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Mel Giedroyc has been entertaining the nation for nearly thirty years. A comedian, writer, actor and presenter, Mel is best known for her work with Sue Perkins in the double act Mel & Sue. They have presented many TV shows such as multi Bafta-winning The Great British Bake Off (BBC) and Light Lunch (Channel 4). Mel has written two non-fiction books and has appeared in sitcoms and panel shows, on radio and on the West End stage. Mel and Sue reunited in comedy drama Hitmen for Sky TV. Mel lives in London with her husband and two daughters.


The Best Things is Mel Giedroyc’s debut novel.









Praise for The Best Things


‘I enjoyed it so, so much – a brilliant cast of characters, pacey, engaging and properly funny!’
Graham Norton


‘I enjoyed it HUGELY. It was such a fast, fun, sweet rollercoaster of a read, a real treat’
Marian Keyes


‘This book is a riot! A larger-than-life tale of suburban avarice, downfall and the struggle upwards, it is delicious in its detail and had me wincing and laughing all the way along’
Sophie Kinsella


‘Mel’s first novel is exactly like Mel herself: engaging, uproarious and gleeful. This book made me laugh, carried me away to another world and held my interest all the way through. Job done. Brilliant’
Jo Brand


‘Wonderfully warm and uplifting, full of unforgettable characters and so much heart. I loved it’
Richard Roper









About the Book
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Sally Parker is struggling to find the hero inside herself.


All she wants to do is lie down.


Her husband Frank has lost his business, their home and their savings, in one fell swoop. Their bank cards are being declined. The children have gone feral. And now the bailiffs are at the door.


What does an ordinary woman do when the bottom falls out?


Sally Parker is about to surprise everybody.


Most of all herself.









For the gang









 


 




Rank squanders money; trade makes it; – and then trade purchases rank by re-gilding its splendour.


Anthony Trollope, The Way We Live Now












 


 


On average a horse will produce between fifteen and thirty-five pounds of manure a day. To her it felt as if all the horses of the world, from cowboy steeds roaming the plains of Texas to snooty show-jumpers lifting their tails in the Leatherhead area, were simultaneously dumping on her. While laughing at her.


She caught sight of herself, a Stig of the Dump creature reflected in the tiny window of the dark stable. Bright blue eyes piercing through a face-pack of teak-coloured horse manure. Her nails, once used to laying themselves elegantly out on a manicurist’s cushion, were now worn down to the quick and wedged with grime.


She looked down at her feet. She was wearing her daughter’s trainers, which were a size too small. And a pair of combat trousers that even a small marine wouldn’t touch.


Soon after the Great Horse Manure Crisis of 1894, when large cities were in danger of drowning in the stuff, the Times newspaper predicted that, in fifty years’ time, every street in England would be buried under around nine foot of manure. A hundred and twenty-five years later, here she was proving that, yes, she was eye-deep in the shit and it was way, way deeper than nine foot.









1




Ah, Leatherhead! You are the very lungs of Surrey. Regular as an oxygenated pendulum, your life-giving bellows swish in and out, out and in. For you are much like good health itself. And like health, that most precious thing, we take you for granted. Our eye does not see you. You are simply part of the rolling, verdant canvas that soothes the clutter of our daily lives. But if you were not here, Heaven forefend, what should we do then? Oh, Leatherhead, don’t take away your luxuriant hills, rolling out expansively in a rich shag pile of fertile grass from the back of Cedar Vale all the way to Weybridge and thence to the horizon itself.





Sally Parker frowned, wrinkling her delicate freckled nose, and rubbed out the word ‘fertile’, replacing it with ‘fecund’. She listened to the wellness podcast ‘From Anxious to Blanxious’ religiously every morning when she was on her running machine. Today’s episode had advised her that writing could be a mindful and meditative antidote to life’s bumpier moments. The soothing voice went on to suggest writing about the everyday things that surround us. And since Leatherhead was what surrounded her, that was what Sally decided to write about.


‘“The very lungs of Surrey”,’ she read back to herself. ‘I like “the lungs of Surrey”, but “the very lungs”? Too forceful. And I’m not so sure about “pendulum”. Can a pendulum swish in and out? And I’m not sure about “out and in” after “in and out”. It sounds immature. And who the hell says “Heaven forefend” these days? Not even my mother says that and she’s eighty-three.’


And with that she screwed up the piece of paper she’d been writing on and threw it petulantly into a beige high-heeled boot beside her.


Sally Parker had a morbid fear of big social events and it was for this reason that she was crouching down low among her Kurt Geigers in the shoe section of her walk-in wardrobe. Her anxiety was on the rise today and her wardrobe was the perfect place to get away from it all, be on her own and try the art of mindful writing that the podcast suggested.


Sally knew that the staff would be taking care of everything downstairs, power walking around her house with purpose, checking off their mental spreadsheets.


Paloma, Sally’s Spanish cook-cum-housekeeper, liked to draft in members of her family if the Parkers had a big do on. And this was a barbecue for seventy-five to celebrate the tenth anniversary of Frank Parker’s hedge-fund management company. Two of Paloma’s cousins were busy finishing off marinating the guinea fowl, lark, duck and lamb, laying out the trestle tables with white linen tablecloths outside and arranging the enormous gas-fired barbecues for Frank to take charge of as soon as he arrived home. They’d even put out his special glove – more of a medieval gauntlet really – with ‘BARBECUE LIKE A BASTARD’ emblazoned on it in gold. It was a gift from a client; Frank’s love for a barbie was so legendary in the City that certain colleagues had been known to call him Ken.


The expansive and luxurious salad buffet was prepped – artichokes, wild rice, tiny jewels of pomegranate, butternut squash, heritage tomatoes and organic basil as far as the eye could see, all laid out in the ornamental patio area. Paloma was test-driving a new salad tonight – jackfruit couscous with a wasabi sauce. Sally thought it sounded inedible but didn’t have the guts to tell her. Paloma had been with the household for nearly eleven years now, and would purse her lips into a self-pitying prune if her culinary experiments met any sign of resistance.


A big event like this also meant that Sally had to deal with the household speaking in Spanish, making her feel even further alienated and stripped of authority. She had done a Spanish course when her children were tiny, specifically to try to bridge the divide between herself and her housekeeper, but she was not the most gifted at language-learning. Even so, she’d made a stab at it that very morning.


‘Er . . . Paloma . . . por favor . . . el . . . wasabi. Es . . . er . . . a bit . . . piccante? Spicy?’


Paloma shared a secret smile with her cousin. ‘I sorry Miss Parker. I no understand. Spicy?’


Sally’s English-rose complexion had blushed a delicate pink. Paloma blatantly understood English very well, particularly a word such as ‘spicy’. In fact Paloma could probably translate the whole of the Maastricht Treaty if she was offered cash to do it. Paloma was wont to play the ‘Manuel card’, as Sally rather sharply explained to her husband, when she wanted to get one over her employers. And Frank’s response? The same he used for most of his wife’s dilemmas. He would look at her with puppy-dog eyes, full of the love that had burned since the moment he’d first set eyes on her when they were both sixteen. Then he’d say, ‘Sal, babe. It’s all taken care of.’


And that was Sally’s life. All taken care of. What she really, really wanted to do was sack Paloma. Had done for six years or more. But she never seemed to find the right time, or indeed pluck up sufficient courage. And Frank just wouldn’t hear of it. He and Paloma had a mutual love-in going on. Every time he was near her he’d say something cheesy in Spanglish, or break into ‘Paloma Blanca’ loudly. Paloma would then giggle like a schoolgirl. And since Frank was the one paying her wages, Sally didn’t have a leg to stand on. All taken care of.


Sure, Sally loved coming down late on a Sunday morning to a huge family table already laid out with glistening blueberry pancakes, homemade Bircher muesli and a tall glass of freshly squeezed passion-fruit juice. Sally adored the hot coffee simmering on Paloma’s spick-and-span hob. But it needled at her, made her throat dry with guilt. Sally often felt as if she were a guest living in a hotel, rather than a wife and mum running her own home.


She breathed deeply in through her nostrils, another good tip from the podcast.


‘Leatherhead. You are sanctuary. Leatherhead. You are soothing yang to my anxious yin.’ She shook her head, rummaging around in the pocket of a biscuit-coloured Reiss coat. ‘That’s another thing you can cross off your list. A writer you are not, Sally Parker. Along with painter, hostess, and, let’s face it, parent. The end.’


Her hand alighted upon a little pack of Temazepam in the coat pocket. Dr Livesy had prescribed this for Sally earlier in the week. She hadn’t touched any Valium for two years but just recently the stress of life had begun to weigh more heavily.


‘Just in case you need to take the edge off, Sally,’ Dr Livesy had said to her with a wolfish smile.


‘This is just to take the edge off,’ she repeated to herself in the wardrobe, ‘and save the world from your appalling writing. Who do you think you are, Sally Parker?’


And with that she swallowed her little guilty pleasure. No, not a pleasure, she remonstrated with herself, it was a guilty necessity.


‘Muuuuu-uuuuum!’


The familiar pipes of her daughter Mikey blasted up the stairs. It must be four o’clock already. Another day and where had it gone? Slipped off the calendar like soap, and what had she achieved? She’d walked the dogs, surfed the internet for a couple of hours and done a Body Conditioning class at the gym. Oh, and she’d spoken to her so-called great friend Francesca Daly-Jones on the phone about the upcoming Charity Ball. She was starting to question that friendship. Should the sight of a friend’s name coming up on your phone make you feel itchy?


No time to analyse this now. Sally could hear the power of eleven-year-old Mikey’s strong and insistent calves pumping up the stairs, two at a time. Mikey was a carbon copy of her dad – just like Frank, everything had to be done now, faster, bigger, better. Exhausting. Sally sighed to herself, stood up in the wardrobe with purpose and promptly banged her head into a hard-edged designer grip bag. It had cost £2,400 and Sally had never even used it. It was hideous, actually, a shiny maroon monstrosity with a silver key pattern all over it.


‘Muuuuu-uuuuum!!’ Mikey’s voice had a grinding edge now.


‘Mikey darling,’ shouted Sally brightly, ‘I’m here, I’m in the wardrobe!’


‘What?’ Mikey slid back the huge cream door to find her mum rubbing her head and standing among many items of clothing sheathed in polythene bags.


‘What are you doing in there, Mum?’


‘I was . . . er . . . actually doing something very useful. A bit of seasonal sorting, Mikey. So. Coats here for autumn . . . and then these ones for winter. Move over high summer gear, and hello . . . er . . . the things with a heavier tone and weave. As I said, it’s very useful.’


Mikey folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her lively brown eyes.


‘Why?’


And there was silence. It was a very good question to which Sally had no immediate answer. Why was she doing this? In fact, why was she doing anything? She could feel her heart start to beat faster and her face flush up. She was on the outer edges of an anxiety attack. Not now. Come on, sweet Valium. Kick in, my friend. Do your stuff. Help me get through this.


‘I mean, why isn’t Paloma doing this, Mum? That’s what she’s paid to do, isn’t it? So that you can, you know, do the things that you’re supposed to do, like . . . like . . .’


And Mikey trailed off, stumped.


Sally smiled, breathed in and emerged from the wardrobe.


‘Paloma’s busy preparing Dad’s special barbecue, Mikey,’ she said, tidying her expensively highlighted honey-coloured curls and smoothing down her white linen shirt, ‘and besides, I do . . . er . . . a lot of useful stuff like this round the house. Paloma doesn’t do everything you know. She’s great at helping, of course, but she’s our back-up, Mikey, our Plan B, she’s there to . . .’


Mikey had already started to march off. So like Frank. She had the attention span of a gnat. Then suddenly she turned and was right under Sally’s nose, almost giving her a heart attack.


‘Miss McBride wants to talk about my dyslexia with you,’ said Mikey in a forthright tone. ‘She’ll call you. And I made twenty-eight quid seventy this lunchtime!’


Sally felt a pang of worry as her daughter told her this. Mikey’s money-making had gone from the odd fifty pence in the playground to multiples of pounds these days.


‘Oh Mikey, what for this time?’


‘Slime.’


And she was gone. Sally took a deep breath; her heartbeat was starting to regulate. She put her slim, tanned little feet into a pair of furry white Adidas sliders, padded through the bedroom, out on to the vast gallery landing, and started to descend the wide staircase.


Her hand slid down the smooth birch banister as her white slippers sank into the thick white carpet. Everything around her was white, now she thought of it. A big white carpeted padded cell. There was a series of family photos taken in a posh studio six years ago which lined the staircase in silver frames. All of the family had been asked to wear white for the photoshoot. There was Frank in white linen looking a bit Boyzone, Stephen in white T-shirt and shorts – that was probably the last time she’d seen her son in shorts, she thought wistfully. And Cleo, Emily and Mikey in white shift dresses. How Mikey had hated that dress, even at the age of five. Sally could see her scowling as she lay on the white furry rug. Stephen looked sweet, and the right weight, Sally couldn’t help noticing. There he was with his normal nine year old’s body. Why did she only ever look at him now and see kilos and grams? She made a mental note to herself to try and stop doing that. True, he’d grown a lot larger lately, but he was her son and she must love him, however much of him there was.


The Parker children were in a line, facing the camera, lying on their tummies with their feet swinging up behind them. The photographer had wanted them all to grin like buffoons. He kept saying things like, ‘Come on, Mum, let’s see you react to your cheeky little monkeys!’


Emily, through a half-hearted grin, was looking directly into the camera with a faintly bored expression. She was Frank and Sally’s niece but had lived with them since the age of one, when Sally’s wayward sister Nancy had pretty much left her in a basket on their doorstep. Nancy had then disappeared to follow a new boyfriend and the promise of a sculpting career in India, and her visits in the last fifteen years had been sporadic and disruptive. Through it all, Emily remained unphased, observing everything with an inbuilt capacity to weigh it all up. Like her bedroom, her thoughts were neat, deft and ordered. She was half-Thai (her mum was something of a traveller), and this marked her out among the Parker children as the daintier, more petite of the four. She was also the brainiest by far of the Parker children. Indeed, the entire household. Sally was in awe of Emily’s brain. Frank found it harder to deal with. Her cousins adored her and were thankful for the endless supply of homework she’d done for them over the years.


Sally smiled wistfully at Emily in the photos – they’d been a bit distant from each other in the last few months. She made a mental note to get closer to her niece. Maybe a little evening course together? Pottery? Fencing?


Cleo, aged eleven in the pictures and a year older than her beloved cousin, had managed to smuggle some foundation on (artfully blended even then) plus mascara, and just the slightest whiff of lip gloss. Cleo owned the camera. In every photo she gave the lens something slightly different, and in Sally’s least favourite Cleo was fake-smiling with her tongue showing through parted lips. Cleo was born Instagram-ready. Sally made a mental note that she must work on Cleo and her Instagram use. She must help her find a nice wholesome hobby. What would be good for a seventeen-year-old non-reader? Floristry, perhaps? Or caving? They could go caving together, mother and daughter, that’d be fun. There must be some caves near Leatherhead, surely?


In almost every photo, Sally was widening her eyes, which to others might seem alluring, but to Sally just looked stressed. She had to face that wide-eyed look in the mirror most mornings. And Frank Parker, in every photo, looked like the cat with the cream. He’d loved every minute of that photoshoot. He loved the photographer, and the rugs, and the results. That’s why so many of these damn pictures were hanging up here on the staircase.


And then of course the Daly-Joneses had gone to the exact same photographer, dressed themselves in white too and posed on that exact same furry rug, like gurning idiots, the lot of them. Sally shook her head. This happened a lot with the Daly-Joneses. When the Parkers went on safari to Namibia, the Daly-Joneses made an African trip soon after. When the Parkers had a basement cinema and gym complex built, would you believe it? Francesca announced to the Leatherhead charity ladies that builders were starting on their basement project immediately. Sally once pretended to Francesca that they were buying a giraffe, just to see if Francesca would make the call to Chessington Zoo.


Sally stepped down into the hall. Paloma’s cousin Feliz was scurrying around it, wielding a mop across the nearly life-sized marble chessboard. The pawns were knee height and the rook and bishop reached Sally’s chest. Frank had been given it by a client from Jeddah and it was his pride and joy. You’d need to be Geoff Capes to play with it, though. Sally thought it was hideous and ostentatious, but still organised for the entire hall floor to be chequered in black and white marble for Frank’s fortieth birthday to display it on. It was, as the neighbours around Cedar Vale liked to say, a real talking point.


One day maybe all the objects around her husband would be larger than life, Sally thought ruefully. Frank would end up like one of the Borrowers, eating peas the size of space hoppers off a fork the size of a garden spade.


In this resplendent chess setting, Garry Kasparov was the only thing missing, and he’d have to be enlarged to the size of a house to play with this ghastly thing. Emily played chess on a sensibly sized board. Sally wished her son would play too. Stephen was always on that bloody PS3 or whatever it was called, for hours every day. She must get him interested in something else, something life-affirming that would help him shed weight. Hockey? Boxing? Potholing? There must be potholes near Leatherhead. She made a mental note to herself to find out.


The double front door opened to the music of the 1812 Overture – Frank had commissioned this specially from a firm in Switzerland. Sally loathed it. Every time the bell rang or the door opened there was a long and pompous refrain to remind Leatherhead that the Parker family were a cut above everyone else. It was a constant running joke with the postman.


‘You could say it’s a door HANDEL, Mrs Parker!’ he’d been saying jauntily for the last ten years, and Sally would laugh dutifully every time.


In came Stephen, huffing and puffing as usual, chomping through a chocolate bar. Sally took it as a personal slight, every time she looked at him, that he should be overweight.


‘Stephen, sweetheart,’ she said gently as he loped past her in the hall, heading for the stairs up to his games console, ‘didn’t you find the . . . er . . . granola bites that Colette put out for you?’


On cue, Colette the Australian nanny came barging through the door carrying various PE kits and bags, Emily and Cleo in tow. Colette threw the Jeep keys down on the sideboard, which Sally had found in a Sussex furniture boutique for £10,600. It was made from hornbeam wood and imported from Serbia. It annoyed Sally that the nanny had so little respect for its flawless honey-coloured surface. Many times a day those Jeep keys clattered on to it, causing Sally to bite her tongue, on the verge of telling the nanny off but never quite plucking up the courage to do so. It often struck her that Colette, who was paid £1,100 a week plus all food, petrol, a self-contained flat upstairs and every weekend off plus four weeks’ paid holiday a year, appeared to have the God-given right to throw the Jeep keys down on her beautiful Serbian sideboard.


‘Emily’s got a letter for you about the orchestra trip?’


Everything Colette said ended in a question mark. Sally sighed. Fifteen years of empty questions that led nowhere. Stephen started to hump his bag and himself up the stairs.


‘Thank you, Colette, I’ll have a look at that later. Ste, love, you know that your allotted snacks are in the green-lidded Tupperware. Aren’t they, Colette? Is that up in the corner cupboard . . . or . . . ?’ Colette shrugged her shoulders unhelpfully. ‘Or they might be next to the dried fruits in the tin? Is that where Paloma keeps dried fruits? Dr Livesy was adamant that you stick to your calories, Ste. I know it’s boring, but as your mum I can just sense that you’re going to feel so much better when you start to . . . you know . . . feel a little lighter. You’ll be able to really get involved with things that your friends are into, sport . . . er . . . and lots of other different—’


But Stephen’s door was already shut. This was a recurring theme in Sally Parker’s domestic life. Half-finished thoughts, pieces of maternal advice curtailed by a door slam, the buzz of a phone, or simply a teenage death-stare.


Luckily the Valium was starting to do its job. The edges of her sightlines were now gently fudged and her teeth felt comfortably soft in her mouth. She could handle anything. Even Colette’s annoying upturned voice.


‘I’ve got the letter for Emily’s music trip right here?’


Every time Sally heard Colette’s voice, a little piece of her synaptic process died. Colette questioned but didn’t want answers; she just wanted enough cash to get ratted every Friday night with her mates in the Redback Bar in Epsom. Why couldn’t Sally just sack her? The children were far too old for a nanny now. Sally could justify having one when Emily was deposited on their doorstep. Colette had blazed into their lives with her boundless energy and ballsy bright red hair.


‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, Colette!’ Sally had said to her at least six times a day.


But these days Sally had a fair idea what she’d do without her. She’d get the bunting out, dance a jig with her pants down and shout at the top of her voice, ‘THANK GOD THAT ABRASIVE, MATERIALIST MONEY DRAINER IS OUT OF MY LIFE!!!!’


‘Thank you so much, Colette,’ came out of her mouth instead, and, ‘er . . . Colette? I’ve been thinking, wouldn’t it be better for the kids if you didn’t drive them to school quite so much? It’s only an eight-hundred metre journey, we’re trying to get Ste’s weight down as you know and—’


‘My knee injury is really playing up?’ Colette interrupted.


‘Oh Colette, I’m so sorry about that,’ Sally said. ‘I’d forgotten. Of course, do drive them . . . yes . . . of course you must . . .’


‘And I’m not being funny, Sally? But sometimes I do worry about them walking alone to school? What with the crime rate and everything?’


Sally had no idea which particular crime rate Colette had been analysing. The only crime ever recorded in this lush, electric-gated enclave of the Leatherhead borders was the very occasional botched break-in (people’s Alcatraz-level burglar alarm systems usually put paid to any felony) and somebody had once stolen a hydrangea from Jennifer Mayhew’s front garden.


Emily and Cleo’s faces were glued to their phones, thumbs flicking across their screens as they effortlessly weaved around the chess pieces. What endless vacuous messages, stupid emojis, pointless slang or hideous bitching were they being bombarded with now? Why wasn’t Colette acting as a shield from this rubbish? Sally’s brain was trying to engage and rage, but her sweet friend Valium whispered to her soothingly, ‘It’s good for them to be connected,’ and in stereo, ‘You’d be depriving them of their social lives.’ So Sally smiled weakly. She made a mental note to herself to definitely sort out a rigorous phone-use rota with her children tomorrow. She added it to her list of Things to Face Up to With My Children.


The list was quite long these days. She wanted to have good constructive chats with them all about manners in general and opening up to her more. She certainly wanted to talk to Cleo about her plans for the future. Did she have any? She wasn’t showing any interest in applying to university. It seemed that nothing had entered her head at school other than an encyclopaedic knowledge of every single contestant of Love Island past and present; if she’d shown as much interest in the Periodic Table as she had in the Fenty line of contouring brushes, she’d have been a Grade A student all the way.


Cleo had a sunny nature, was a good listener (when she wasn’t making pouty faces on Instagram) and was as lazy as a street dog that likes to lie in the sun on its back and toast its hairy nether regions. Not that Cleo’s nether regions were ever hairy. Many hours spent with the most sophisticated depilatory systems in the western world made sure of that.


Cleo lived by far the closest to school in her class but was always late. She had a breathtaking array of excuses at the ready as she sauntered into school with a huge smile, freshly contoured cheekbones and a swinging mane of groomed golden hair twisted up into a jaunty topknot.


‘Oh, hi Miss Rafael, you look nice this morning. I like your earrings. I’m not going to lie –’ many of Cleo’s excuses began with the go-to phrase ‘I’m not going to lie’, a sure-fire sign that she was going to do exactly that – ‘but I had a really difficult journey to school this morning. Some kind of blackberry bush just sprang out at me as I was walking along and scratched me. And also stained me. I had to go home and change my top. I cannot tell you how sorry I am,’ and then she sat down with an earnest look on her dewy peach of a face.


If there was any iota of gossip or romance going around school, Cleo Parker would be the first to know. For her, school was as much of a reality show as anything on the telly.


‘OMIGOD, AMY STRALLEN AND FLORENCIA MCGINTY FROM YEAR TEN ARE A THING!’ would be treated with as much shrieking as ‘SPENCER FROM MADE IN CHELSEA’S HAVING A BABY!’


Cleo preferred the fantasy Love Island version of boys to the reality of the spotty, greasy-haired pool of sixth formers around her. She’d had a little dalliance with an older driving instructor who had nice hands and beautiful olive skin, but after their first kiss in a lay-by off the Epsom ring road, he’d suggested that she might like to join him for a game of darts at the pub, and that was that. Cleo didn’t do pubs. Or darts. She wanted cocktails on a rooftop bar in Botswana, like Harry and Meghan, or long barefoot walks on sandy beaches like Katy Perry and Orlando Bloom. In Cleo’s head, there was somebody exotic, chisel-jawed, and probably wearing swimming trunks, who was going to whisk her off her feet, out of Leatherhead, and into Paradise itself.


And Stephen. What about the limited daily calories that Dr Livesy had set down? And his GCSEs? Which ones was he doing again? And Emily. Was she missing her mum? She hadn’t seen her for two years. And what about her A-level choices? She’d mentioned wanting to do six A levels. Wasn’t that too many? And Mikey. Well, Mikey was a mystery. Sally mainly wanted to know why Mikey always had such a lot of cash on her.


Yes, Sally would override Colette and her mollycoddling ways, and really get through to her children. She had given birth to three of them. Who knew them better than her, after all?


The cousins were still locked into their phones.


‘Hi girls!’


Silence. Except for the tick-ticking of nails on phone screens.


‘Er . . . did you have good days, girls?’


Nothing.


‘I’m afraid I’ve had some bad news from Dr Livesy, girls. I’ve got a terminal illness and I’ve actually been given about two months to live.’


Cleo raised one threaded eyebrow in Sally’s direction. Briefly. And then her head was bent to her phone again.


‘Er . . . that was a joke . . .’ Sally smiled.


Cleo and Emily remained enthralled by their devices, like pilgrims worshipping at a shrine.


‘Oh yes,’ said Emily never taking her eyes away from her screen, ‘the school needs three grand for my orchestra trip to Vienna.’


‘Wow,’ said Sally, taken aback, ‘why so much? That’s an awful lot for a school trip.’


Emily shrugged her shoulders, still not looking at her aunt. ‘It’s an elite ten days with two of Europe’s greatest living flautists. I don’t have to go.’


‘No way!’ said Sally. ‘Of course you’re going! You’re the best flautist in the school! It’d be my pleasure to send you to Vienna . . . for three grand.’


Silence.


‘And Cleo, darling,’ ventured Sally to her daughter, whose eyes were also glued to her screen, ‘isn’t there some sort of A-level enrichment school trip that you could go on? What are you doing – textiles, PE and psychology? Is there some textiles trip to . . . er . . . Sweden? Isn’t that where they have a lot of textiles? Or perhaps to somewhere where they love PE, China maybe! Or a trip to Austria! They love their psychology in Austria.’


There was a pause.


‘Nah,’ was Cleo’s reply.


‘Oh,’ said her mother.


And then the air was filled with Cleo’s shrieks.


‘No! No! NO WAY! Look at this, Em! Teddy Smith in Year Thirteen has got a tattoo of BTS actually ALL ALONG HIS BUTT CRACK! Omigod, that’s the most grossest thing I’ve ever actually SEEN!’


And the two of them howled with laughter over the image on her screen.


Sally smiled, trying to share the girls’ enjoyment.


‘You don’t say “most grossest”, Cleo,’ she endeavoured jauntily, ‘that’s doubling up grammatically. I forget the term for it. Is it a tautology? Anyway. “Grossest” is enough. You don’t need the “most”. And what is BTS?’


If Sally had bowed down and shown them her own butt crack they wouldn’t have noticed, so engrossed in Teddy’s were they.


‘That’s fricking HILARIOUS and also DISGUSTING!’ shouted Cleo. ‘Eeurgh, imagine the tattooist having to deal with the skids in Teddy’s BUTT CRACK!’


Emily burst out laughing.


‘Cleo, please!’ pleaded Sally. ‘Can’t we talk about something other than Teddy Smith’s butt crack?’


‘Let’s see Teddy Smith’s butt crack?’


This was Colette. And then the three of them were poring over the unfortunate Teddy.


‘That is lush?’ said Colette. ‘That is a skilful tattooist that can actually render all of BTS up a butt crack?’


‘Once again,’ said Sally. ‘Who or what is BTS?’


Nobody was listening to her, so she turned on her heel to go.


Cleo called out to her merrily, ‘Oh Mum! I’m not coming down for the barbecue. Lottie and Star are coming over, is that OK? Then we’ll probably go out?’


Sally turned to face her daughter. ‘Oh darling, it’s Dad’s special do and I know he’d love you to be part of it.’


‘I’m not going to lie to you, Mum, I’d love to be there and everything. But it’s, like, Friday, and I promised Lots and Star . . . and . . . you know . . .’


And she gave her mum the chocolate-brown saucer eyes.


‘OK. I’ll talk to Dad . . .’ said Sally.


And with that, Cleo and Emily ran upstairs. Mikey crossed their paths as she came bounding down, flicking Cleo’s skirt up as she went.


‘TWATFACE!’ shouted Cleo with laughter. ‘I’m going to get you for that, douche!’


‘Language, Cleo, for goodness sake . . .’ begged Sally.


‘Language, language! Language is a SOCIAL CONSTRUCT, Sally!’ shouted Emily gleefully as the girls laughed loudly and slammed Cleo’s bedroom door shut.


‘Where’s Dad?’ said Mikey, bounding towards the front door and freedom.


‘I don’t—’ began Sally.


‘And what’s this about Teddy Smith’s butt crack?’


Sally shook her head, lost for words.


‘I need to talk to Dad about something business related. Got to go. I might be back for the barbecue. Might not.’


And Mikey, her fingers a blur over her phone, was out.


Sally turned to Colette, who was standing with her arms folded, clearly enjoying the spectacle of Sally’s parenting.


‘She’s eleven years old, Colette. What can she mean by “business related”?’


Sally turned towards the sitting room, which led out on to the patio where the barbecue was being prepared. The Valium armour was in place, and she talked herself up as she made the approach towards her serried ranks of staff.


‘Now what’s the Spanish for “goodness me but I bet that wasabi salad tastes like a sumo wrestler’s jockstrap”?’


And Sally laughed to herself, before tripping lightly on the edge of a marble pawn. She coughed, trying to style it out. She was in charge after all.
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‘Jesus, FRANK!’


There was a collective uproar of alpha male laughter as Frank Parker ducked down just in time, dodging the golf ball careering towards him like a bullet. Frank Parker was not a man to be stopped by something as paltry as a speeding bullet.


He stood up, regained his composure, winked at his friends and adjusted his bollocks, housed in a £52.99 pair of Dolce & Gabbana brushed-silk Y-fronts, with a practised flick. He turned to his fellow golfers, who were standing like stags, but stags in overpriced golfing gear, against the majestic Surrey backdrop.


‘All right,’ Frank bellowed, ‘last one to the third hole’s an A-HOLE!’


And the group of friends laughed over-appreciatively, as only friends in the company of a considerably wealthier and more powerful leader are wont to do, around Leatherhead Golf Course.


‘Hoydens!’ sniffed a chap in a buggy who passed the braying group. ‘They let any sort of riff-raff into the club these days,’ he murmured.


Amerjit Singh, Frank’s best friend since primary school and partner in HNB Capital Management, their hedge-fund business, was negotiating a tricky shot out of a bunker.


‘Come on, Ammers, give it some BOLLOCKS!’ yelled Frank, forcing Amerjit to muff the bunker shot. It filled the air briefly with sand, most of which landed squarely in the turn-ups of his slightly too-shiny grey golfing trousers (part of a £1,500 Armani suit). Amerjit was taller than Frank, slender of frame with a sensitive face, aquiline nose and eyebrows which tended to form an upturned V of worry over the bridge of his nose.


Golf was not Amerjit’s strongest skill, and he did sometimes wonder if this was why Frank was always so keen for him to play; Amerjit never had the will to turn Frank down when he asked. To be honest, it was impossible to turn Frank down. It was the energy of the man, the ebullient force of that character which zoned in and then pulled you, a directionless asteroid, into the tractor beams of his orbit. He had his own gravitational force, did Frank Parker.


Frank and Amerjit had first bonded at school over small collectable plastic football players found in cereal boxes. They came in the form of enlarged heads that you could stick on the end of pencils. When Frank spotted Kevin Keegan on the end of Amerjit’s pencil in maths one day, he showed him his own Kenny Dalglish, and the friendship was cemented. It turned out that Amerjit had carefully collected the whole set. He had three times as many as his friend, so Frank persuaded Amerjit to bring the entire collection into school so they could sell them, and then split the profits. Amerjit pointed out that he owned most of the football players, so surely he should keep most of the money? The ten-year-old Frank thought this over, agreed, but said that the plan had been his idea, so shouldn’t that be reflected in his percentage of the profits? Frank also revealed that the school’s breakfast club invested in the same boxes of cereal, so if he could talk to the dinner ladies, they would have access to even more supplies of football players, thus ensuring that their own profit margins grew substantially.


Amerjit was impressed. What he was witnessing here was somebody thinking outside of the cereal box, and his ten-year-old mind was blown. He didn’t know how Frank had charmed the dinner ladies, but they all knew him by name and gave him extra helpings of sponge and chocolate custard at lunchtime. It didn’t take Amerjit long to come back to Frank with a handshake in the playground, on a 50/50 split of all profits. And thus, their first business was born and they became like brothers.


Amerjit had a second go at the bunker shot and failed again. Frank laughed, and sure enough, like an echo, the other men laughed after him.


‘NOT AGAIN, AMMERS!’ Frank guffawed. ‘Another suicide in the bunker! You’re as bad as bloody Adolf!’


And he clapped his old mate on the back, which made Amerjit lose his footing in the sand. The laughter this time was raucous. Frank was pleased with that quip.


‘Come on, Parker, show us what you’ve got!’


This was the slightly reedy voice of Tim Daly-Jones, neighbour and friend of Frank. Although Frank did sometimes ask himself if they would truly be friends if their wives were not. Frank popped his golf ball straight into the hole and then clapped Tim Daly-Jones on the back. Tim clenched his jaw muscles with repressed anger and forced out an over-jolly, ‘Shot, Frank Parker!’


Frank was having a good day. The early September weather was clement and warmed his skin nicely; he was looking forward to the celebratory barbecue he and Amerjit were throwing at Cedar Vale that evening to celebrate ten good years as hedge-fund managers. Frank and Amerjit had started HNB with a third partner, a safe pair of hands called Brett Grover who was HNB’s business manager and shot caller. Frank’s role was front-of-house schmoozer and salesman, while Amerjit was Head of Research, the backroom brains of the operation. Brett had left HNB two years ago to live on his polo ranch in Argentina, leaving Frank at the helm of HNB. There were rumours in the City that Frank had bitten off more than he could chew.


At this moment his jaws looked perfectly capable of the job, as he set about thrashing Tim Daly-Jones on the golf course. While Frank contemplated his next shot on the fairway, his thoughts turned briefly to his Sally at home, being gorgeous as always and overseeing everything for the barbecue.


He balanced himself on his feet so that his stocky legs stood about three feet apart. He’d read in a Sunday supplement that this was a good stance for a man to have in 2019. It showed the world that you were in charge. He took off his cap and ruffled his still-luxurious head of curls. A little bit grey around the wings now, but Frank liked that. He felt it gave him a statesman-like aura. It was good for business. It went with his wainscotted office in Finsbury Square in the City.


Everything about Frank looked solid. His nose was a little too solid, maybe, and he blamed the Welsh side of his family for that. His granddad Wyn, a miner, had had beautiful eyes of the clearest crystal-cut blue, and a nose like a King Edward potato. And these had travelled straight down the genetic pipes to Frank.


‘Eyes for the bed. Nose for the flowerbed,’ his granny Bronwen used to say of Wyn. ‘Just like you, Frank.’ And she’d look at him, all beady, ancient, compact and Welsh, as if that gave her the God-given right to slag him off to his face.


‘Shall we sink a cheeky bever-aaage, hale fellows well met?’ Dr James Livesy asked in his trademark drawl. Pronouncing the ‘age’ of beverage in the French way, to rhyme with ‘mirage’, was his latest fad. Livesy, Frank’s quack and confidant for many years, liked to say things in his surgery like, ‘Well, we’ll ask the practice nurse to put a band-aaage on that for you, shall we?’


James Livesy ran a tanned hand through his receding mane of thick hair to reveal a large £11,000 Rolex watch on his freckled, tennis-playing wrist. His eyes were a watery green, and if you were male, his eyes were never quite capable of meeting yours, but if you were female they would flit between your eyes and your breasts. Flit, flit, flit. Eyes like an insect that hovers over water and then darts lethally with its proboscis. His chin was weak, so often a feature of those boys from minor public schools who never quite manage to get into Russell Group universities. Not to say that Livesy was lacking in brains. His brain was furtive and self-preserving, like a creature of the night.


‘Right, winner pays for the bever-aaages. That’s you, Parker. Mine’s a foaming pint of beer-aaaage, my good sir!’


Livesy was extremely pleased with this latest wordplay and felt that it put him above his golfing peers in the badin-aaaaage stakes.


Frank Parker always ended up paying for drinks in the clubhouse. A round or two would normally set him back £100. To be fair, wherever they were, Frank Parker always ended up paying the bill. They’d all had dinner at a nice Michelin two star the week before (£3,480) in Godalming. Tim Daly-Jones had chosen some breathtakingly expensive wines. He was good at that, choosing wines that he wasn’t paying for. And Amerjit had insisted on ordering the eye-wateringly expensive truffles flown in from Calabria.


‘Are you trying to bankrupt our business, mate?’ whispered Frank to Amerjit in the restaurant when everyone else was discussing the rugby. ‘Those truffles sound bloody disgusting. What’s wrong with the duck salad, it’s a quarter of the price, you twat!’


Amerjit laughed at Frank behind their menus like they were schoolboys again.


‘We’re HNB, Frank. Just the two of us! We’ve got places at the table with the big boys. We’re operators! Mobilisers! Galvanisers!’


‘We’re not in school debating club now, you ponce,’ said Frank, poking his old friend in the ribs.


‘Look Frank, you can’t cock about with a substandard hors d’oeuvre. You’ve got to swim with the big fish. Not the crappy little minnows!’


‘Go on then, you absolute douche, give us a try of that truffle stuff,’ and Frank popped some in his mouth. Almost immediately he grimaced dramatically and had to reach for a napkin to spit it out, much to Amerjit’s delight.


‘That is bloody AWFUL, Ammers. It tastes like one of your worst farts.’


‘My farts are like roses compared to yours,’ jousted Amerjit. ‘Remember that school trip to the mock-up of the trenches? You guffed so badly all day, I had to actually wear the gas mask. Remember?’


And the two of them fell about laughing at the memory. The other men looked at them bemusedly. Since the HNB boys had lost the more serious Brett Grover and had become a double-act partnership they were always joshing about, like they had a secret society all of their own.


The rich food had played havoc with Frank’s colon. He’d spent most of the next day at HNB Capital Management pebble-dashing the wood-panelled loo. As he’d sat, silently howling on the big white throne, it had struck him how quickly money passes through the digestive system.


As the Golfing Pride sat in the sunny area of the clubhouse, crotches splayed in lounge chairs, Amerjit was interrupted by his rose-gold mobile phone. The fact that he hopped out of his seat as if it were a burning griddle meant only one thing – it was his wife calling. Laura Piggott liked to phone Amerjit twice a day, usually to give him a long list of terse instructions. Amerjit moved away to take the call in private, hunched over the phone like a naughty boy.


‘Bloody hell,’ drawled James Livesy, ‘there’s a man who needs to call the A-Team.’


‘I don’t think even Mr T could save him from Laura Piggott,’ quipped Frank. Everyone laughed.


‘I don’t think even Mrs T could have saved him from Laura Piggott,’ added Tim, grinning. To absolute silence. James Livesy coughed and smirked into his ale. Tim soldiered on, determined to get a laugh like Frank just had. ‘What I mean is . . . Laura Piggott probably has a lot in common with Mrs T in terms of her economic policies, both tough-ass women who’ve come from humble beginnings. Both—’


‘Game of pool, anyone?’ suggested Frank, patting Tim lightly on the shoulder like you would your nan when she’s had one sherry too many. The golfers, except for Tim who sat with two cheeks aflame, roused themselves from their haunches to follow Frank to ever more competitive feats of manliness.


Stephen Parker was facing his very own feat of manliness at that precise moment, on his PS3. He, and only he, could save the great simulated city that he’d built, from alien doom and destruction. Stephen was fifteen, Frank’s second child, and didn’t have a competitive bone in his body. Not many bones in Stephen’s body were visible, to be honest. Three years of snacking and gaming had piled on the pounds, and Stephen now had a beautifully rounded face which made him look strangely very young and very old and wise all at the same time. His dad occasionally called him ‘Kim Jong-un’, his mum called him ‘cherubic’. Both parents knew that something had to be done about his weight, but somehow they were hoping that Colette would work the magic for them.


Frank had tried to bring out Stephen’s competitive spirit through sport, but the torturous Sunday mornings at football club with his dad shouting, ‘Tackle, Ste! Tackle!’ or ‘Do a Dalglish, son! DO A DALGLISH!’ had just confused him. He had no idea what ‘doing a Dalglish’ actually meant, and it only made Stephen feel more like slowing down. The force of his father was enough to make him curl up like a cat in front of a fire. Too much roaring for Stephen. He was content just purring.


‘Come on, Ste! Feel the fire in your belly! Remember sixty-six, Ste!’ he had yelled once from the sidelines.


‘How can I remember sixty-six, Dad? I wasn’t born till 2004.’


‘I don’t remember it either, Ste. But I REMEMBER it, if you know what I mean.’


Stephen had given his father a blank look. And the relationship between father and son had maintained something of that blank look ever since.


The golfers headed to the clubhouse pool table. Frank Parker was the undisputed High Priest of Pool. Most of his teenage years had been spent in Paddy’s Pool Hall in Hayes, when he should have been poring over his GCSE textbooks. All he was interested in was watching people, sizing them up, facing them down, beating them and charming them while he did it. This he learned at Paddy’s Pool Hall. Hours, days, months, aeons of time spent in his gloomily lit kingdom prowling, judging, witnessing all of humanity and working out how it ticked. He started to get quite a reputation in the Hayes/Hounslow area. Most were beaten by him, but also won over by him. He had that effect on everyone, did Frank. It was hard to begrudge him a win.


The art of conquering he learned in the pool halls, and the art of diplomacy on his Uncle Phil’s market stall. Phil was a tight old bastard who’d only give Frank his wages if he managed to clear five entire boxes of fruit or veg by the end of a Saturday. It became a matter of deep personal pride to Frank that he empty those boxes. That fifteen quid would be his, whatever it took. He didn’t care what the boxes contained – sprout, beetroot, parsnip or cooking apple. His mission was to sell that fruit and veg to anyone who’d fall for his spin.


‘You want teeth like Marie Osmond, darling? Well, buy a beautiful pound of these Granny Smiths. Tell your dentist Frank Parker sent you!’


And Frank’s customer would flash her pearly whites, reach into her purse and the deal was sealed. Frank Parker wheedled and needled, diddled and dandled, laughed and winked through many a Hayes winter.


One memorable Saturday in early February, Frank was left with a boxful of visibly mouldering Brussels sprouts. Phil looked his nephew in the eye and said,


‘I’ll give yer an extra five quid if you can shift those. Betcha can’t.’


Frank felt something in his sap rising. He looked his Uncle Phil square in the eye and nodded at him silently.


He left the stall and proceeded to do a sort of dance around people in the High Street with his box of sprouts. He surprised people, cajoled them, flirted with them. When Frank returned to Uncle Phil’s stall at five p.m., it was dark. Frank plonked the empty sprout box at his uncle’s feet and gave him handfuls of coins.


‘I think you’ll find that’s every sprout sold, Uncle Phil,’ said Frank, eyes shining. ‘Oh, hang on. I saved you one for your tea!’


And with a flourish he pulled a sprout from behind Phil’s ear. The extra five quid was his.


The only person capable of whipping Frank at pool was, at a pinch, Amerjit, who’d spent a fair amount of his teenage years in Paddy’s Pool Hall too. But unlike Frank’s parents, Amerjit’s had taken a very active, some might say embarrassingly over-solicitous, interest in their son’s education. They were going to make damn sure that their golden boy was not going to go down the academic Swanee like that disreputable Frank Parker. They were determined that Amerjit was going to go to Cambridge. And he did. And then Princeton for his Master’s.


Amerjit, with his first-class Honours in Maths and Business Master’s, was still on the phone being read the riot act by his wife. Now was Frank’s chance to rule the pool. James Livesy was a floppy opponent, too interested in his own drawling commentary of the game. Tim Daly-Jones was weak, still licking his wounds over the Mrs T debacle. Frank smelled dead prey. He grabbed the blue cube of cue chalk, swivelled it deftly round the top of his weapon, surveyed the group and bared his teeth delicately. A devastating Frank Parker smile.


He looked briefly at the clock. This should all be over in twelve minutes. Just enough time to annihilate the opposition before they were due back at Cedar Vale to celebrate ten magnificent years of HNB. He didn’t want to keep his adorable little wife and children waiting.


Sixteen minutes later, to the booming sounds of the 1812 Overture, the Golfing Pride marched into the hall at Cedar Vale. Frank was clearly at the end of a long and hilarious anecdote because the pack were laughing loudly and dutifully, as Frank bent down to kiss his petite wife on the lips.


‘Wifey! We must have meat!’


Sally pulled her shirt sleeves down to cover her hands with her cuffs. She wished that she could think of something clever and loud to come back at Frank with. But all that she could manage was a supportive smile.


Frank held his arms out expansively like an opera singer.


‘Meat and many ales! We’re like huntsmen of yore, Sal, except we’ve been hunting that elusive eighteenth hole!’


There was a lot of baritone laughter and chat at this comment.


‘Dad?’ said Mikey, dashing up to Frank’s side.


‘Later, Mikey my love. Your father needs to don his glove. PALOMA,’ he shouted, moving through the hall towards the barbecue area, ‘WHERE IS MY ROASTING GLOVE? I need to CHAR ME SOME DEAD FLESH, BY GAD!’


There was a noise of laughing approval among the Spanish contingent. Mr Parker was just so funny and English. They never knew what he was going to do next!


Sally watched as her husband strode off and bit her bottom lip uncertainly. Amerjit rolled his eyes at her with a knowing twinkle, gave her an affectionate hug and followed Frank through the gigantic white-carpeted front room towards the hallowed barbecuing area. Dr James Livesy was up next, like waiting to kiss the bride in a wedding queue. His lids were half-closed as he held Sally by the wrists and pecked her languorously on each cheek.


‘Your skin looks fabulous,’ he whispered with a wink.


‘Yours looks like a lizard,’ Sally muttered as she let herself be kissed.


Sounds of Paloma and the staff fussing and laughing around Frank could be heard coming from the terrace. Frank’s stride was long and strong – he covered distances quickly.


‘Hello, Tim,’ said Sally, looking down at her feet.


‘Hi there, Sal,’ he said, hanging back and putting his hand on Sally’s waist before kissing her on both cheeks. He always lingered with these kisses, hanging on just a bit too long. Sally always felt uncomfortable during these embraces, and moved away from him with a little cough.


‘Right . . . er . . . come on through, Tim. You must be starving after all that riding around on a golf buggy.’
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The braying noise of seventy-five barbecue-goers, three mojito cocktails to the wind, blasted out over the back lawns at Cedar Vale. By the time it reached the swimming pool, the noise had simmered to a drone, before hovering briefly around the mini Versailles formal garden and then out, skimming over Frank’s security laurel hedges, to be released into the Surrey countryside.


Meat consumption was never high on the Parkers’ Must Try to Conserve the Planet list. Flesh of all shapes, sizes and hues was displayed across Frank’s horseshoe of barbecues; he never worked fewer than three. Behind this butcher’s bazaar stood Mein Host, face flushed with hot gas and meat fat, glowing with delight at playing to such a large gallery. His gauntlet reached as far as his elbow and he wielded not one but two barbecuing implements. An oversized pair of tongs in one hand, and a fork large enough to dig a flowerbed in the other. He felt like an Arthurian knight, jousting with the sizzling flesh before him. Stabbing the satsuma-infused guinea-fowl breasts as if they were Charlemagne’s army, and doing a roistering jig with the tongs around the various hand-stuffed sausages and sirloin steaks.


And there in one corner of Frank’s colossal barbecue was his own little Xanadu. His cheap-as-shit burgers, two pounds for six, probably filled with all manner of testicle, eyeball and hoof, but a taste of his Hayes & Harlington past. When nobody was looking, Frank liked to fill a filthy soft white roll with two of these foot-and-mouth disasters and gulp them down as if they were manna from heaven. Only Paloma knew his dirty little burger secret. She would wink secretively at him when the coast was clear, and Frank would clag up his palate as fast as his jaws could chomp.


Sally was more of a bird when it came to food. Peck, peck, peck like a hedge sparrow. And tonight she couldn’t get even a beakful down. She’d loaded her plate with a couple of marinated larks and some intricate salads, but the only greenery that interested her was the lime in her mojito glass. She had a lump in her throat; she was more likely to conquer Snowdon in a pair of six-inch high heels than Paloma’s groaning buffet.


Frank licked his lips and surveyed his vast kingdom. He looked fondly over to his prized possession of John Deere sit-on lawnmowers. They’d been waxed and buffed, and were amassed behind the rose arbour he’d had built for Sally’s fortieth birthday. He looked over his livestock, seven dogs in a pack, eyes fixed on the sizzling meat. Kurt, Brigitta, Liesl and four others. He could never remember them all, but they were named after the Von Trapp family. Sally loved The Sound of Music. He’d taken her to Austria for their first wedding anniversary. They’d gone with two rucksacks and fifty pounds’ worth of schillings. They’d lived on bread and cheese and the sun never stopped shining all weekend. They drank cheap wine and laughed and laughed. He had a sudden pang for those backpacks and Sally with a scarf on her head like Maria. But then Frank looked around at his Camelot and thought that life really didn’t get much better than this.


He gave his little apron-paunch a satisfied pat – a gift from one of his clients, the apron featured Michelangelo’s David, giving the illusion that Frank himself was the nude statue. He felt like David. Big and important but a good deal better hung.


‘Oi, Ken! King of the barbie! Stick one of your poncey guinea-fowl doo-dahs on here, mate!’


And a Spode porcelain plate with gold-leaf trim was shoved under Frank’s nose by one of his more abrasive hedge-fund clients. Bruce Fowler had made his money selling arms in the Arabian Peninsula. An estuary man, watery of eye and sandblasted-red of cheek. Frank obliged with a jovial laugh – Bruce was a good lad and a loyal client. It was time to pass the barbecue weaponry over to a member of staff now, and mingle with his guests.


He passed briefly by a group of Sally’s friends with their shiny white jeans and even shinier white foreheads. Local women mostly, whose kids all attended St Bede’s. Francesca Daly-Jones was holding court, showing off an expensive gold necklace that had a bunch of keys hanging off it.


‘So this was a Monday Present.’


‘Monday present?’ asked Karen, a stocky lady with legs filling high boots.


‘It’s pure husband guilt shopping,’ said Francesca to the group. ‘Tim’ll show up after work with booze breath and a little something in a Lalique bag. “Happy Wednesday, darling”, he’ll say, or whatever day it is,’ and with a slight roll of her eyes, Francesca yanked the chain hard so that her friends could admire its plethora of gold keys, each set with a different jewel. High-pitched squawks filled the circle like crows over a carcass.


‘It’s scrummy!’ yelped one with a burnished clementine tan.


‘I feel like a jailer with this bunch of bloody keys,’ Francesca continued, ‘maybe I should lock Tim up and throw them away. Ha!’ She tossed her luxuriant hair and pouted her coral lips together. Her friends flicked gold-ringed fingers, hoicked expensive blingy sunglasses up on to their hair-straightened heads and shifted their weights from one caramel-coloured high heel to the other.


Sally had been lingering behind the circle of women, mesmerised by the dynamics at play. She breathed deeply through her nose and approached.


‘Hiya, hon!’ said Francesca, giving Sally an awkwardly placed pair of kisses, neither of which landed on her cheeks.


‘How the hell do you manage to look so good, Sally Parker?’ said Karen, giving Sally the classic female flickover. The eyes flick up and down, almost imperceptibly, and take in hips, boobs, face, chin, legs and stomach. The flickover is a classic manoeuvre and is usually only carried out by girlfriends who aren’t as supportive as they appear. Sally had had this from girls and women all her life. It wasn’t her fault that she was slim and pretty. It was just her genes.


‘Well, look at her plate compared to yours, Karen!’ said Francesca loudly, prodding an unwanted finger into Karen’s large sirloin. ‘Sally’s not going to put any weight on eating a tiny bird skeleton, is she?’


Sally blushed and drank further into her mojito. She was aware that her group of friends were starting to fuzz pleasurably at the edges.


‘Classic Frank,’ said Sally, ‘there’s enough to feed an army on that barbecue. Samantha, have you tried the guinea fowl? It’s Paloma’s – what do they call it on those cooking shows? – signature dish!’


‘How adorable to have a live-in housekeeper with a signature dish!’ said Francesca, whose cheekbones looked like they might crack, she was smiling so hard at Sally. ‘So does she have a signature pleat when she does your ironing, hon?’ she added, still grinning like a gargoyle.


There was supportive tittering from the group. Sally flushed harder, looking intently into her mojito. She shouldn’t really be drinking this with the Valium, but was loving the buzz which now muffled her earholes, eyeballs and entire head.


‘No, Francesca, but she does a very good signature cunnilingus every now and then.’


Everyone looked at Sally. There was silence in the circle of friends and Francesca disengaged her smile from her cheekbones slowly, leaving just a pair of dead shark eyes behind.


‘Jus’ joking!’ slurred Sally as she slid out of the group with a low backwards manoeuvre. She’d spotted Amerjit’s wife. Her heart was beating just a little bit faster. She giggled to herself; it was fun to see her friends lost for words. She was beginning to enjoy this barbecue. She felt as if she could say whatever came into her head. It was freeing.


Frank looked over and smiled at his wife, who looked very happy. And so she should, he thought, she had everything she desired. She was wearing those cropped white jeans that he adored and a lovely fresh white and pink candy-striped shirt. Nobody could pull off a crisp shirt like his wife. And that’s exactly what he wanted to do – pull off his wife’s crisp shirt.


Frank looked at her gym-toned body with pride, and then yawned. He felt a tad tired. It was probably all that hard golfing. Sally appeared to be talking to herself. He couldn’t make out what she was saying but he just loved the way her mouth formed those lovely words of hers.


*


Laura Piggott had a mobile phone in each hand, her tongue slightly protruding from her mouth in concentration as she flicked her eyes from one phone to the other.


‘Laura!’ said Sally a little too loudly, clapping her on the back. ‘You look like you need some meat inside you! Come to the barbecue, me old china!’


Sally really was enjoying the barbecue now. She felt perfectly safe in her own fudged head. It was delightful. Laura Piggott looked up briefly and then scanned both of her mobile phones again.


‘I’d love to, Sally, but it looks as if I’m going to be called back into work. It’s economichaos out there. This is worse than ’87.’


Laura Piggott was a woman of Amazonian proportions and a jawline to give Dan Dare a run for his money. There was a whiff of helmet about her haircut and she liked a pinstripe. She was the Chief Economics Correspondent for Sky News as well as having her own weekly show, Piggott’s Projections, where she would baste, grill and eat alive anybody who dared challenge her bastion of fiscal knowledge, worn like a breastplate across her impressively muscly chest.


Sally was desperately trying to remember what had happened in ’87, to make some pithy link with the current economic situation, but all that came out of her mouth was,


‘Aaaaaargh! MEL AND KIM!!’


Laura looked up briefly from her pair of mobile phones.


‘What?’


‘FUN, LOVE AND MONEY!!!’ Sally was singing loudly into Laura’s face, and was delighted to find herself doing some long-forgotten dance manoeuvres right there in front of her. ‘F . . . L . . . M!!’


Nearby guests looked round and smiled briefly at Sally, who raised her empty mojito glass to all and sundry with an impressive


‘FUN, LOVE AND MONEY!!’


Laura gave Sally the look of someone who has not only smelled dog shit, but has been forced to eat it in the form of a soufflé. The moment was broken by Amerjit, tiptoeing up to hand his wife a mojito.


‘Here you are, babe.’


He looked carefully at Sally.


‘Hey! Nice moves there, Sal! Takes me right back to Hayes ’87!’


‘You know I can’t drink when I’m on call, Amerjit,’ Laura interrupted.


‘I’ll have it!’ laughed Sally, grabbing the mojito out of Laura’s hand and clamping her lips around it.


‘On call?’ Amerjit’s eyebrows danced up to attention.


‘Yes, Amerjit, on call. I don’t know if you’ve noticed from your particular corner of financial services, but the country is very likely about to plunge into an economic crisis as bad, if not worse, than Black Wednesday. And you’re trying to foist some dodgy eighties cocktail on me?’ Her right-hand phone buzzed. ‘Great. The Dow Jones is in freefall. Call me an Uber, please, Amerjit.’


Her husband rummaged around in his trouser pocket.


‘Sure . . . er . . .’


‘Quickly, Amerjit.’


‘Er . . .’ and he fumbled around with his phone. ‘Hang on, my Wi-Fi’s been playing up today. Hang on a minute . . .’


‘Your WI-FI’s been playing up? What about your WIFEY, Ammers? Has she been playing up too?’ said Sally raucously before falling backwards into another guest, she was laughing so hard.


‘Fucksake, Amerjit,’ snapped Laura.


‘Hang on, babe, here we go . . . now . . . what do you want, an Uber X? OK, there seems to be a driver nineteen minutes away—’


‘NINETEEN MINUTES AWAY? Oh, of course! That’s what you get when you’re in the arse end of suburbia. I am the Chief Economics Correspondent for Sky News and you expect me to wait NINETEEN MINUTES to get into a vehicle?’


‘I’m the Chief Economics Correspondent for Sky,’ mimicked Sally in a rather pathetic baby-voice, directly at Laura.


Amerjit looked confused.


‘Are you OK, Sally?’ he asked.


‘Of course she’s not OK,’ said Laura tersely, ‘she’s a suburban wife with nothing to do all day, and now she’s pissed out of her head on cocktails paid for by her husband.’


‘Laura . . .’ Amerjit placed a hand on his wife’s arm.


Sally’s smile faded and she steadied herself, with one eye slightly squinting to get her balance. She looked at Laura through the larger of her two eyes and pointed at her, causing the mojito to slosh dangerously out of its glass.


‘I’ll have you know, Miss I’m ChiefCospondent of the Sky Economicsnews, that I’m not only pissedoutmyhead but I’m also on psciption drugs, so pu’ thatinyourpipeandsmokeit!’


Amerjit looked stumped for words. Laura shook her head briskly.


‘Get your keys, Amerjit. Let’s go.’


‘Sure, babe. I’ll drive you to Sky,’ and he attempted a winning grin. ‘I’ll drive you to the sky and back!’


‘Please tame that quiff, Amerjit. You look ridiculous.’


Amerjit spat into his hand and started to flatten down his hair. Laura was already on the march towards the house.


‘Sal, are you OK? Can I get you anything?’ Amerjit asked her while keeping an eye on his wife’s fast-receding back. Sally just put both her thumbs up and lost the remaining mojito in the process.


‘Thanks for a lovely party, Sal,’ Amerjit said on the move, ‘and say bye to Franko, yeah? Tell him I’ll bell him in the morning!’


And with that Amerjit and Laura were gone.


Sally sighed and spotted Frank, who was deep in conversation with Charlotte, one of his accountants, and Simon Khan, his Head of Risk Assessment.


‘. . . .and it’s got a warm top note of berry, that vintage,’ explained Charlotte. ‘I keep mine in a cooler in Cardiff. Two hundred bottles. Much better investing in wine than property, Frank, I’m telling you. Give me the grape over the brick any day. I’m going to retire on that bloody wine, just you wait and see!’


‘I bet you will, Charlotte. You’ll be pissed as a fart, sitting on your money like an old hen—’


Sally almost fell into Frank, who had to catch her to prevent a collision with Simon.


‘Sal, you all right there? You look like you might need a glass of water, babe!’


‘Laura,’ and she looked from Frank to Charlotte to Simon and back to Frank again, ‘is a massive bellend. Massive. She’s buggeredoff to do her SkyChiefConomicsCospondentthing. Sthingabout 1987.’


Frank stroked his wife’s left cheek lightly. He couldn’t help himself.


‘Well, we’ve been talking about wine here, babe. And it looks as if you’ve maybe had a bit too much of it!’ Frank laughed and Charlotte and Simon joined in politely. ‘Charlotte, I want to invest in two hundred and fifty bottles of your 1926 wine for my gorgeous pissed wife!’


Sally disengaged herself from Frank’s sleeve and stared at him. Although she didn’t manage to stare him in the eye, it was more of a stare into his mouth.


‘WINE! WINE! YOU? You only drink BacardinCoke. WINE? You pretentiousoldtwat. WINE!!!!’


Sally started laughing and the more she laughed, the more it tumbled out of her. It was nice to laugh out of buzzing lips. Mojito and Valium. What a double act. Why had she never realised this? This was the way forward. She ignored her husband’s crestfallen face.


‘Come on, Sal, that’s enough now.’


‘Ithankyou.’ Sally bowed deeply in front of her husband and his colleagues before swaying off to find Stephen; she’d spotted him over by the food.


He was standing, talking to nobody, with a plate piled high with various thighs and drumsticks. She went over to him.


‘Stevn, Stevn, my liddle Stevn,’ she slurred, trying to hug him, ‘although not so little any more . . . hmmm . . . Stevn eatsomesalads . . . c’mon lesseatsalads . . .’


‘You’re drunk, Mum,’ said Stephen, oozing grease out of his mouth as he spoke, ‘and I hate eating salad.’


He proceeded to chomp through another guinea-fowl drumstick, and then moved straight on to a sirloin steak, the corners of his mouth overflowing with brown marinade.


‘Sally, hon, are you all right?’ Francesca Daly-Jones had sprung up behind her. When Sally turned, Francesca swiftly formed her mouth into a concerned position. She lowered her voice. ‘The girls and I were a bit worried. That cunnilingus comment? So unlike you. You’ve been stressed recently, haven’t you, hon? Is this party too much for you? It’s just that with our big Charity Ball coming up, I’m worried that if you can’t cope with this, then how are you going to feel with the whole of Surrey here, expecting the biggest night of the social calendar?’


Sally had never noticed it before but Francesca’s nostrils had a habit of flaring whenever she said the word ‘hon’, which she did very frequently.


‘’Cesca,’ said Sally, starting to laugh again, ‘yournostrils are normous. NORMOUS!!’
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