looked round to see who was here, and started to scan her notes from last week, while jotting down today’s attendees.


Taking minutes was one of the first jobs Caroline had given me when I came back to the Bonneville after college, so I could learn how all the hotel departments fitted together to make one smoothly humming machine. I’d got used to interpreting the various unvarnished comments into records-friendly management-ese, something Gemma hadn’t yet mastered, going by the rather literal transcript of Dino the bar manager’s face-off last week with Sam the concierge over who got room-service tips for after-hours cocktails. They were both pretty sweary, although to give Gemma her due, it made for surprisingly colourful reading. If things didn’t work out for her here, she had a future in writing quite violent film scripts.




Monday Head of Dept. meeting, 12 May 2014


Present:


[I left a gap for Laurence Bentley Douglas, executive manager]


Rosie McDonald, events


Dino Verdi, bar


Diane Holloway, HR


Jean Hogg, housekeeping





I glanced up to see who else had walked in, and caught a snippet of conversation between Diane and Jean, the magnificently upholstered housekeeper. I heard, ‘Laurence’, ‘stock check’ and ‘general manager’s job’, and then Diane rolled her eyes and said, ‘Well, I’d be the last one to know.’ Which led me to guess they were talking about Paul’s as yet unappointed replacement as hotel manager. We were all wondering about it, since his duties were being shared out between us in the meantime.


My chest fluttered. What if Laurence was going to announce the appointment in this meeting? My plan might be too late. Not too late, I reminded myself. I had a strong case to make. I had to think big.


A sudden gust of Hugo Boss wafted over my head, and Sam the concierge slid into the chair next to me. ‘Morning, gorgeous,’ he said, right into my ear.


I added Sam Smith, concierge services to my notes, and said, ‘Morning, gorgeous, yourself.’ Across the table, Diane giggled in a very un-HR-manager way, and I knew Sam had given her his special Monday morning wink.


I didn’t attach a lot of significance to Sam’s gorgeous; Sam called everyone gorgeous, even the porters. It was why he got the best tips in the hotel, that and his ability to produce tables from nowhere at booked-out restaurants, and top seats for The Lion King.


In the interests of fairness, I should explain that Sam was very good-looking. It’s a lot easier to get away with calling everyone gorgeous when you look like you’ve just stepped out of an Armani advert yourself. You with your perfectly cut hair, and your David Beckham eyes, and your wink that you shouldn’t be able to get away with, but you do. Except with me. Too many tipsy best men trying it on had rendered me impervious to winkage.


‘So listen, Miss Moneypenny, what do you know about Paul’s replacement?’ Sam muttered, leaning over to get a Danish pastry from the plate. ‘Rumour has it Laurence was spending a lot of time with the Do Not Disturb sign on his office door last week.’


Across the table, Diane’s ears swivelled.


‘Was he?’ I poured him some coffee from the jug, then topped up my own cup. ‘You know what Laurence is like. He’s probably found a new website that can diagnose skin conditions by holding your palm up to the screen.’ I raised a finger, seeing Sam’s mouth twitch mischievously. ‘Don’t tell him that, by the way. If I find him palming his laptop, I will know.’


Sam raised his eyebrows and popped a chunk of pastry in his mouth. ‘Something’s afoot. Mark my words. The lawyer’s been in. The one who looks like an undertaker.’


‘You’ve been listening at the door?’ I turned in my chair to look at him properly, suddenly interested.


‘Not listening at the door as such. Just … keeping my ear to the ground. If you know what I mean.’


‘I don’t know what you mean. Elaborate.’


Sam inclined his head so Diane couldn’t hear, and muttered, ‘One of the maids popped in to empty his bin and he slammed the phone down.’


I raised an eyebrow. Laurence didn’t slam phones down. He usually couldn’t remember how they worked, and ended up putting the baffled caller on speakerphone instead, which led to some interesting revelations.


‘And,’ Sam went on, ‘he was talking to Caroline.’


I frowned. ‘Caroline?’


‘Morning. Is this about Laurence?’ There was a whoosh of garlic-scented kitchen air and my friend Helen dumped her file on the table next to us. ‘I’ve got a bone to pick with him.’


I added Helen Yardley, restaurant to the minutes.


‘I thought picking bones was your job?’ Sam’s face lit up at the sight of Helen in her smart suit. ‘Restaurant? Picking bones? No?’


‘No,’ said Helen. ‘My job is running the restaurant, and I do not need Laurence popping up in the kitchens like he did all weekend, disrupting the highly strung team of sociopaths we have working in there. And Kevin. The last thing I need is Laurence upsetting Kevin.’


‘Laurence in the kitchens?’ I said. This really was out of character. Laurence was terrified of Helen and, to a lesser extent, of Kevin Lomax, the head chef and Helen’s secret weapon in her campaign to get the hotel restaurant Michelin-starred. Both had access to huge knives and were usually cross about something, which was understandable in Helen’s case, at least, given that her job involved dealing with a colossal collection of egos all heated to boiling point.


Sam leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms with a conclusive smirk. ‘So that’s it. Lawyer’s been in. Laurence has nosed around the kitchens. Phones slammed down. Laurence asking the ex-missus for advice. I reckon he’s got a new manager. Or he’s interviewing someone.’


‘He wants Caroline to come and interview them, more like,’ snorted Helen.


I tried not to let my emotions show on my face. Ugh, was I too late? Why hadn’t I been to talk to Laurence sooner about this?


Because you were run off your feet covering Paul’s duties, I reminded myself.


Helen turned to me. ‘Wouldn’t he have told you first, Rosie? I mean, you’ve been doing that job, more or less, since Paul left.’


I think she said it louder than was necessary because Diane the HR manager was sitting opposite us.


‘You should probably have had a pay rise for your overtime,’ she added helpfully, in case Diane hadn’t got it the first time. Helen was a good friend like that. ‘You’re never out of here before ten. And you’re here most weekends with weddings, too.’


Diane maintained her bland smile. She’d trained for a long time to get her face that non-commital.


‘I bet Dominic Crosby’s not happy about the hours you’re working.’ Sam shook his head with regret, also for Diane’s benefit but also because he never missed an opportunity to get in a dig about Dominic. ‘I’ve noticed how busy Betty is in that column of his. Some weeks she doesn’t even appear.’


‘He’s fine with it,’ I said calmly. ‘He’s very busy himself. He’s up for an award soon, at the London Eats and Drinks Awards. Best Food Writer.’


‘Get you two. The Entertainment Power Couple. You’re the Jolie-Pitts of the slate cheeseboard world,’ said Sam with a straight face.


‘Sod off,’ I said, pleased.


Helen nudged me, because Laurence had finally arrived, followed by Tam, head of security, in a suit specially tailored to accommodate his massive thighs, which were genetically better-suited to a kilt, preferably a Highland battle kilt. Tam was always the last in. He stood outside the door until the final moment, on account of the meeting-room chairs which were original Art Deco ones, and somewhat fragile. Or maybe because he found the weekly politics of it all less interesting than standing outside, eyeballing potential intruders.


I squinted at Laurence. There was no immediate sign, as far as I could see, of any dangerously low magnesium and iron levels. In fact, he looked positively chipper.


‘Good morning, troops!’ he said, sweeping to the head of the table and sitting down with a habitual flick of his suit jacket, and the meeting began.


*

Depending on the sorts of problems that needed raking over, Monday morning meetings could roll on for ages, but today’s drew to a close after a brisk thirty minutes. Everyone rushed out to get on with the working day, but I hung around until only Laurence, Sam and I remained.


I gave Sam a get lost look, and he slid away to make some lucky guest’s day with a table at the Ivy.


‘Rosie.’ Laurence beamed. ‘Just the person.’


I assumed it was about the minutes. He probably wanted me to edit the bit where Helen asked him about the budget for the kitchen upgrades, and then asked when the last renovation of the dining room had been, and he couldn’t remember. ‘I’ll get these minutes typed up and drop them by later,’ I said. ‘But I wonder if I could have a quick chat with you.’


‘What? A quick chat about what?’ Laurence’s expression froze. ‘You’re not going on holiday?’


‘Ha! No, as if,’ I reassured him.


‘So what’s it about?’


‘About weddings. And me.’


He clapped a hand to his chest. ‘Dominic’s proposed?’


I tried not to take offence at the surprise in his voice. ‘I’m not getting married, Laurence.’


‘Thank God.’ He seemed relieved and I was starting to wonder whether I should be reading anything into it, when he added, ‘Because I’ve just had to give Jean a fortnight off in July for some cruise, and frankly we can’t afford to lose the only other person who knows how to handle the chambermaids.’


I followed him into his office.


Laurence’s office hadn’t changed much since his grandfather had barked orders into the big black telephone nearly a century ago.


By the window, which overlooked the gardens, were a side table covered in silver-framed photos of celebrity guests from eras past and an antique cocktail cabinet in the shape of a globe. It opened at five fifteen daily for Laurence’s gin and tonic: some of the sticky bottles were original 1960s liqueurs that were probably illegal in the EU now. The only concession to the twenty-first century was a computer, placed uncomfortably on the desk between a photo of Caroline (and Joe and Alec) on one side, and Ellie (with Ripley and Otto, Laurence’s two very young, very blonde children with Ellie) on the other. I was often called to turn the computer on and off again when it crashed. Laurence thoughtfully draped the screen with his red spotted hanky first, but I knew what he was looking at: gruesome symptom checkers, not porn.


‘Sit ye, sit ye,’ he said, wafting a hand at the leather chair opposite his desk, as he lowered himself gingerly into his seat. ‘Ooh, dear.’


I smiled sympathetically, but didn’t ask. He groaned a lot, and I had two trendy confetti suppliers arriving at eleven to demonstrate the ‘perfect flutter and easy clean-up’ for their fake rose petals. (Fauxses, as they called them.) Asking Laurence about his twinges could easily run into, then wipe out the entire appointment.


‘Now, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?’ He appeared to be bracing himself against the chair, but I ignored that, too.
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