








The Little Lady Agency


Hester Browne


[image: IMAGE]







First published in Great Britain in 2005 by Hodder


This edition published in 2017 by



Quercus Editions Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company



Copyright © 2005 Hester Browne


The moral right of Hester Browne to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.



A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


EBOOK ISBN 978-1-78648-717-9


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


Cover design by Sarah Gibb


www.quercusbooks.co.uk






About the author


Hester Browne is the author of numerous bestselling novels including The Vintage Girl, The Runaway Princess and The Honeymoon Hotel. She divides her time between London and Herefordshire.




Readers love Hester Browne!





The Vintage Girl


The Runaway Princess


The Honeymoon Hotel


The Finishing Touches





The Little Lady Agency


Little Lady, Big Apple


What the Lady Wants











For PAR, a good lass, a wise woman, and a true lady




1


My name is Melissa Romney-Jones, but you can call me Honey. In the past, when people asked me to describe myself, I used to say I was one of Nature’s organisers. Reliable. Sensible. A bit, you know, shy. My friend Gabi would have said I was a domestic goddess in practical shoes, but then she always took a positive view of my hips. My flatmate Nelson would have said I was too bloody nice for my own good, and then would have been unable to resist making some crack about my clueless taste in lounge lizard men.


Ask about Honey, though, and you get a much more interesting description.


Honey is a supercharged whirlwind, Mary Poppins in silk stockings. I’ve dated over fifty men this year alone, seven of whom were gay; I’ve been married temporarily to another fifteen; I’ve sent seventy Mother’s Day cards, all to different mothers, and dispatched armfuls of flowers to sisters, secretaries and secret amours; I’ve been a live-in girlfriend to twenty-one bachelors and a vengeful ex-girlfriend to another three men keen to return to bachelorhood; I’ve transformed forty-three frogs into princes by dragging them round the shops and into barbers’ chairs; I’ve cured nine men of nail-biting, found gifts for fifteen godchildren, and arranged no fewer than thirty-one very successful parties.


I’ve also attended five weddings. Three as Honey, one as Melissa and one, very confusingly, as both Honey and Melissa at the same time.


How I got myself out of that particular tangle is a tribute to the magical powers of feminine charm and good manners. How I got myself into it is rather more complicated . . .


My golden rule has always been to look on the bright side, no matter what. With all the complications in my life, I’ve had to. Notorious father, unsupportive sisters, constant cash-flow dramas, multiple schools . . . But if you can find three good things about any given situation, no matter how dire, I guarantee you’ll forget the rotten stuff.


The three best things about my job with the Dean & Daniels estate agency were as follows: first, it was highly satisfying to know I was helping people to find somewhere perfect to live. Second, the hours weren’t too long. And third, the office was terribly convenient for the shops, on the rare occasions that I ever had any money to spend.


I won’t go into the rotten stuff. You can probably guess it for yourself.


According to my job description, which I wrote myself since no one else had ever bothered to sort it out, I was Personal Assistant to Hughy, who sold two-bed and three-bed houses, and Charles, who specialised in mews. It was my job to calm them both down and smooth everything over, and, although I say it myself, they only believed they were efficient because I left no trace.


‘No shopping bags, Melissa?’ simpered Carolyn, the office manager, when I bowled in after lunch – on time, I might add. ‘Your credit card lives to fight another day?’


‘My credit card is just fine right now,’ I said with as much dignity as I could muster. And then, because I’m pretty hopeless at lying, even when I’m trying to be dignified, I added, ‘Anyway, nothing fitted. I’m just not the right shape for modern clothes.’


‘Fashion is a cruel mistress.’ Carolyn folded her arms over her flat chest, and gave me one of her smug looks. She wore a lot of sleeveless Joseph tops, just to prove she had money to chuck around and didn’t need a bra.


‘Mel’s an hourglass,’ said Gabi, adding, ‘whereas you’re just ghaaaastly,’ under her breath in a grating Sloane accent.


I mouthed a ‘thank you’ at her over my monitor. I wished I had Gabi’s confidence. Particularly in my figure; she thought I should embrace my billowing curves and wiggle around in skin-tight Capri pants and straining blouses, like Gina Lollobrigida or Jayne Mansfield. In my head, I did entertain the idea, honestly. But out in the real world, I didn’t have the nerve.


Gabi was my best friend at Dean & Daniels. We were united in our loathing of Carolyn and our mutual desire for a real Kelly bag. That’s about all we had in common, but we got on like a house on fire, despite the fact that she claimed to hate posh girls (the office is packed with them) and stupid Hooray men (who made up the other half of the staff). I often wondered what she was doing working somewhere like Dean & Daniels, but I think it was because she got a malign pleasure out of running rings round everyone: Gabi’s filing was so baroque that you’d need to have worked in code-busting at Bletchley to find anything unaided.


‘It’s nice of you to see it like that,’ I said, and automatically checked my emails in case there was any communication yet from Orlando, the on-off love of my life. We had been off for a few months now, but I lived in hope that he might change his mind. Still nothing. My heart broke a little, yet again, but I rallied myself before Gabi’s eagle eyes could register any signs of weakness. A big sigh slipped out.


‘Oh, come on,’ she said. ‘Ignore the numbers on the labels – they don’t mean anything.’


‘Don’t they? Good job I’m handy with a needle and thread or I’d never have a thing to wear.’


‘Mel, I would kill for your figure,’ said Gabi sternly. ‘Your tiny waist.’ She grimaced. ‘Your proper lady’s bosom.’


I smiled because it’s rude to refuse a compliment, even if you don’t quite believe it. ‘Oh no, you wouldn’t. Bones are so much more elegant.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Gabi, shooting a sideways glance in the direction of the photocopier. ‘Nothing worse than those posh Fionas who trail up and down outside, all skinny and blonde like malnourished Afghan hounds,’ she went on, making sure Carolyn could hear her. ‘What a fecking waste of space they are. Chalet girls surfing the King’s Road on Daddy’s magic credit card, in between ironing their hair and planning their next ski trip.’


Gabi said this at least once a day, and yet it never apparently registered with her that I’d spent my year out running a chalet complex in Val d’Isère. I spent more time tidying up the various love affairs and broken friendships than I had done tidying chalets.


‘Gabi, I was a chalet girl,’ I protested gently.


‘Oh, yeah.’ She stared at me, then shook her head. ‘Jeez, I always forget you’re one of them.’


‘Why?’ I ignored the ‘one of them’.


Gabi shrugged. ‘Well, you’re working, for a start. And you just get on and do things. You don’t keep banging on about where you buy your puffa jackets and who your daddy is.’


I was about to remind her why my father was the last person I’d want to be discussing when the office door opened and the boys steamed in, fresh from one of their long lunches.


Only it occurred to me that this hadn’t been a very long lunch and they weren’t looking their normal jolly selves. In fact there was no steaming at all.


‘Early?’ mouthed Gabi to me, looking at her watch.


‘Yes, we are back early,’ snapped Quentin. ‘Because there’s a lot to do.’


Quentin was the company director and the main man for serious three-million-plus houses. He did nothing all year, until the City bonuses rolled in, then he was rushed off his feet. Carolyn was meant to be his PA, but all she seemed to do was book mysterious lunches with clients I knew he didn’t have and order flowers for his very sweet and undeserving wife, Letitia.


The other boys slunk into their seats and started making subdued phone calls, which wasn’t like them at all.


‘Melissa, would you come into my office?’ said Quentin. ‘And bring a pot of coffee and some cups with you.’


‘Oooh, Melissa,’ smirked Carolyn who had reappeared out of nowhere, much in the manner of Mr Benn’s shopkeeper. Her coral lipstick looked very fresh and brought out the nicotine stains on her teeth beautifully. Gabi swore blind Carolyn couldn’t be a day under thirty-five, despite the desperate palaver of her ‘thirtieth’ birthday party the previous year. ‘It’ll be about that skirt, I’d bet.’


I tugged the hem down. It was my favourite skirt because I had spent ages microscopically adjusting the seams so it fitted at both the waist and hips, but I must admit that it did have a habit of riding up. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ I asked.


‘Nothing wrong with that skirt,’ said Hughy and, as he walked past, the cheeky article gave my bottom a firm slap. ‘Miss Monroe.’


Gabi giggled and I blushed bright red.


Hughy hadn’t joined the others for lunch, hence his cheerfulness; a while ago, I’d arranged for him to have private lunchtime Pilates lessons to cure his terrible back problems – now all too cured, it seemed.


Carolyn’s eyebrows dropped immediately and she looked as if her lunch was repeating on her.


‘It’s too short,’ she snapped. ‘You’re in an office, not a cabaret.’


Then she disappeared into her office with a handful of brochures for Chelsea loft conversions.


‘Ignore the scrawny witch,’ said Gabi loudly. ‘Her nicotine patches aren’t sticking. I saw her in the loo trying to fasten two on at once with sellotape.’ She paused. ‘If she carries on like this, I’m going to offer to staple them on for her.’


I sniggered, and whinnied, ‘Oh, Gabi!’ in my best Carolyn impression. It wasn’t as good as Gabi’s impression, which came complete with a jerky array of hair-flicking gestures and poker-faced scowls.


‘Well, she deserves it . . .’ Gabi wagged her stapler at me. ‘Now get in there and do some of that upside-down reading you’re so good at, eh?’


‘Will do.’ I pulled my hem down as far as it would go and checked that my white blouse was safely buttoned up. Then I made the coffee, got my notebook and walked over to Quentin’s office, wondering what it was I’d done that he wanted to discuss so privately.


Quentin was sitting at his desk with his fingers steepled and a serious expression on his face. I’d seen this expression before, on my father; it was the first stage of the school-report reading process, which would begin with an unconvincing display of sympathetic calm and end with Daddy bright red up to his ears, roaring, ‘“Melissa must try harder”? Too bloody right she should at seven thousand pounds a term!’


I steeled myself not to cry whatever Quentin said, because I made it a rule never to cry in public: it doesn’t help, except as a very, very last resort.


Quentin waited for me to sit down and I perched on the edge of the leather chair, with my knees clamped together, as drilled into us in Home Economics classes at school. I noticed that Carolyn hadn’t been watering Quentin’s weeping fig and made a mental note to give it a good soak later.


‘Now then, the lovely Melissa,’ said Quentin, unctuously. ‘Thanks for the coffee. How long is it you’ve been with us now?’


It was a stupid question, because my file was open on the desk in front of him. One of the files that I’d dragged out of the paper-y jungle when I arrived at Dean & Daniels, the jungle I’d reorganised and updated on the computer system. But I didn’t point that out, I just said, ‘Eight months next week.’


‘Indeed. And you’ve certainly made your mark on the office.’


I gave him a really big smile because it wasn’t often that Quentin said nice things like that to people. It was true though. When I’d arrived, the office had been in a dreadful state. It had taken me ages to sort it out, but now everything ran like clockwork. Gabi said I should have made a bigger deal about what I’d done, but for an easy life, I let Carolyn imagine it was still all her own work. I’m terrible at blowing my own trumpet. It’s much easier to blow other people’s – then everyone’s happy.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘It’s nice when everything’s running smoothly.’


I hoped that didn’t make me sound like a dreadful prig. I had this morbid fear that everyone in the office thought I was deadly boring because I knew how to do double-sided photocopying.


‘Yeees.’ Quentin shifted about a bit in his chair. ‘Yeees, you do a really sterling job, and that rather makes what I have to say next somewhat difficult.’


‘Spit it out,’ I said cheerfully, pouring the coffee. How bad could it be? Clearly my skirt was fine, or else he wouldn’t have suggested I sat on this particular chair. Maybe he wanted to promote me, I thought. Stranger things had happened.


‘Melissa, it’s—’


‘One sugar, isn’t it?’ I said, leaning over the desk to hand him his cup.


Quentin looked up, straight into my cleavage, looked down at the desk, and swallowed rather hurriedly. ‘Oh er, yes, thank you.’


At this point the door opened and Carolyn’s head popped round. When she saw me she looked furious; presumably she was dying for Quentin to rollock me about my skirt, so I sat down again quickly.


Quentin made a faint gesture to me around his tie area and I looked down to see my blasted middle button had burst open again. I try to reinforce the buttonholes, but the power of gravity can’t always be checked.


‘I’ll leave you to it, Quentin,’ said Carolyn frostily. No word of apology, mind. I often wondered exactly who the boss was.


Hatches safely battened, I stirred some cream into my coffee and resumed my perch on the edge of the chair.


Quentin smoothed down his quiff and re-steepled his fingers. This time he stared fixedly at my file while he spoke. ‘Now, Melissa, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. It’s bad news for the whole company, really. Well, bad news and good news.’


I widened my eyes.


Quentin looked up, coughed and took a big gulp of coffee. ‘The good news is that Dean & Daniels is being incorporated into Kyrle & Pope, a very prestigious New York estate agency.’


‘How marvellous!’ I said, warmly.


‘Yes, well, head office have decided that it would make more sense to merge the Chelsea and the Knightsbridge offices of Dean & Daniels into one large flagship branch, with state-of-the-art computer facilities, architectural simulations, and recreational areas for our clients.’ Quentin was really warming to his theme. ‘Kyrle & Pope want to provide the most complete house-buying experience possible for their international clientele, from arranging the mortgage to finding the best vase for displaying architectural flower arrangements in the hall.’


‘What a fabulous idea!’ I said, impressed. ‘I’ve always thought we should organise a sort of collaboration service with Peter Jones, you know, a helping hand for those male clients who might not have a woman’s touch when it comes to decorating their lovely new home.’


It occurred to me that this was exactly the kind of thing I would be excellent at, and I was about to demonstrate my initiative by suggesting it, when an ominous ‘sympathetic’ expression swam over Quentin’s red face.


As I recall, this was the expression that accompanied Daddy’s enquiries as to whether I’d been ill for significant portions of the term to have missed so much information. Even when he knew very well that I hadn’t.


I gripped my saucer tighter.


‘Now, the bad news is,’ intoned Quentin, ‘that for every advance in business there are usually some casualties, and since we’re merging our staff with Knightsbridge and taking on some American agents too, we’re forced to let some personnel go.’


‘Oh dear!’ I gasped, thinking of poor Hughy and Charles, and I crossed my fingers under my coffee cup. I knew for a fact that Hughy had a big holiday planned for three months’ time, and Charles had the most horrendous mortgage. I helped him fib on the application form.


‘So you’re not the only redundancy to be made from this office, but believe me, you’re the one everyone will miss most, and I include myself in that.’


‘Thank you very much, that’s so sweet of you,’ I replied, with another big smile. Really, I thought, Quentin could be quite charming when he tried.


Then it dawned on me that I’d just been sacked.


An ominous lead weight settled at the pit of my stomach. Not again. Oh God.


The door opened and Carolyn’s haystack of blonde hair appeared a good two seconds before the rest of her.


‘Not now, Carolyn!’ snapped Quentin and she scuttled out.


I bit my lip and replaced my coffee cup on Quentin’s desk so I could think better.


Part of me wanted to burst into tears, hammer my fists on the desk and demand my job back, if necessary on the grounds that, unlike Carolyn, I didn’t fake my typing certificate, but I knew this wouldn’t work, and more to the point, it would be spectacularly undignified. So I pulled myself together, as I’d been brought up to do, and glued a big smile on my face, despite the cracking sensation I felt inside.


‘Oh dear,’ I croaked. ‘Oh . . . dear.’


Quentin looked genuinely cut up, which is where he started to deviate from the Daddy Plan. ‘It’s only because you’re the newest PA,’ he apologised. ‘Really, you’ve worked much harder than most of the other brainless— er, young girls we normally seem to have working here. And you certainly brighten the place up no end. I’d be happy to give you a glowing reference. And of course, there’ll be severance pay to see you through.’


God! The rent!


The overdue rent. And the small matter of the phone bill. My salary barely covered bills at the best of times.


I tried to smile bravely. ‘Well, that will help. I know it’s none of my business but does this mean . . .’ I cast about for a tactful way to put it. ‘Um, are Charles and Hughy . . . ?’


‘Charles and Hughy?’ Quentin looked surprised, but shook his head. ‘No, they’ll be heading up the flagship with me.’


Good. Well, I was pleased about that, at least.


‘Is there anything else?’ I asked.


‘No,’ said Quentin, ‘that’s it.’ And he looked a bit sad.


Gabi took the news very badly. If I didn’t know she was a tough nut, I’d have sworn she was crying for real.


‘Don’t leave me here with Carolyn!’ she pleaded. ‘It’ll be like working the night shift with Dracula. In a blood donor unit.’


‘I won’t be leaving you here, you idiot,’ I said. ‘You’ll all be shipping out to Knightsbridge.’


‘Oh God,’ moaned Gabi and sank her head onto her folded arms.


‘Think of the shopping, Gabi!’


‘I am,’ she groaned from underneath her sleeves.


Quentin’s office door opened and everyone froze until he barked, ‘Jeremy? A word? ASAP?’


The door closed. Jeremy walked over in a silence so extreme I could hear his Gucci loafers squeaking.


‘Sooo, skirt too tight then?’ simpered Carolyn in passing. Her face looked so innocent that I couldn’t help wondering if she’d been listening in.


‘Nothing wrong with my skirt,’ I said, lifting up my chin so I could look her in the eye that didn’t squint. ‘In fact Quentin thinks I brighten up the place no end.’


‘Brightened,’ Carolyn corrected me smugly, then looked cross with herself.


‘I don’t know what we’ll do without Melissa,’ wailed Gabi. ‘Apart from the small matter of the office grinding to a halt, she’s the only one who knows how to work the coffee machine without getting it full of grit. Quentin must have gone insane. Why has he sacked you?’


You can’t tell Gabi anything and expect it to stay secret. Hughy had got into loads of trouble that way, with Gabi answering my phone and telling clients what other people were offering. I, on the other hand, prided myself on being the very soul of discretion.


‘I’ve been made redundant,’ I reminded her, putting on a brave face. ‘These things happen, don’t they? No sense in getting bitter about it. New challenges and all that.’


As Gabi sank her head back into her hands, I struggled to think up three positives about the situation.


More time for dress-making at home – the pocket money sideline that had saved my bacon with the rent more than once already.


No more fighting Carolyn’s inept filing.


Um, sometimes things go wrong for a reason?


For once, none of them made me feel much better.


There really aren’t that many rewards for being nice, not in real life. I suddenly wished I could throw an all-out hysterical bitch fit – God knows I’d seen enough at home – but I just couldn’t. For a start, I didn’t know what you were meant to do once you ran out of bitchy hysteria. Rush away? Vanish in a puff of smoke?


‘Well, I’m sure Daddy will bail you out,’ said Carolyn nastily. ‘Slip you a couple of thousand for a skiing holiday to get over it.’


‘No, he will not,’ I retorted.


I didn’t need to pretend to be dignified here, because it was true. My father had always made a huge deal about how my sisters and I wouldn’t get a penny until we’re fifty. He reckoned that if anyone wanted to marry us for our money, they’d have to stick around for at least twenty-five years to get it.


His actual words were, ‘If they want to get into my daughters’ pants, they can bloody well pay for it up front.’ Not nice, is he? I think thirty years in Parliament does that to you.


I used to think it was because he wanted us to earn our own money and be independent, or at least marry for love, but the older I got, the more I realised that Daddy liked to make sure his was the only name on the chequebook. Maybe there was a tax break in it too somewhere. Maybe there wasn’t actually any money. Cash flow was ever a mysterious force in our family. There was never enough for Mummy to buy new clothes, for instance, but always enough to restock the wine cellar.


Anyway, unlike my confetti-happy sisters and my poor subjugated mother, I vowed at an early age that I’d never be a household slave to any man, especially my father, so I made a point of always earning my own money, what little there was of it. Apart from which, Daddy and I didn’t see eye-to-eye about, well, previous loans.


‘I don’t get a penny from my parents,’ I insisted.


‘Daddy not paying your bills?’ said Carolyn with great surprise. ‘Do me a favour.’


Gabi looked shocked too. Her boyfriend, Aaron, was a maths whizz who did something complicated with spread-betting in the City; he earned a small fortune, but had no time to spend it, so Gabi’s main purpose in life was getting her hands on his cash and redistributing it amongst deserving shops, salons and spas. She was the Robin Hood of Bluewater, basically. ‘How else can you afford to work here on this salary?’ she demanded. ‘It doesn’t even cover my credit cards!’


I looked from Gabi’s sagging jaw to Carolyn’s spiteful moon-face and the red-faced agents in the background, all making panicky calls to their girlfriends, and felt rather affronted. I was no blonde Daddy’s girl. I wasn’t even a blonde, for heaven’s sake.


‘I pay my own way,’ I said. ‘I have done since I left college. This and my, um, side projects cover the bills, thank you very much.’


Carolyn hooked up her eyebrows in a very inelegant enquiry. ‘Side projects?’


I wasn’t going to mention my dress-making to Carolyn. It was the big office joke that I was a 1950s throwback already, what with my girls’ school education and my pearl earrings. In fact, I made gorgeous T-shirts, embellishing baby-soft cotton shirts with tiny beads and sequins. I only did them for friends, but even so it was quite a lucrative hobby, given that I mainly did it to keep my hands busy and out of the biscuit tin while watching television.


But Carolyn wasn’t interested in that, and I wasn’t going to tell her.


‘Yes, side projects,’ I said and shut my lips tight. My head was beginning to throb with tension and hurt.


‘How fascinating,’ she said, sounding bored. ‘Now, come into my office so we can talk about your P45. Why don’t you take your outstanding holiday now, and have the rest of the week off?’


There are many marks of a true lady, but I believe that one of them is to walk with her head held high into the office of redundancy, while her world falls apart around her. Which I did. For the third time in eighteen months.
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Thank God for Nelson Barber, the flatmate from heaven.


And I did thank God for him, every time I passed a delicatessen and saw how much stuffed olives would cost if I had to buy them ready-made instead of enjoying their hand-wrought brothers in the comfort of my own house.


Nelson and I have known each other for years and years. His father was at school with mine, only his dad’s a perfect gentleman with a passion for British naval history – hence Nelson and his brother, Woolfe. Nelson’s three best points are: he’s a fantastic cook; he makes me laugh when I’m feeling sorry for myself; he has a very kind heart beneath his grumpy exterior, and he appreciates good manners. OK, four good points. To be honest, I can’t stop at four – he has loads.


In fact, it’s easier to do Nelson’s only three bad points: he frequently acts like an off-duty High Court judge; he has very thick brown hair which clogs up the shower; and he derives disproportionate pleasure from taking the mickey out of my occasional faux pas.


But I can forgive all that because he understands me perfectly and knows when to keep quiet and offer comfort food.


Hence the first thing Nelson said when I walked through the door, looking and feeling completely shattered, was, ‘I’ve just tried this new recipe for chocolate orange cake – can I twist your arm and make you taste it?’


I was forced to admit to myself that that was what you want at the end of a day like today; not rampant sex, or stacks of red roses leaning up against your front door. Not that either had ever been on offer to me.


‘Just a tiny, tiny slice,’ I said. Then, when I saw the somewhat literal angle his knife was making, ‘Er, maybe not that tiny, darling.’


Nelson handed me the wedge of cake and a fork to shovel it in with, and didn’t even ask me what had made my hair so flat and my eye make-up so smeary. But I knew he knew something was badly wrong because he didn’t mention the rent, even though it was now over a fortnight late.


When I’d devoured the first slice of cake (divine), and Nelson had cut me another giant wedge without me even having to ask, I bit the bullet and filled him in.


‘I’ve been made redundant,’ I mumbled through a mouthful of ganache. Sharing the news with Nelson took a tiny sting out of it, but not very much.


‘Why? And from when? And,’ he added, ever the pragmatist, ‘with how much severance pay?’


‘Oh, I don’t care about that,’ I said, sinking onto the sofa and surreptitiously easing the strain on my skirt zip at the same time. ‘I mean, it wasn’t ideal, but I liked working there, and I hate interviews. I’m just not very good at selling myself. I know how good I am at my job – I just can’t sit there boasting about my typing speeds.’


Nelson climbed over the back of the sofa and settled himself at the end opposite me. His best jeans were covered in flour and he was wearing socks, but I let it go. ‘Do you want me to talk about the legality of them firing you like this?’


‘No, not really.’


‘Well, how are you for cash?’


‘I have a little,’ I said.


‘Enough for half a phone bill?’


The mere thought made me flinch. ‘Is that bigger than half an electricity bill?’


‘Try a quarter of the electricity bill.’


I bit my lip. ‘Oh God, I hate owing money. It’s just so . . . humiliating.’


‘Don’t bite my head off, but why not call your dad?’ suggested Nelson. ‘Ask his advice. He owes you that much. And if he can’t find you a job, he should at least lend you some money until you sort yourself out.’


I noticed Nelson said ‘lend’, not ‘send’. He knew my father too well.


‘No. That’s not going to happen,’ I said, slightly evasively. I still hadn’t exactly come clean with Nelson about why Daddy was even less likely than normal to bail me out this time. Nelson had a very low opinion of my boyfriends in general and confessing all about the Perry Hamilton incident – and its financial ramifications – would just have put the tin lid on it.


‘Oh, don’t be so proud, Melissa.’


‘It’s not pride. It’s . . .’ I wasn’t sure it wasn’t pride, actually. ‘It’s dignity,’ I said instead.


‘It’s stupidity, that’s what it is.’ Nelson looked unusually ticked off. ‘He should support you, and he doesn’t. No one in that family supports you. He’s throwing money at Emery, the most foolish girl I’ve ever met, just because she’s getting married to a serial womaniser, and if anyone needs a bit of help it’s you, since you’re all on your own and that creep Orlando’s never going to—’


‘Nelson!’ I exclaimed, before I had to hear him say what was inevitably coming next. ‘No!’


‘Sorry, sorry . . .’ He held his hands up in front of his face. ‘I didn’t mean it to come out like that, honestly.’


But all the tears that I’d managed to bottle up while I was at work were rushing up my throat now, hot and choking. I felt so miserable. And to my surprise, I realised I was rather angry too. I could feel my face burning red. It was too mean of Nelson to bring up the marriage thing. Emery, my sister, was two years younger than me, and getting married at the end of the year, albeit to a man whom I’d never actually met, while I remained an on-off spinster who couldn’t even afford a cat to grow wrinkled with. It wasn’t that I lacked a romantic soul, either. Maybe I was too romantic.


Nelson looked guilty and stretched out a comforting hand towards my knee. He patted it awkwardly. ‘Oh God, listen, what do I know? Maybe he’ll come back from this . . . “break”, or whatever you’ve called it, and decide that you’re meant to be together after all, and . . . Oh, sorry. I’ll just shut up, shall I?’


The well-meaning kindness in his voice set me off afresh. I had thought Orlando was The One. I honestly still thought he might be. But then I’d thought Perry was The One too. And Toby and Jacques before him. But I hadn’t loved any of them the way I loved Orlando. I truly believed that he was the one I’d been saving myself for. And that made his desertion even harder to bear, since he’d galloped off into the sunset ‘to think about what he wanted from life’ with my dignity, my heart and, well, other prized gifts. Nelson, needless to say, claimed he knew Orlando was a reptile straight away.


But I didn’t. That’s what comes of getting most of your romantic education from paperback books, and a mother who insists that True Love Conquers All despite being married to an out-and-out cad.


That was why I was still secretly hoping he might come back and prove me right, and Nelson wrong.


‘Oh, bloody, bloody hell!’ I screeched, and marched into my bedroom. There was only one thing that could calm me down now. I needed to wreck something, really break something up, so it could be me inflicting the damage instead of it happening to me.


I yanked open my sewing basket and pulled out a T-shirt I’d been stitching for a friend of Emery’s: rainbow rows of tiny sequins and pearls.


I barely even registered how long it had taken me to get that far, or how much she was willing to pay for it, or how many beads there were, nestling on the peachy-soft cotton.


‘Oh, Mel, don’t!’ Nelson’s voice drifted through from the sitting room. But I had what Mummy calls the red mist on me, and the T-shirt got it, with both blades of my embroidery scissors.


Nelson came in, in time to see me slashing away in a fury, beads and sequins and threads and tears flying around and sticking to my face.


‘Sweetheart, calm down,’ he muttered and slapped a hand over his eye where a stray sequin had ricocheted off my flying blades.


‘I am so fed up of being disposed of!’ I snarled. ‘I am so fed up of being taken for granted!’


Then I sank down onto the bed and groaned, because T-shirts took me ages, and this one had been a real corker.


‘Bang goes a hundred quid,’ said Nelson, gently picking a sequin off my damp forehead. ‘Quite literally, as it turns out.’


I stared at the explosion of spangly particles around my room. That was the phone bill money.


And then the bloody phone rang in the hall, like I needed reminding.


Nelson answered it.


I was still staring at the debris, wondering if I could persuade Nelson to find me a job temping at his office, when he walked in with the cordless phone. I knew who was on the other end from one glance at his face, which had tightened and turned a funny shade of grey.


He offered the phone to me without speaking.


‘Hello, Daddy!’ I said in a derangedly cheerful voice. I couldn’t help it. I was trained from an early age that it’s polite for ladies to answer telephones as if the National Lottery were calling to offer one the jackpot.


‘How’s my little girl?’ he demanded.


‘Fine, thank you!’


Nelson looked astounded and tapped his forehead aggressively.


I glowered back. Like I was going to tell my father I’d just been sacked.


‘You haven’t called home for a while and your mother was wondering if you’d got yourself into trouble, so I said I’d ring up and find out.’


That was the automatic expectation, by the way. I was their only offspring with a functioning brain and a working knowledge of PAYE, and yet I was the one who was meant to be permanently teetering on the brink of disaster.


Nelson was now miming something very complex, so I turned my back on him while I worked out what my best ploy was.


‘Everything’s fine,’ I lied unconvincingly. ‘But, do you know, Nelson was telling me that I’m coming up to the last moment to put some money in my pension and—’


‘Let me stop you there, little lady!’ My father has no qualms about interrupting. It’s not an attractive trait. ‘I hope you’re not about to ask me for some money?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Because we know what happened last time I lent you some money, don’t we?’


I shuffled over to the window so Nelson couldn’t hear what I was saying. A heavy feeling was expanding in the pit of my stomach, like someone was inflating a balloon in there.


‘I do know. And I’ve told you that I’ll pay you back, every penny.’


‘Where is he these days, that Perry character?’


I bit my tongue and tried to remain ladylike. ‘He’s set up a chalet rental agency in Switzerland. Just as he said he would.’ I didn’t know where, that was all. Or what his new mobile number was, now that the other one no longer worked.


‘Skiing away on my assets, I daresay.’ My father had the effrontery to guffaw like a horse, then he stopped abruptly. ‘It’s only because you gave him the money that I can’t prosecute that bastard Perry Hamilton for theft, you realise, Melissa? Ten thousand pounds!’ he roared.


As if he’d ever let me forget.


‘I know that,’ I replied heavily. ‘But it was an excellent investment opportunity and I have complete faith that it’s all a misunderstanding. He’ll be on the phone to sort it out any day now.’


He cackled again and I made a very undignified face into the receiver. ‘My dear girl, how many times have I told you that only men make business deals in bed!’


‘We weren’t in bed!’ I yelled. Not that it was any of his business. My entire head was turning red now. ‘We were never in bed! I don’t . . . do that kind of thing!’


And I didn’t, by the way. Appearances can be deceptive. Just because someone has a generous chest and a romantic nature doesn’t mean they’re easy. As Orlando found out when he tried to proposition me on our third date after no more than a Fiorentina and Diet Coke at Pucci Pizza.


My father was still cackling in an unpleasant Leslie Phillips manner. ‘Your trouble is that you persist in thinking the best of everyone, my dear little Melissa. It’s rather charming, but it’s only charming up to a point.’


‘Which point?’ I asked frostily.


‘The point at which you stop making a complete fool of yourself and find a nice man to take care of you and your congenital idiocy.’


I said nothing because I was focusing on not bursting into tears. My father knew exactly which buttons to press to inflict maximum torment. I supposed gloomily that it was his job.


‘For most girls that’s at the age of about twenty-one,’ he added helpfully. ‘And the idiocy comes from your mother’s side.’


I was twenty-seven, and I had a diploma, I might add – not that he rated it much above a cycling proficiency certificate.


With a supreme effort, I managed to retort, ‘Better to think well of everyone and be proved wrong on occasion than to go around like, like . . . like a suspicious old crone.’


‘Only nuns and children can get away with simpleton behaviour, Melissa,’ he snapped.


There didn’t seem to be much reason to continue the conversation after that.


‘Couldn’t you have spoken to your mother?’ asked Nelson as I pulled the velvet throw over my head on the sofa and sank into the fresh depths of misery the conversation had opened up to me.


‘No. She wouldn’t have been any help.’ My mother spent half her existence organising my father’s social life, and the other half recovering from it. In public, she was the epitome of the perfect politician’s wife, all blow-dried blonde hair and tailored suits, but, well, it took a lot out of her. Little did she realise that being a Deb of the Year in 1969 would only qualify her for becoming Secretary of the Century for the rest of her life. From the cheerful sound of my father’s voice, he’d already spent an agreeable afternoon reducing her to a quivering mousse of apology before he decided to start on me.


Nelson put his arms round me over the top of the throw and gave me a reassuring squeeze. ‘Come on, Mel. You’ll get another job. I’ll help you. And for God’s sake, what with all those mad school friends of yours you’ve got more contacts than MI5. The only people you don’t know in London are the ones in witness protection programmes.’


I had to concede that was true. For one reason or another, I ended up going to four schools in all, all of which, in retrospect, were really just giant networking grounds. Taking into account school and friends and Mummy’s endless parties – and the fact that I do enjoy meeting new people – I did rather know just about everyone, even if I didn’t always like them very much. And, I reasoned privately, if some of the dozy girls I knew from school had managed to get jobs, there was absolutely no reason why I couldn’t get one.


‘Well?’ said Nelson.


‘Oh, let’s face it, I wasn’t a career estate agent,’ I said, sitting up. I wiped my eyes and pulled myself together. ‘No point getting on my high horse about it. Plenty more jobs out there.’


Nelson looked sympathetic, though I know he wasn’t completely taken in by this show of bravado. He had, after all, seen it many times before.


‘Why don’t you go and have a nice long bath?’ he suggested. ‘Let’s start the evening over again. I can knock up a chicken korma and we’ll watch Upstairs Downstairs on UK Gold.’


I was in full agreement with this excellent plan and was washing that estate agency and my vile father right out of my hair when the phone rang.


I cursed and got a mouthful of shampoo. If it was Emery calling to chew over fresh plans for her ghastly wedding, I swore I’d drown myself in the bath. In a moment of unusual family warmth, I’d stupidly mentioned something about helping her with her wedding dress, as well as my own bridesmaid’s dress, and she wouldn’t let me forget it, claiming she’d already spent the money she’d saved on the wedding cake deposit. There’s something of my father about that girl.


Then again, I reasoned with a lifting heart, it could be Orlando.


Nelson edged into the bathroom with the walk-around phone in one hand, and the other hand gallantly covering his eyes.


‘Don’t be an idiot!’ I said, taking the phone and giving him a little push. ‘You’ve seen it all before!’


‘Not quite like that, I haven’t,’ he muttered and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.


I sank back into the warm bath water and said, ‘Hello?’ into the phone. The acoustics of the bathroom seemed to make my voice sound rather sultry.


Unfortunately, it wasn’t Orlando on the other end.


It was Gabi, and from the background noise it sounded as if she was calling from a bus. Gabi had no qualms about discussing her life at full volume in front of an audience of complete strangers, whereas I did.


‘Hiya, Mel,’ she said. ‘How you bearing up?’


The sound of her voice reminded me of Dean & Daniels and the genius letter templates I’d finally perfected and being sacked, and my mood deflated like the bubbles in the very cheap bubble bath, revealing the dunes of my porcelain-pale tummy in all their undulating glory.


‘I was fine,’ I said, contemplating my navel. ‘Now I’m not so sure.’


‘Oh, don’t be such a wimp!’ bellowed Gabi. ‘It’s not like you! Come on out for a drink, and we can brainstorm what your next move should be.’


Even on a good day, much as I loved her, Gabi’s brainstorms tended to involve a lot of imaginary violent behaviour and few realistically practical solutions, but of course I didn’t tell her that because she must have been feeling terrible that she still had her job while I’d been made redundant.


‘Come on out,’ she wheedled. ‘Come out, just for one drink. On me.’


‘We-e-e-ell, OK,’ I said, to be nice. ‘Can Nelson come too?’


There was a faint noise on the line, which could well have been Gabi swooning against the side of the bus. Despite her near-military campaign to get Aaron down the aisle, Gabi had something of a soft spot for Nelson. Presumably she’d given him a Posh Boy Exemption too, or else the fact that he worked for a charity rather than an estate agency swung the balance in his favour.


‘Oh, if he must,’ she said, pretending to sound reluctant. ‘But get a move on. And don’t bother getting dressed up. I don’t want you overshadowing me if Nelson’s coming.’
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We went to the Bluebird on the King’s Road because Gabi was paying and there was a bus Nelson and I could get there and back.


When we arrived, Gabi was already halfway down a large Cosmopolitan and was scanning the bar with a beady glare. With her dark hair, very bright red lipstick and what-is-this-peculiar-smell? expression, she could easily have passed for an unimpressed bar reviewer, although I guessed the real source of her irritation was the absurd number of thin blonde women dominating her line of sight.


Nelson and I made our way over to her table, while I checked to see if there was anyone around I knew. I’m a bit short-sighted, and when you know lots of people, it’s so easy to offend swathes of your address book, just by leaving your specs in your bag.


‘Is that Bobsy Parkin over there?’ I muttered to Nelson.


‘Bobsy what? You forget that I don’t have the same glittering social circle as you do.’


I squinted. If it was Bobsy, she’d certainly smartened herself up since I last saw her. You certainly couldn’t do highlights like that in your kitchen with some Loving Care and an old bathing cap.


‘Bobsy Parkin. Parents live in Eaton Square. Not the brightest button in the box but very good with animals. Had an allergy to ink that made her hands swell up like boxing gloves, so she did her GCSEs in pencil, or something.’


Nelson paused in his polite shoving to give me the full benefit of his incredulous expression. ‘The more you tell me about your school, the more amazed I am that you’re so normal.’


I shot him a hard look. Nelson’s mother was a Labour County Councillor and made a big thing about not sending Nelson to private school. She made very sure they were living in the right catchment area for the grammar school though.


‘Bobsy Parkin?’ asked Gabi avidly, when we finally reached the table, still sniping at each other. ‘Didn’t you tell me about her? Is she the Bobsy Parkin who rode Jasper Attwell’s Great Dane bareback round the Chelsea Arts Club? You have so got the best friends, Mel.’


Nelson groaned.


I made a mental note to edit what I told Gabi more carefully in future.


We squeezed around Gabi’s table, and angled our chairs so she could sit very close to Nelson and I could look at Bobsy without drawing attention to myself. She was sitting at a corner table, having supper with her father. I guessed he was telling her some upsetting family news because he was stroking her hand in a consoling manner.


‘How are you, Nelson?’ cooed Gabi. ‘When are you going to take me out sailing on that yacht of yours?’


‘It’s a very small one-seater racing dinghy. There’s barely room for me on it. Can we focus on working out a job for Melissa, please?’ said Nelson impatiently. ‘Much as I adore her company, she has certain financial commitments to BT and London Electricity, which I am currently meeting for her. And there’s about to be a catastrophic run on the Bank of Barber.’


Gabi’s eyes went all glazed. I must admit that Nelson does suit a touch of impatience. And much as he thought she was a nice girl, Gabi did bring out the impatience in him.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve made a list.’ And she got out a notebook. ‘Sorry, Mel, I nicked it from work. I’ll put a note in the stationery book.’


‘Oh, forget it,’ I said, with a pang for my immaculate stationery cupboard that would doubtless go to hell in a handcart now that Carolyn was in charge. ‘It’s not my responsibility any more.’ But I couldn’t stop looking at Bobsy long enough to care. She looked a lot better dressed than she did when I knew her at school.


‘So listen, Mel, I’ve made a list of your skills and achievements, and another list of all the mad flakes you told me about who work in nice offices,’ said Gabi in her best efficient manner. I’d only ever heard her use it on the phone when she was trying to negotiate her store card repayments. ‘Shall we go through it? Starting with Poppy Sharpwell-Smith – according to you, she’s got an au pair agency in Kensington but she’s a total ditz who thought that fairy cakes were made by real fairies. You could organise her, no problem. Sounds like she needs it, if you ask me. Or there’s Philly Bloom the florist, who you said you knew from your Scottish dancing club . . .’


Nelson looked pained. ‘I’ve changed my mind. You two stay here and let me get another round in.’


I humoured Gabi for ten minutes, agreed that temping might suit my short attention span quite well, conceded that the bar was indeed full of Afghan hounds in human form, then I cracked and excused myself to help Nelson attract some attention at the bar. Getting served immediately in bars is one of those mysterious things I just seem to be able to do. I also felt the need for a large drink.


However, curiosity got the better of me en route, and I drifted by Bobsy’s table, near enough for her to notice my big social smile.


Bobsy returned the big social smile, and I spotted the new improved teeth, but she didn’t beckon me over to join her. Still, I thought, family news is family news.


The barman served me as soon as I leaned on the counter, much to Nelson’s disgust, and so we knocked back a quick livener while we were there, before taking two rounds of Martinis to keep us going.


Suitably fortified, Gabi ran through the rest of her job-option list, which made me feel even more desperate. I made my excuses, and slipped off to the loo. I hadn’t realised how much my job at Dean & Daniels had suited me until I didn’t have it, and though I wouldn’t have dreamed of saying so to Gabi, some of the girls she was talking about filled me with, well, horror. It was quite chilling seeing one’s friends and acquaintances through Gabi’s critical eyes.


Still, I was beginning to understand her constant surprise at how normal and down-to-earth I was.


It wasn’t that I hadn’t fitted in at school because I had: I’d been in all the teams, had gone to all the parties, and no one had ever actively bullied me. I just never made any bosom buddies. To cut a very long and embarrassing story short, I had to change schools first when my father was caught red-handed in a tax scandal, then again when he and Mummy moved to France for a few years, then again when they moved back, then finally because I insisted on going somewhere I could actually pass some A-levels. Even though everyone was terribly nice, for the first year at each place, I always had the feeling that conversations stopped whenever I walked in the room. And that went for the pupils too. Unfortunately, my father has a ghastly ‘silver fox’ sort of charm, and that, combined with a marked reluctance to pay taxes, kept him in one column or another of the papers – which naturally kept me top of the gossip pops.


My elder sister, Allegra, dyed her jet-black hair bright red, brazened it out and made scandal her big entrée into the cool girls’ circle. Emery just floated through the education system as vaguely as she’s floated through everything else since. But I was mortified for Daddy, and Mummy – and me – and though I made lots of friends, I was really, really careful never to do anything to draw attention to myself. I was so good at being nice to everyone that I never really made any special friends.


Daddy always insisted on the most expensive schools, so we’d ‘forge our own social connections’ – or so that everyone else’s backgrounds would be as weird as ours, if you ask me – but unfortunately, whereas boys’ schools forgive a lot on the rugby pitch, girls’ schools don’t.


Girls remember everything.


As I washed my hands and checked my nail varnish for chips, a familiar face emerged from a cubicle and loomed up behind me in the mirror. Bobsy, at least, had been some way below me in the pecking order, on account of the way she always smelled of pencil shavings and cat litter.


‘Hello, Bobsy!’ I exclaimed. Not an animal hair in sight. And just the one earring in each ear, both of them diamonds too. ‘How are you?’


‘Melissa, darling! I’m fine, thank you so much.’ Her voice was much softer than I remember, as if it had been filed and polished. Maybe she wasn’t yelling at horses so much these days. I noticed she still wore her ‘trademark’ hairclips (our Home Ec teacher, Mrs McKinnon, stressed the need for a lady to develop a chic trademark) – only now the large red camellia on the clip was definitely real Chanel and not the Top Shop knock-offs we’d all gone mad over at school.


I swallowed and wished I’d put on my better shoes.


Bobsy beamed broadly. ‘You haven’t changed at all. Still the same old sexy Melons. How are you?’


‘I’m very well,’ I replied, stoutly. Nearly everyone at school called me Melons – because I was so chunky, I guess. Even so, I did feel a little guilty, because although the school network was still operating at full strength (Christmas especially was exhausting – some old girls clearly roped off October onwards for writing cards), Bobsy had rather slipped through the net. I had absolutely no idea what she was doing, but she was looking very well on it.


‘Are you still with that law firm?’ she asked.


‘Er, no. I’ve moved on from there.’ That had been my first position, five jobs ago. As soon as I got a place ship-shape, I usually ended up being made redundant. Nelson said it was my own fault – being too organised just highlighted the excess staff, and I was too nice, according to him, to fight dirty when it came to office politics.


‘Really?’ Bobsy raised her eyebrows in enquiry. They were very groomed.


‘Actually, I’m between jobs right now,’ I admitted in a rush of cocktail honesty. ‘As of today, in fact. Any suggestions?’


‘Oh, dear,’ she said sympathetically. ‘How annoying for you. Well. What sort of thing are you looking for?’


‘Anything . . .’ I was about to add ‘at all’ but managed to change it to ‘. . . new and exciting.’


Bobsy put a thoughtful finger to her lips. I noticed, with mounting approval, that it too was very nicely shaped. I liked to keep my nails polished too; stylish nails took my mind off typing. ‘What would you say your skills were?’ she asked.


‘I’m very good with people,’ I said immediately. ‘You know, organising them, making sure they’re happy. Smoothing out problems before they happen. And conversation. I’m awfully good at talking to the most tedious, difficult people.’ And I bloody well should have been after twenty-seven years with my father. Then, just in case she could read my mind, I added, ‘I’ve got excellent typing speeds and decent IT skills, and I’m terribly discreet.’


‘Oh yes, discreet,’ she said with a naughty smile. ‘Well, you would be, what with your daddy’s shenanigans!’


Hot beads of sweat prickled under my arms. I looked away, and caught sight of us in a mirror; Bobsy with her finger still on her perfectly lined, red lips and me with my chignon unravelling round my flushed face. Why was I standing here in the loos of the Bluebird being interviewed by Bobsy ‘Pencils’ Parkin? She was a lovely girl, but I didn’t need a job in a poodle parlour, and certainly didn’t want my father dragged into the conversation.


‘Anyway,’ I said, standing up straighter. ‘It’s lovely to see you, Bobsy, but I don’t want to keep you from your dinner, gassing on here. We should meet up for lunch some time.’


She rubbed her nose with a more familiar horsey gesture, and said, ‘Absolutely. Yes.’ She reached into her tiny handbag which was so tiny it couldn’t be of any practical use, so I guessed it cost a fortune. I only had enough money to be stylish, not fashionable.


Bobsy dug about a bit in her bag, then handed me a little card. ‘Listen, if you’re looking for some part-time work, go and see Mrs McKinnon.’


My brow creased. ‘Mrs McKinnon? The Home Ec teacher? From St Cathal’s?’


Bobsy nodded. ‘Call her, and say I spoke to you. She might be able to help your . . . job situation.’


‘She’s running a temping agency?’


Bobsy smiled and, really, she looked like a different girl. A woman, in fact. ‘You could said that, yes.’


The card read simply ‘Hildegarde McKinnon’ with a Chelsea phone number, and it completely threw me. Home Ec was my favourite subject, and Mrs McKinnon was my favourite teacher, but she wasn’t exactly the careers officer, unless you wanted to spend your working life as a party-planner. Which, come to think of it, my mother, also an Old Cathalian, has.


Mrs McKinnon’s classes were supposed to cover such essential topics as ridding your surfaces properly of bacteria and devising delicious dinner-party menus for a Muslim, a vegan, a lactose intolerant and a pregnant woman; however, with a bit of prompting, she usually diverted into more arcane waters, such as how to eat lobsters without licking your fingers, or how best to decline a marriage proposal on a pheasant shoot. I adored her lessons.


Mrs McKinnon herself was something of an enigma. There was never a sign of Mr McKinnon. Rumour had it that he’d once asked her to pass him a serviette instead of a napkin, and had been summarily dismissed. Most of the girls were scared of her, but I was sort of fascinated by the obvious fire she had boiling away under her lint-free exterior. I mean, no one can get that exercised about fruit knives without concealing depths of extreme passion. And, on a personal level, Mrs McKinnon did spark off my interest in dress-making by persistently pulling me up on my ill-fitting school uniform and making me adjust my seams for needlework prep.


But with a final adjustment to the Chanel hairgrip keeping her glossy mane under control, Bobsy was off, before I could ask her how learning the correct way to dismount from a moped could possibly help me pay my substantial debt to British Telecom.


‘So,’ said Nelson wearily when I got back to the table, ‘is it the Bobsy Parkin, or just a Bobsy-a-like?’


‘No, it’s her all right,’ I said.


Nelson muttered something about horses, but I wasn’t listening because it occurred to me that there was now a bottle of Krug on the table.


‘Oh, you shouldn’t have! That’s so sweet but totally unnecessary!’ I gasped. ‘Which one of you . . .’


‘Oh no, Melissa, we didn’t buy it,’ breathed Gabi. ‘It just appeared. For you, the waiter said.’


‘Did it?’ I frowned. I told the man at the bar to send us the bill, not a bottle of champagne.


‘While I slipped off to go to the loo,’ said Nelson as if he should have stopped it arriving somehow.


The penny dropped, and I had to come clean. This wasn’t the first time this had happened to me. In my limited experience, I’d discovered that there were some awful men out there who thought they could buy a lady’s company – and more! – for a bottle of champagne. I always sent it back, though.


Nelson’s jaw was jutting.


Gabi was touching the bottle reverently and looking pained, because none of us could possibly afford Krug and it’s simply the best tonic for a bad mood. I must admit that even I found manners rather vexing at times.


But who had sent it? And was there any way of keeping it?


I looked around discreetly and spotted Bobsy’s father beaming at me, his red face nearly split in two at his own cleverness.


‘Oh, look,’ I said, turning back to Gabi and Nelson with no little relief. ‘It’s Bobsy’s father who’s sent it over. How sweet. Bobsy must have told him about my bad day. How considerate – of them both!’


‘Do you think so?’ said Gabi doubtfully. ‘She doesn’t look that pleased.’


It was true – Bobsy was pouting like a trooper about something.


‘Are you sure that’s her father?’ she added. ‘I don’t see a resemblance . . .’


‘Um, yes,’ I said. ‘Well, I suppose it could be an uncle. Or a family friend? Very generous, anyway.’


I was about to go over there and thank him myself, when Nelson said, rather icily, ‘And how was he meant to know about your bad day while you and Bobsy were chatting in the loos? Was your redundancy in the Evening Standard or is Bobsy’s daddy a psychic counsellor?’


At this juncture, Gabi took it upon herself to open the bottle in a very practised manner and had three glasses poured out before I could digest what Nelson had said and stop her.


‘Gabi!’


‘Come on, Mel.’ She’d already swigged half a glass. ‘Sometimes a girl needs a glass of champagne, no matter where it’s come from.’


‘But Bobsy . . .’ I wrestled with my conscience.


‘Oh, for the love of God, Melissa,’ said Nelson crossly. ‘It’s obvious to everyone in here apart from you that he can’t possibly be Bobsy’s father. He has his sweaty paw on her knee!’


Oh, yes. So he had. Urgh.


‘Well, who is he then?’ I demanded.


‘How would I know?’ Nelson looked askance. ‘I would have said it’s her boyfriend but it’s stretching the terminology a bit too far.’


‘Sugar daddy,’ said Gabi knowledgeably.


I tried to angle my gaze so I could observe Bobsy and her sugar daddy but it was impossible without staring. So I stared anyway.


‘Oh my God,’ I said. Then I shut my mouth because I couldn’t for the life of me think what to say next.


‘Well done, Bobsy, I say,’ said Gabi, refilling her glass. ‘Wish I had a man who’d shower me in Krug. Aaron’s a right tight git when it comes to champagne, even though he’s coining it in at the moment.’


‘I think you’ll find they’re drinking house white wine,’ observed Nelson. ‘Which may explain Bobsy’s lemon-face. Mel, close your mouth and stop gawping. This isn’t a motorway pile-up.’


I rearranged my face into a blasé expression, but I really couldn’t hide the fact that I was shocked. Gabi and Nelson were always going on about how I was too easily shocked by things. I suppose I had a very sheltered childhood; with the benefit of hindsight, of course, I realised my lack of exposure to television and the tabloid press had been because of the numerous scandals my father wished to keep from his family. And my mother had had plenty of things of her own she didn’t want to talk about.


But even so, I thought, how rude of that man to send me a bottle of champagne while he was on a date with Bobsy! I’d be livid!


‘I can’t drink it,’ I announced, pushing my glass away.


‘Good for you,’ said Gabi, finishing off her own glass and grabbing mine.


‘Gabi, we have to leave right now.’ I got my coat and started winding my scarf around my neck.


Why on earth had he sent it? Was it because I was looking over there at Bobsy? Did he think I was flirting with him?


A hot wash of shame ran over my skin. What kind of girl did I look like?


‘Stay here and finish the bottle now it’s opened,’ said Nelson firmly. ‘Then go over there, thank him for his kindness and wish the pair of them a happy evening. If you want, I’ll pay for it at the bar for you, and you can pay me back.’


This was a very generous offer, since although Nelson earned more than me, he still didn’t earn the kind of money you can chuck around on champagne.


‘OK,’ I said, with a massive effort. ‘But you two can drink it. I couldn’t possibly.’


The moment Gabi had drained her last glass – which wasn’t long – I walked over to Bobsy’s table and rushed through my thank you speech, blushing to the roots of my hair. I made myself meet her eye and hoped she could detect the unspoken apology on my face. I looked at him as little as was polite, and turned down his enthusiastic offer of another bottle at their table. Poor Bobsy, I thought. What a creep. I sincerely hoped he shelled out for a cab home for her.


After that, none of us was in the mood to go on elsewhere, and the prospect of Nelson’s chicken korma and the sofa was more tempting than ever. Nelson and I decided to walk home since it was a mild evening, and Gabi decided to join us for some of the way as she, at least, was still full of champagne fizz.


I could have been drinking iced water for all the effect those cocktails had had on me, and Nelson had gone quiet, which was plain ominous.


Gabi put her arm in mine as we walked along, and bumped her hip against me companionably. Since I was a good four inches taller than her, I didn’t bump back for fear of bumping her over.


‘Poor Mel,’ she said with her customary lack of tact. ‘It’s just not going your way at the moment, is it?’


‘No, it’s not,’ I replied shortly.


‘No job, no man . . . good thing she’s got you, eh, Nelson?’


If this was a lame attempt to bring Nelson into the conversation, it failed.


‘We need to get you out more,’ said Gabi with a fresh squeeze. ‘That’s what we need to do. We’ll have a girlie makeover evening, and hit the town.’ She fluffed up my brown curls with her spare hand. ‘Forget Orlando. You’ll find another bloke in no time at all. One that sends champagne over to our table.’ She paused, then added, ‘Younger than that bloke, though, obviously.’


‘How tacky,’ spat Nelson.


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘It’s tacky.’


‘Tacky, but cost-effective. And your love life needs a jump-start.’


My heart ached, hard, at the bleakness ahead of me. I had managed not to think about Orlando all evening, but now that Gabi had mentioned his name, the dull aching returned. I had only agreed to go to the Bluebird in part because it wasn’t a bar that reminded me of him.


We usually seemed to meet in bars. My heart used to turn over when I saw Orlando perched on a stool, chatting away to the barman. He was so blond and handsome with long legs and the sort of half-smile that hinted at inner naughtiness – the complete storybook-hero package. I didn’t care what the experts said, a broken heart doesn’t heal with time. Mine was only suppurating. We would have been going out for two years in three days’ time – well, two years, on and off.


Mainly off.


‘Didn’t you meet Orlando when he bought you a bottle of champagne in a club?’ said Gabi.


‘Well. Yes. But that was different.’


‘How was it different?’ asked Nelson. He’d never liked Orlando. When I told Nelson we were having a break, all he’d said was, ‘Neck or leg?’


I bit my lip. ‘That was Fate, not some sleazy chat-up line. He brought it to my table and asked if I’d like to share it with him. He’d been taking his mother out for dinner and she’d just had to run off to deal with an urgent family matter. What else could I do? It was going flat.’


I was appalled to see Gabi and Nelson roar with laughter.


‘What?’


‘I love it when you tell that story. Cracks me up every time.’ Nelson wiped his eye with his sleeve. ‘You are so gullible.’


‘I am most certainly not,’ I bristled. ‘Ask Quentin. There isn’t an estate agent in that office who can get one over on me.’


‘Not for want of trying,’ snorted Gabi drunkenly and for some reason the pair of them were off again.


I didn’t get the joke, but I didn’t like to interrupt either, as it was obviously a bonding moment, but really, it was true: everyone said how efficient I was. Hughy frequently used to boast about the appalling liberties he took with his last PA, then wring his hands and claim he couldn’t any more because I was just impossible to lie to.


I let them giggle and strode on down the street. It wasn’t that I couldn’t laugh at myself, but I was absolutely not in the mood that night. I didn’t think I’d ever felt so low in my whole life: there was nothing at all there for me. When I lost my job at the law firm, I had Orlando to cheer me up, and when Orlando told me he wanted to have a break, that’s when I threw myself into organising the huge Valentine’s party at work. Now I didn’t have either, plus I was more in contact with my draining family than ever, with Emery’s wedding coming up.


I would have turned to drink if it didn’t have such alarming effects on my personality. Too many glasses of wine and the sultry Sophia Loren persona, which I occasionally tried on along with my tighter dresses in the privacy of my own room, had a tendency to rise to the surface, all hips and hooded eyes. Not what I needed right now.


Footsteps scuttled behind me as Gabi and Nelson hurried to catch up.


‘Blimey,’ panted Gabi, ‘you can certainly shift when you want to.’


‘Sorry, Mel. We didn’t mean to upset you.’ Nelson slung his arm around my shoulder. ‘You know, from behind you looked just like Marilyn Monroe wiggling down the platform in Some Like It Hot.’


‘Thank you,’ I said gratefully, as much for the comforting warmth of his big hand on my shoulder as for the compliment.


‘Mincing away in a fit of rage,’ he continued.


Gabi took my other arm, possibly to inveigle herself within reach of Nelson’s hand. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just that you deserve to be happier, when you’re so good at making life easier for everyone else.’ She squeezed me against her own warm hip. ‘Why are you so scared about putting yourself first for a change? You’ve got to stand up for yourself a bit more. Sod whether it’s ladylike or not.’


My lip wobbled, and I let it. It was tough putting on a brave face all the time. At least with Gabi and Nelson I could admit that things weren’t so great. That was something to be grateful for; you sometimes don’t realise how a pair of shoes are crippling you, until you take them off and marvel at your bunions and blisters.


Well, that was one good thing. Just another two to go.


‘Hey, Gabi, there’s a cab,’ said Nelson, pointing out a taxi with an orange light. ‘Why don’t you grab it and get home while there’s still time for Aaron to buy you another drink?’


Gabi looked at me, torn with indecision. I knew there was nothing she’d like more than an evening at our house, scoffing curry and gazing at Nelson, but on the other hand, it was still only nine o’clock, and Aaron would be getting home from the trading floor with a fistful of cash. They got very little time together as it was, but I did sometimes wonder if Gabi preferred things that way.


Nelson solved Gabi’s dilemma by flagging down the taxi, which pulled up next to us.


‘Where to, mate?’ said the driver.


‘Mill Hill,’ said Nelson, and before she could open her mouth, he opened the door for her and ushered her in.


Gabi gave me a tight hug. ‘I’m leaving you in Nelson’s capable hands,’ she said, and pulled a comedy face of thwarted desire, for my eyes only. ‘It’ll all work out, Mel,’ she shouted as the cab pulled away, and blew a tipsy kiss out of the window.


‘Will it?’ I said morosely, watching as it pulled away. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it.’


‘It will, you moron,’ said Nelson, putting his arm round my shoulder again as we set off. ‘You just have to start valuing yourself a bit higher. And I don’t just mean at work.’


‘I know what you’re hinting at, Nelson, and I do,’ I protested. ‘I’ve got very high standards.’


Nelson snorted.


‘Don’t be so critical! You just don’t know Orlando the way I do.’ As soon as the words left my lips, I realised my mistake, because Nelson had a charmless ability to make all Orlando’s good points seem thoroughly . . . I don’t know, ordinary. But I ploughed on regardless, if only because right at that moment, I needed to hear positive things about me and Orlando spoken aloud. Even if I had to do it myself.


‘Orlando’s everything I want in a man,’ I insisted. ‘He’s romantic and creative, and he really cares about me. The real me.’


‘So why did you split up?’ said Nelson bluntly.


‘We’re on a break,’ I faltered.


But as I said it, I knew I couldn’t keep lying to myself any longer. We had split up. We’d been split up since the New Year. We’d been split up since he utterly failed to send me a Valentine’s card or indeed even a text on my birthday.


Orlando and I were over, and there was no point pretending he was ever coming back. Suddenly I had no idea how I’d managed to convince myself otherwise for so long.


My legs stopped walking as the shock of it hit me like a bus.


‘How is this different from the times you’ve had a break before?’ Nelson asked, when I didn’t go on. ‘And are you allowed to start looking for a replacement while he decides? Mel? Why have you stopped walking?’


I barely heard him. It was as if a bright light was shining into all the dark corners of my life that I hadn’t wanted to look at before. I blinked away a hot tear and rubbed my eyes furiously. Suddenly I felt so lonely. Stupid and lonely.


I didn’t want a replacement. I wanted Orlando. Even though he clearly wasn’t worth it.


As he couldn’t see my face, Nelson mistook my sudden devastated silence as permission to carry on with his lecture.


‘I don’t understand why you waste your time with these flaky layabouts,’ he tutted. ‘You need someone sensible, who can support you, and look after you. You’re an old-fashioned girl at heart, and, deep down, you’re only going to feel cheated by anything less than unconditional devotion from a decent man who’s worth devoting yourself to. You know, it really makes me angry, Mel, watching you throw yourself away on losers like Orlando. You’re worth so much more than that.’


‘Shut up, Nelson,’ I said, biting my lip. ‘You’re not my dad.’


‘More’s the pity,’ he retorted. ‘That’s precisely why your male-role-model pattern’s well and truly screwed up. Talk about lowering the bar.’


At the mention of my bloody father for what felt like the millionth time that night, the floodgates finally crashed open and I burst into tears right there on the street.


Nelson stopped walking immediately and put his hands on my shaking shoulders so he could see my face, which was red and unattractively screwed up like a tantrumming toddler.


‘Oh, Mel!’ he said, sounding aghast. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise how . . . You just seem to take these things in your stride. I mean, you didn’t seem that cut up about Orlando.’


‘Well, I was! I am!’ I sobbed, outraged by his insensitivity. ‘Of course I’m cut up about Orlando! Just because I don’t go on and on about it . . .’


It didn’t mean I hadn’t been praying every time the phone rang, or hanging around until the last minute so I could be there when the post arrived. Avoiding certain parts of town so I wouldn’t have to be reminded of the good nights, and switching off the radio when certain songs came on, so I wouldn’t have to be reminded of the bad ones.


‘Dignity’s about the only thing I have left!’ I howled, ignoring the ominous build-up of snot in my nose.
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