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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.


Nelson enfolded me in a bearhug, and I buried my face in his shoulder gratefully.


‘Go on, have a good cry,’ he said into my hair.


I wept into his jacket for a bit, then felt Nelson shuffle us to the far side of the pavement so my back came into contact with the brick wall. I wondered for a moment what he was doing, then heard him say, ‘No, honestly, she’s fine,’ to a passer-by, and realised he was trying to shield me from public gaze.


Was I fine? I wiped my eyes where my mascara must have smudged, and composed myself with a few deep breaths.


‘Nelson,’ I said, when I could trust myself to speak without hiccuping. ‘Be honest with me. Have I made a complete fool of myself?’


‘With Orlando?’ He looked me straight in the eye. That was the thing about Nelson: he always told me the truth. Even when a white lie would have been kinder. ‘Yes, you have a bit. But only because you’re determined to see the best in people. That’s not a crime. In his case, I’d say it was an achievement.’


‘But I love him,’ I whimpered.


Nelson gave me a hard look.


I corrected it to, ‘Loved him,’ and hated myself for caving in so quickly. But Nelson was right, and we both knew it.


‘I know you loved him,’ he said with a sigh. ‘But, Mel – he wasn’t right for you.’


‘And I suppose you know who is?’ I couldn’t help feeling riled by the weary tone in his voice.


‘No, I just think you’re such a romantic that you made yourself ignore the obvious warning signs. Like his slip-on shoes. And his year-round tan, and . . .’ Nelson saw my face and checked himself. ‘Maybe it’s about time you had a break from men altogether. Be single for a while. Appreciate yourself a bit more, since these revolting lounge lizards you end up with clearly don’t. What is it your stupid magazines say? “Take time out to learn to love yourself.”’ Nelson rolled his eyes to indicate that although he endorsed the idea, he hadn’t retracted his usual opinion of self-help jargon.


‘Well, you’ve certainly taken enough time out,’ I said tartly, before I could stop myself.


I adored Nelson, but it galled me to take drip-feed relationship advice from a man who hadn’t had a snog since our Millennium Eve party, especially when it was delivered in such a patronising manner.


‘OK, well, you’re obviously fine now,’ he huffed, and set off walking again.


I hurried to catch him up and slipped my arm through his. ‘Sorry.’


Nelson made an indeterminate noise and we walked along in silence for a while, but by the time we turned into our street, he was happily discussing curry ingredients.


Half my brain was discussing curry ingredients along with him, but the other half was busy soothing the jagged edges of my heart, and wondering whether Nelson actually might have been right about taking a break from love altogether.


I hated it when he was right, but the more annoyed his advice made me, the more right I knew he was.
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I woke up the next morning at the usual office time. The momentary pleasure of realising I didn’t have to get up was swiftly replaced by twin dull thuds: one in my chest reminding me that I’d been made redundant by Dean & Daniels as well as by Orlando, and the other in my stomach reminding me why I should never eat mango chutney with Nelson’s curries.


The combination pinned me firmly to the bed.


Before I could roll over and go back to sleep, Nelson knocked very gently and put his head round the door. ‘I’m going to work now, but I’ve made you a pot of coffee. Very strong.’


The smell of the coffee went quite a way to waking me up, and his thoughtfulness was also soothing. I was so lucky to have a flatmate like Nelson.


‘Thank you,’ I mumbled. ‘You’re a doll.’


‘And can you have a think about the phone bill, please.’


I pulled the covers back over my head.


‘I’m not doing this because I want to be mean’ – Nelson’s voice drifted sternly through the goose-down – ‘I just want you to sort yourself out. While you’re still used to getting up before ten.’


I had to concede he had a point.


I wasn’t brought up to sit around feeling sorry for myself, no matter how bad things were. When Nelson was safely out of the house, I hauled myself out of bed, drank the coffee, showered, got dressed, applied some artful make-up and put on my best clothes. Feeling better already, I phoned the number on Mrs McKinnon’s card, made an appointment and obtained directions, then hopped on a bus to Chelsea.


Of course I didn’t tell Nelson or Gabi where I was going. I was going to drag myself out of the doldrums first.


Mrs McKinnon’s address was in a very smart street indeed, with more blue plaques than estate agents’ boards. Her office was only a third-floor flat, but the front door was as shiny as red nail varnish and there were overflowing hanging baskets of pansies outside.


I rang the brass bell and was buzzed in. The hall smelled of furniture polish and fresh flowers and daily cleaning, and there wasn’t a single piece of junk mail lying around. I took off my shoes to tackle the three flights of stairs better, and paused halfway up the last flight, so I could replace them and catch my breath before arriving in elegant calm. No point in looking unfit and at a disadvantage.


I was expecting a secretary, but there didn’t seem to be one in sight. Instead, Mrs McKinnon herself was perched on the edge of the reception desk.


‘Good morning, Melissa,’ she said, extending a hand. ‘How are you?’


Mrs McKinnon’s firm but friendly handshake was the template for mine, so it was no surprise to find it rather comforting. She always insisted on the importance of hand cream in making a really good first impression; she kept a nailbrush on her desk and wasn’t afraid to use it on us. I think, in her head, she was teaching at a different school entirely. Perhaps even in a different century entirely.


‘Very well, thank you,’ I said, wondering if she would feel entitled to point out any shortcomings in my manicure now that I was grown up.


‘I’m delighted to hear that. Do come in,’ she said in her beautiful Edinburgh accent.


I followed her into the office, remaining a few paces behind so I could get a better look at the pictures on the wall. To my surprise, they were rather racy prints from some Victorian magazine.


Mrs McKinnon had not changed at all in the ten years since I’d last seen her. Her tweed skirt was perfectly pressed, her laced-up high heels were perfectly polished and, from this vantage point, I could see that the seams of her stockings were still perfectly straight.


She was never what you would call pretty, but there was definitely something rather attractive about the general aura she gave out, like discreet French perfume or lavender furniture polish.


‘So, Melissa,’ she said, taking a seat behind her desk. It was empty, apart from a cherry-red iMac, a leather-bound notebook and an orchid. ‘What can I do for you?’


I slipped onto the leather-studded chair and took a deep breath. ‘Well, I’m rather between jobs right now, and Bobsy Parkin suggested I give you a ring,’ I said. It suddenly occurred to me that I had no idea whatsoever what I was meant to say next. Our conversation on the phone had extended only to time and place. I didn’t even know what sort of temping agency this was, or whether I should have brought my typing certificates.


‘Bobsy!’ said Mrs McKinnon, wearily. ‘I do tell her . . . Dear me, Melissa, no one calls her Bobsy any more. She much prefers Eleanor these days.’


‘I didn’t even know that was her name,’ I admitted.


‘I wish you girls would embrace the grown-up world.’ Mrs McKinnon looked pained and tapped her fountain pen against her notebook. ‘After all I taught you about making a good impression.’


‘Oh, but you did!’ I exclaimed hurriedly. ‘I carry hand cream, a whistle and a spare pair of tights in my bag at all times!’


She smiled, opened her book at a fresh page and leaned back a little in her chair. ‘So, did Eleanor fill you in about my agency and its clients?’


I nodded, eager to please, out of habit. I didn’t want Mrs McKinnon to think that Bobsy and I hadn’t had a long and exciting chat about how great her job was. Even though we hadn’t, exactly.


Mrs McKinnon examined me closely over the top of her glasses and I adjusted my nod to a vague shake of the head.


‘She didn’t really go into details,’ I conceded. ‘Just that she was having a fabulous time and getting a lot out of her work.’


‘Did she now? Well, Eleanor rarely has ten minutes to herself these days. She is a very busy girl.’


I couldn’t imagine Bobsy being busy. Unless she walked dogs as well as middle-aged men. I didn’t say that, though. And I hoped it wasn’t showing on my face.


‘So what have you been doing with yourself since you graduated from art school?’ asked Mrs McKinnon, changing tack.


‘Um, I’ve been managing various offices for the last few years,’ I said. I hated this pushy bit of interviews, even when it was disguised, as now, with friendly chit-chat. We never really did much interview practice at school, and boasting was, by and large, frowned upon.


I could practically hear Nelson yelling at me to stop being so self-deprecating, so I jutted my chin and pretended I was talking about someone else, instead of myself. ‘I’m rather good at it, actually. I’ve been on three IT courses and I’ve got excellent typing speeds. In fact,’ I added, seeing a chance to be ingratiating and truthful at the same time, ‘a lot of my job involves the sort of things we used to talk about in Home Ec – you know, getting organised, being pleasant and stimulating company, putting people at their ease. Event-catering. That sort of thing.’


I paused and scrutinised her face for a reaction.


Mrs McKinnon rewarded me with a Sphinx-like smile. ‘That’s very interesting, Melissa,’ she said smoothly. ‘Well done. Now, I expect you’re wondering what sort of agency I’m running here. So let me outline the nature of my work. As you know, I spent the best part of fifteen years teaching the girls at St Cathal’s how to be charming and decorative young women, so you could go out and make hapless men good wives. I like to think that most of my pupils were actually too good for most men.’ She adjusted the pearls around her neck. ‘But a few years ago I had what you might call a damascene revelation and decided someone of my particular abilities was wasted in the field of education.’


A bell rang in my mind. Wasn’t there a rumour that Mrs McKinnon was sacked? Must ask Bobsy, I thought.


I mean, Eleanor.


‘So, to cut a long story short, I decided to eliminate the middle man.’ She tapped her pen again. ‘There is a distinct shortage in London of charm and intelligence. Most young women today are power-crazed and utterly superficial.’


I adored the way she could roll her rs like a V8 engine. It sounded so marrrrvellously disparrrrrrraging.


‘And yet, as I taught you at St Cathal’s, old-fashioned as it may be, there remains nothing more attractive than a young woman able to converse fluently on a wide range of topics while maintaining an aura of elegance and feminine allure. Is there, Melissa?’


I nodded enthusiastically, but was thinking: surely that ruled Bobsy out? Attempting to pursue an intelligent conversation with Bobsy was always a bit like playing two-man Tag in Wembley stadium.


Mrs McKinnon was on an emotional roll, however, and working to a crescendo. ‘It occurred to me, one parents’ evening, that there was a burgeoning market out there, of men—’ She leaned towards me, confidentially, and added, ‘Especially, shall we say, older, professional men like your father, who are in great need of a little temporary charm in their lives, to alleviate the stress brought about by the pressure of business and high finance.’


Like my father? I was temporarily thrown. What could she mean?


And did I want to know?


‘Men who, for one reason or another, are marooned in London without recourse to the restful company of their own wives, men who might appreciate a little discreet companionship and stimulating conversation, to ease the knots and troubles of the day. Provided by young ladies who are, I feel, utterly unappreciated by their own generation. Everyone benefits. I think of bringing the two groups together as not unlike a form of social work.’ She paused for me to agree.


‘Quite,’ I said, but I must admit that my mind was now somewhat distracted – wandering all over the place, in fact. What on earth could Daddy have to do with this?


‘I imagine you’re a delightful dinner companion, Melissa,’ she said.


‘Well, yes, I am, actually,’ I admitted. Because, without being vain, I was. You learn to keep chatting when your companion erroneously expects you to be supplying the dessert course. To be the dessert course, if you know what I mean. And I include Orlando in that.


‘I realise that it’s not exactly the temping you’ve been used to, but, if I can be utterly frank with you for a moment . . .’ And Mrs McKinnon tipped her head in that heart-stoppingly intimate way she used to at school.


I must confess that I was hugely flattered at being taken into her confidence like this. All thoughts of Daddy flew out of my head.


‘Melissa, my dear, you have a rare combination of beauty, common sense and charm that would keep you as busy as you liked. Even more so than darling Eleanor. I could guarantee you a few evenings’ work that would leave you the rest of the week free for whatever other activities you wanted to do. And my clients enjoy frequenting the smartest restaurants. Claridges, Gordon Ramsay, the Savoy . . . It really is the most pleasant way of spending a few nights a week. You can be all done and ready to go home by eleven, unless . . .’


She paused and raised her eyebrow in a meaningful way.


‘Unless what?’ I asked boldly.


‘Unless you and the client are having such an enjoyable evening that you decide to extend the appointment. That, of course, is entirely at your discretion.’


Mrs McKinnon was looking at me as if she didn’t expect to have to elaborate.


I must have looked a little shocked, because her expression softened and she quickly added, ‘But of course, I only said this to cover all eventualities, Melissa. It remains absolutely in your hands, and if you wish, the possibility need never even be considered.’ She flicked her hand in a dismissive gesture. ‘Most of my clientele are in search purely of charming company and vivid conversation and I know you’ll be more than capable of satisfying every requirement on that score.’


‘I see,’ I said.


Had I understood that right? Mrs McKinnon was running some kind of upmarket escort agency? Had the world gone completely mad?


A tiny frisson of excitement trembled through me and I suppressed it at once. It was, as she said, entirely at my discretion. Which meant not at all.


‘I must stress, Melissa,’ she said lightly, ‘that there’s nothing at all untoward going on.’ She tilted her head persuasively. ‘Let’s just say it’s a matter of matching up enchanting young ladies like you, with men who truly appreciate all you have to offer, and are willing to reward it accordingly. Exactly what you offer is your decision entirely.’


I nodded, slowly. I wasn’t what you’d call a femme fatale. Despite all those flattering compliments she was scattering before me, even Mrs McKinnon must see that. Since I didn’t offer a full menu to my boyfriends, there was no way on earth that any of her clients would be getting more than a bar snack.


Still, the voice of reason in my head was pointing out that at least I’d be in charge of what was on offer. Which was more than I’d felt on some dates.


‘I see,’ I said again, more confidently. ‘It sounds very interesting.’


‘I know. Isn’t it just?’ she said, and reached into her top desk drawer for a sheaf of papers. ‘Let me give you this to read through. No, no,’ she said, as I started to skim it, ‘have a proper look at home and ring me if you have any queries. May I take your mobile phone number?’


I dutifully repeated my phone number and gave her my email address too, for good measure.


‘Excellent.’ Mrs McKinnon rose from her chair and extended her hand again. I could smell her perfume: Arpège. Just enough to float around her, not so much that it entered the room before she did. Spray here, here, and here, then walk into the cloud of fragrance.


Why couldn’t I remember my Latin as well as that?


‘Thank you so much for your time,’ I said, politely.


‘Thank you, Melissa,’ she said, shaking my hand with just the right measure of enthusiasm. ‘I do believe that this is the beginning of great things.’


To celebrate I bought myself a bunch of red tulips on the way home. There’s nothing like flowers to cheer you up and with tulips you really don’t have to spend a lot to make a nice display. I also relished the mental picture I presented of a smart young woman strolling through town with a bright bunch of flowers. Did she buy them herself? Were they a gift from a lover? Or did a flower salesman press them into her hands as she walked past the stall?


All this forward motion had given me quite an appetite and I fell upon the fridge like a woman possessed, only to find the shelves emptier than Tesco’s on Christmas Eve. Nelson was ruthless like that: he only bought organic and chucked everything out the second it passed its sell-by date. He had left a note on the fridge door, reminding me that it was my turn to cook, and the realisation that soon I’d be able to go to Waitrose with a light heart and open purse filled me with indescribable joy.


Ignoring my stomach’s cries for a Hobnob, I settled down with one of Nelson’s peppermint teas and put my glasses on to read through Mrs McKinnon’s contract, Post-it notes and pencils at the ready in case of queries.


It was written in such vague terms that after ten minutes’ close study, all I could establish was that the agency was called the Charming Company and that it wasn’t based in the same place as Mrs McKinnon’s office. Still, I’d read through enough estate agents’ contracts not to be surprised by minor discrepancies like that.


What was more surprising was the list of particulars, starting off with a whole page just about dress. She obviously wasn’t employing only Old Cathalians – as if she had to tell girls like me to wear smart suits, matching underwear, no gold jewellery and to have my hair done nicely! I didn’t dress any other way.


Mrs McKinnon also suggested adopting a different name for professional use, ‘so that charm and fun can remain uppermost in your mind at all times’. I must admit this appealed to me, since I suddenly felt as if I could do with a spell off from being Melissa Romney-Jones.


‘Leave your mundane worries about council tax or dental appointments at home,’ she wrote, ‘and remember to take a fresh and appealing new personality out to be dined!’


The magical Cinderella effect was only a little spoiled when she stated baldly, ‘For reasons of legal and personal discretion, real names will not be used under any circumstances. Any employee found to be contravening this rule will be summarily discharged from the Charming Company.’


Mrs McKinnon covered appropriate conversation, topics to avoid, names not to drop, and so on at mind-boggling length. There was even a sub-list of where the loos were in all the smart restaurants.


I was curious to know how much all this charm cost, and when I flicked through to the clauses about fees and commission and so on, my eyes popped. No wonder Bobsy’s date could afford to throw champagne around. No wonder Bobsy herself was looking like she’d been overhauled by Gwyneth Paltrow’s stylists. God, I thought, I really wouldn’t have to do this for very long to get Daddy’s loan paid back.


I leaned back in my chair and thought about exactly what it would mean to get that debt – and Daddy – off my back. It would be wonderful. No more snide comments that only he and I understood; no more tugging my strings to make me feel about two feet tall. But the biggest, most satisfying irony of all would be that in order to pay back that money, I’d be getting paid for using exactly those ‘pointless finishing-school skills’ he took for granted in my mother, and said were only good for finding husbands for my sisters. Me – unmarriageable Melissa.


That made me smile.


Yes, I thought, with a delicious bubble of excitement starting to rise in my stomach. Yes, I could do this.


Plus, I reasoned, warming to the idea, there were literally heaps of beautiful cocktail dresses in my wardrobe that never saw the light of day; dresses I’d made myself to fit in all the right places, and then had to wear to all the wrong places. Though I’d never mark myself down as a beauty, Gabi insisted that I scrubbed up all right, and although I wasn’t the sort of girl to chat up complete strangers in a bar, I could certainly deal well with clients when I was in my PA role at work.


The bubble sank a little at the thought of being eyed up all night by a complete stranger, but I reminded myself that this would be a role too, a job. Nothing I hadn’t done before, in different circumstances. And, I don’t know, maybe I could help them in some way. Eating out alone is never much fun, even at the nicest restaurants.


I focused on the gratifying moment of triumph when I could hand over that cheque to Daddy, and pushed any doubts aside. Sometimes one just had to get on and do things.


The final page was taken up with Mrs McKinnon’s Mission Statement. It made for stirring reading. Some of it felt familiar – as though it might have been lifted from a school song.


When I got to the lines about ‘A smile is free and so is charm/A kindly ear is heartache’s balm’ I realised it was in fact our school song.


I was sitting there daydreaming about my new bill-free, high-gloss personality, and what I’d order from the Claridges sweet trolley, when the front door banged and Nelson’s briefcase hit the floor by the door.


‘Hi, honey, I’m home!’ he yelled from the hall. Just a joke, honestly. Apart from the ‘his and hers’ bathrobes, we weren’t really like an old sitcom couple.


‘Hi, honey!’ I yelled back while he hung up his coat. ‘Good day at work?’


‘No, rubbish. Dinner in the dog, is it?’


Oops. I hadn’t even thought about supper.


I looked down at the contract on the table in front of me and decided that Nelson didn’t need to know about it just yet. But, I mused privately, Honey was a very good name, as courtesan stage names went. Flirty and feminine, like a James Bond girl. Plus, I was used to Nelson calling me honey now and again, so I wouldn’t stare off into the distance wondering who Jennifer or Antonia was.


Hastily, I shoved the contract under the newspaper and distracted him with a couple of leading questions about his day at work, while I worked out what nutritious meal for two I could concoct from dry pasta, mustard and a tin of condensed milk.
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I didn’t have much time to dwell on my meeting with Mrs McKinnon because the next day I had to go home to measure up Emery for her wedding dress.


I phoned beforehand to let everyone know I was coming, but when I arrived, bearing flowers and chocolates for all, Daddy had gone off to Norway with some of his hunting buddies for some kind of extreme fishing weekend, and Mummy had installed herself in a rigorous Yorkshire health club.


‘I’m joining her as soon as you’re done,’ Emery informed me, scoffing a truffle as I tried to get the tape measure around her tiny waist. ‘Poor thing’s worn to a frazzle – this month she’s had to organise three cocktail parties, file Daddy’s tax return with the accountant, hold a dinner for the council, and give a speech to the local WI about being in a photo-shoot for Country Life.’


I pursed my lips crossly. If my father had had to pay a professional to supply my mother’s various services, he wouldn’t have been able to afford her. Then again, at the back of my mind, I had a troubling feeling that he might once have been involved in some minor pay-roll scandal along exactly those lines.


‘And you’re going because . . . ?’ I asked, pushing the thought away.


‘Oh, I need to de-stress before I really start on the wedding plans.’


I failed to see how Emery could possibly need de-stressing. Emery was so vague that she once couldn’t accurately describe her own toothache to the dentist and so had two completely healthy molars removed. If anyone needed de-stressing it was me, and any other mug she was employing to arrange her nuptials.


‘I thought you were going to get a planner?’ I asked suspiciously.


Emery sighed. ‘I want to get one, but Daddy’s being impossible, as usual. Apparently three hundred people isn’t enough, but a wedding planner is a mad extravagance. Everyone else has one. Still,’ she added, with a little more steel in her voice, ‘I’m working on it . . .’


‘Mmm. So no messages, then?’ I asked hopefully. I was never going to get much in the way of moral guidance and/or support from either of my parents, but it would have been nice of them to be here to see me.


Emery paused and thought hard, her finger pressed on her lips to aid the process. ‘Oh, yes, Daddy said to tell you he hasn’t forgotten about Perry and the cash,’ she said, while I was measuring her back. ‘Whatever that means. He claims he’s on an economy drive before my wedding. Don’t know what he means by that either, but he did one of his ghastly just-out-of-the-coffin type laughs when he said it. Do you think I should go for something sort of more oysterish? You know, with puffy-ish . . . things?’


‘Stop waving your arms about, please,’ I said, and was glad that she couldn’t see my face, which had tightened anew at the mention of Daddy’s loan.


The three best things about Emery were that she was so airy-fairy it wasn’t easy to fall into an argument with her, unlike the rest of the family; she had amazingly straight nutmeg-coloured hair, exactly like old paintings of the Virgin Mary; and she was quite kind, or at least too self-involved to be intentionally rude.


This didn’t mean she couldn’t deliver some real humdingers, though.


‘Are you going to be bringing a plus one to the wedding?’ she asked. ‘Only I need to know for my list.’


‘Why?’ I replied tetchily. ‘It’s ages off yet.’


‘Not really. Shall I put you down for a plus one, then if Orlando’s dumped you again, you can always bring Nelson instead?’


‘If it makes it easier for you,’ I seethed. ‘Anyway, you needn’t concern yourself with Orlando. Orlando and I are . . . not seeing each other any more.’


Emery sighed the wise sigh of the recently engaged. ‘Oh, Mel, you need to hurry up and find a man,’ she said, shaking her curtains of hair reprovingly. ‘Or there’ll only be divorced ones left.’


I ignored the fact that her own Prince Charming had two ex-wives to date and wasn’t yet forty. But I hadn’t met William, so didn’t feel it was fair to comment. The only facts I knew about him were that he was a partner in an American law firm in the City, he was a fiercely competitive sports enthusiast, he spent a good deal of time travelling, and that none of these gave him much time to spend with Emery, a situation which suited both rather well.


From the pictures I’d seen he was reasonably good-looking, in a glinty-eyed, jutty-jawed kind of way, and Emery seemed pretty keen on him, but that wouldn’t have been enough for me. There had to be some romance there.


‘If the choice is between spinsterdom or life imprisonment with a man like Daddy, I know which I’d rather choose,’ I said, measuring her neck rather more savagely than I intended.


Emery choked slightly. ‘But Melissa . . .’


‘I mean, who are you holding up as an example of marital bliss? Mummy, the unpaid housekeeper? Allegra, the largely ignored trophy wifelet?’


Allegra had been married to Lars, an Anglo-Swedish art dealer, who collected prehistoric arrowheads, for three years now. I didn’t know if art was all he dealt in, because he was very rich and operatically moody. Though that could just have been the Swede in him. Allegra spent much of her life floating around galleries and private views like Elvira Munster, and was as much admired (and twice as flinty) as Lars’s arrowheads.


‘Allegra is very happy with Lars,’ insisted Emery.


‘Only because he can’t spend more than forty days a year in England for tax reasons and she divides her time between a small mansion in Ham and a small palace outside Stockholm.’


‘That might be it,’ she agreed vaguely. ‘Still . . .’


‘Still . . .’ was Emery’s favoured conversational gambit. It conveyed agreement, mild disagreement and ‘let’s change the subject’ all in one syllable.


I don’t know why people make such a big deal about home comforts. My family home is one of the least comforting places I can think of.


Back in London, barely two days passed before I got a call from Mrs McKinnon. It came just after another ridiculous phone conversation with Emery about whether three hundred people could be sufficiently impressed with the release of one hundred doves on completion of her self-penned wedding vows. I regret to say that I had spoken my mind.


‘Hello?’ I said, all ready for Emery’s apology for putting down the phone while I was still explaining why chucking partially suffocated birds over the congregation might be less than festive.


‘Hello, Melissa,’ said Mrs McKinnon. ‘How are you fixed for tonight?’


I was tempted to remind her – jokily – of her instruction that a lady is never available at such short notice, but didn’t think it would be a good start to our professional relationship.


‘My diary is quite clear actually,’ I said, quite truthfully. There was only Nelson’s pub quiz on offer and I always felt such an idiot while he and his brainy mates were gaily scattering facts around like confetti.


‘Excellent,’ she said. ‘If you hie yourself along to the Savoy at half past six, you’ll meet the most charming man called Lord Armstrong-Siddeley who will be wearing a red silk hanky in his top pocket. He’s interested in point-to-points, vintage cars and clay-pigeon shooting, and he’d love to take you out for dinner.’


‘Is that his real name?’ I asked. ‘Good gracious – did his family design the motor car?’


‘My dear, didn’t you read the contract? We don’t do real names,’ she said, and there was a sliver of ice in her tone. ‘And no.’


I blushed. Clearly I had a lot to practise.


‘Wonderful!’ I tried not to sound crushed. ‘Clay-pigeon shooting, eh? That sounds wonderful!’


‘Call me at eleven, just so I know how it’s going and that you’re . . . safe,’ she said with more of that meaningful tone.


She needn’t have worried on that score: I’d already decided that this date would be finishing dead on eleven.


I spent the rest of the morning calming the butterflies in my stomach by finishing off Gabi’s T-shirt – she wanted something ‘ladylike’, so I was stitching seed pearls around the neckline to give the effect of piles and piles of tiny pearl necklaces. This was the third I’d made for her – if I didn’t know better I’d swear she was selling them on somewhere. My mind welcomed the repetition of embroidering the beads because it was racing with all sorts of questions.


First of all, what if Lord Armstrong-Siddeley was someone Daddy knew? What if he recognised me from somewhere? Of course, it was perfectly innocent, just a little dinner and chit-chat, but I’d hate to . . . well, I’d hate anyone to get the wrong idea – like I’d done with Bobsy and her Dinner Date. But then hadn’t I assumed they were father and daughter? And what could be more wholesome than that?


I’d been going over and over the whole situation, and although there was a part of me that shied away from the . . . well, post-date aspect of it, there was another part of me that thought the idea of being a modern-day geisha girl was eminently sensible. Mrs McKinnon wouldn’t be involved in anything seedy; she was always far too protective of ‘her girls’ to have put me in any sort of danger.


It was, I reasoned to myself, just like temping, wasn’t it – but on a social basis? Not everyone had the time or the inclination to deal with all the emotional stress that went with a relationship. I certainly didn’t want another relationship, for instance, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to go out and be entertained over a nice meal.


I snipped off a trailing thread with a certain satisfaction. That’s what I intended to tell Nelson. Eventually. I was going to give it a week or two to see if it worked out first, though. No sense in rocking the domestic boat for no good reason.


It wouldn’t be me they were having dinner with, anyway, I told myself: they’d be dining with Honey. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea of inventing Honey; it relieved me from any personal responsibility and would probably mean I’d have more fun too. I just had to remind myself continually that Honey arrived when my dinner date walked into the restaurant and left immediately after coffee.


While I stitched on Gabi’s faux pearl necklaces, I ran through Honey’s background and personality, working out where she was meant to have gone to school and whether she had any brothers or sisters and how much sundry personal information we could safely share. I frowned. It could end up quite complicated. And then I had the most brilliant brainwave. If nothing else, it would remind me whether I was being Honey or Melissa.


The minute I finished the final strand, I got a bus into town and went to a tiny shop in Soho Granny once took me to when she was going through her Rita Hayworth redhead phase but didn’t want to ruin her lovely hair with henna.


A wig: the quickest, simplest way to be two people at once! And I’d always wanted to be blonde; Nelson frequently said I had a blonde personality in a brunette’s body. Whatever that meant.


There were loads of wigs to choose from, and I tried on nearly all of them – curly red hair, angelic Titian waves, scary jet-black Cleopatra bob – but as soon as I saw my own eyes looking back at me through a heavy fringe of real caramel-blonde hair, I knew I’d found the right one. It was me, but at the same time, it very much was not.


To be honest, I looked so amazing that for a moment or two I could barely breathe: I looked like a gorgeous, film-star version of myself. My skin glowed, my lips seemed poutier and there was a new flirty twinkle in my eye. The shimmering strands around my face transformed my outfit; my plain camel V-neck and jeans suddenly looked kittenish instead of smart casual. The mere thought of what I’d look like with the stockings and suspenders I’d planned to wear as ultra-feminine Honey made me blush to my naturally stitched, real-hair roots.


I stood there for nearly ten minutes, just marvelling at this sex bomb in the mirror, turning this way and that, putting the hair up, then down again. The sales assistant looked on and smiled patiently. I supposed she had to go through this rigmarole every day. It was almost a relief to take the wig off and see sensible Melissa there again.


It cost me every single penny left in my Emergencies Only account, but you get what you pay for, don’t you? Miracles aren’t cheap.


Lord Armstrong-Siddeley could have been one of two or three men sitting in the American bar at the Savoy. They were all wearing red hankies in their top pockets, and, to my mind, looked as if they were waiting for someone.


I tried making eye contact with the first man, but he sank behind his newspaper, and the second one winked at me in quite a game manner, but appeared to be with his wife, so it couldn’t be him. There’s only so long a girl can stand at the entrance to a lounge, so I went up to the bar and ordered a gin fizz. I don’t normally drink much, but it was what Daddy ordered for us when we were all out: a Scotch for him and gin fizzes for the little ladies.


Naturally, he’s never bothered to remember that I loathe gin fizzes. I always order it if I need to have a drink in front of me, but don’t actually want to drink anything.


‘Honey?’ said a low voice, somewhere around my ear.


I ignored it for a moment, until I realised that the voice was talking to me. I swivelled around on my bar stool, clamping my knees together so my skirt didn’t ride up.


Suddenly I understood why sultry starlets always looked so moodily preoccupied in their pictures; they weren’t dwelling on some good-for-nothin’ man, they were concerned about whether their good-for-nothin’ stockings were still in place and not on show.


‘Oh, yes, hello!’ I said.


Lord Armstrong-Siddeley, as I clearly couldn’t call him aloud, looked exactly like my granny’s old Basset hound and I took to him immediately. His eyes were rather bloodshot and his country suit drooped, but in an expensive manner.


He seemed about as nervous as I was, so I extended a hand, and he shook it gratefully with a good honest grip. A signet ring crushed into my fingers but I gave him a reassuring smile.


‘How are you?’ I asked, since he appeared rather lost for words. It was an odd situation all round, but nothing that couldn’t be soothed with a few thoughtful questions. ‘Have you had a very tiring day?’


‘Oh, um, yes.’ He was staring at my legs.


‘Are we going to have a drink first, or is the table booked for seven?’ I enquired, to distract him from my discreet skirt rearrangements. It was riding up again.


‘Seven thirty. Table for two. In the Grill.’ He tugged at his collar, unable to meet my eyes.


I slid off the stool to prevent further distraction. I wasn’t used to being ogled. ‘It is quite hot in here, isn’t it? Would you like something to drink to cool you down?’


That did the trick. Lord A-S turned to the barman and ordered a double Scotch, and I stuck with my gin fizz so I wouldn’t be tempted to drink anything and get giddy.


Over several Scotches and gin fizzes (which I disposed of discreetly in the potted palms while he was blowing his red nose) we discussed his collection of pre-war farm vehicles. Well, I say ‘discussed’; if there’s one thing Mrs McKinnon drilled into us, it’s that chatty girls are popular, but not as popular as good listeners. I knew that from the outside I appeared enthralled – regularly shifting expression, gentle nods of encouragement, faint hums of surprise – but internally I was wondering whether to have lamb or steak and also how exactly I could mention to Lord A-S that one can have nostril hair removed quite painlessly these days.


‘So do you have a car of your own, my dear?’ he asked eventually, catching me out by ending a sentence without starting a new one in the same breath.


‘Oh, er, yes,’ I said. ‘I have a Subaru Forester.’


‘Good God!’ he exclaimed, choking on an ice cube. ‘That’s not a young lady’s car, is it, my dear?’


‘Isn’t it?’ I replied, surprised. Most of my friends had Golfs, which are OK, but I had had to buy my own car, and not request it as a birthday present. ‘I bought it from my father’s gamekeeper up in Scotland.’ Which was semi-true – there was some mention of gambling debts, but on whose side I never worked out.


‘I say, car like that – I bet you must be quite a handful, Honey. Well, I can see that already!’ He smiled at me in a whisky-enhanced fashion and I am afraid to say a hint of a leer had entered those bloodshot eyes. ‘Quite a lively young thing, are you? Quite . . . sporty?’


I remembered too late that Honey should probably drive a cute little Mini or a Ford Fiesta or somesuch. Damn.


‘Sporty? Oh no,’ I replied firmly, determined to get back onto safe fictional ground. ‘I was quite the worst netball player Surrey ever saw. But I wasn’t bad at hockey,’ I conceded, seeing his obvious disappointment.


The effect was immediate. ‘I bet you were. You have wonderful legs,’ he dribbled. ‘I can quite imagine you playing hockey, streaming down the wing in your gym skirt, fresh air in your lungs, chest heaving under your hockey shirt . . .’


Men have such romanticised ideas about school games – quite why, I will never know – so I tried to put him straight. ‘Oh, yes. Shin pads chafing against sweaty shins, mud caking on one’s frozen thighs, bruises forming all over one’s weary body . . .’


Lord A-S leaned forward in high excitement. ‘Do you have any of your games kit?’


‘Good heavens!’ I laughed. ‘It’s far too small for me now!’


‘Nnngh,’ he spluttered in response. ‘How small?’


I was saved from having to find an answer to this bewildering question by the arrival of the waiter, who led us to our table.


I let Lord A-S order for me, as I’d always found that although men profess to prefer women who enjoy their food, the sight of them actually demanding three courses plus wine and cheese doesn’t come over so well. Besides which, Lord A-S was clearly a man from my father’s rigid mould, and I guessed (correctly) that any attempts to order my own food would be pretty futile.


Not that this bothered me, since he was paying, and we both happily ploughed into prawn cocktails, followed by steaks, washed down with claret for him and a Babycham for me.


By that point, I was warming to Lord A-S, despite his persistent interest in my games record at school and also my experience with horses.


‘Those are horse-riding thighs, am I right?’ he demanded unexpectedly, halfway through his crème brûlée.


I looked down to check my stockings weren’t visible, then remembered that Mrs McKinnon had probably told him that Honey shared his interest in point-to-point. ‘Oh, yes, indeed. I love a good ride!’ I said cheerfully.


His eyes lit up – again, I seemed to have said exactly the wrong thing. ‘Got a stallion at home, have you? Eh? A young stud?’


‘No,’ I lied, creatively. ‘A pony, called, um, Babycham.’


‘Oh, I can just picture you in jodhpurs, my dear,’ he groaned. ‘Streaked with mud after a hard day’s chase, chest heaving under your riding jacket . . .’


My chest – again. I gave him a dark look. Was there a single leisure activity that wouldn’t involve my chest heaving?


Still, I conceded, if he wanted to drool all the way back to his estate thinking about me flattening some poor horse, let him. He was clearly having a pretty good time and I’d barely had to break sweat conversationally. It made a pleasant change to discover that well-brought-up girls with wholesome hobbies were a big turn-on for some people.


In fact, I thought, savouring a mouthful of crème brûlée, if I started flirting the poor man would probably explode.


Just to see what would happen, I smiled across the table in a sultry fashion and was gratified to see Lord A-S whip out his red spotted handkerchief to mop up the beads of sweat on his brow.


Mind you, there was a limit to how much drooling a lady should encourage in the course of one meal.


‘It is awfully warm in here,’ I said briskly. ‘Are you feeling well at the moment?’ It’s my fail-safe topic changer with men; there’s nothing they like better than an exploration of possible symptoms, and no topic of conversation they won’t abandon to do so to a sympathetic ear.


‘Why?’ he asked, looking alarmed. ‘Is it the old trouble flaring up again?’


I didn’t know what the old trouble was, but I nodded supportively. ‘Are you under stress at the moment? You really ought to be taking care of yourself, you know.’


Lord A-S swigged the last of his wine disconsolately. ‘You’ve hit the nail on the head, my dear. You really can read me like a book, can’t you?’


Yes. It was a very simple leather-bound book with a lot of pictures and not many words.


‘Why don’t you tell me all about it?’ I soothed, relieved to be out of the treacherous waters of innuendo. I didn’t always get innuendo, by which time it was often too late and I found myself struggling in the whirlpool of proposition. ‘And have a glass of water, for heaven’s sake.’


Well, out it all came: the worries about the fishing rights, the funny twinges he was getting in his ear, the ghastly rash on his leg, the Ukrainian domestic who’d unwittingly destroyed his secret collection of Edwardian pornography, the son who was only hanging on at Ampleforth by a hair, the astrology-fixated daughter who was determined to go to New York to become a nightclub singer despite never having left Bourton-on-the-Water. Worst of all, he confided, the mentally unstable wife who was bedridden and unable to accompany him on his sorties into town.


No wonder the poor man needed some restful and amusing company over dinner.


I had it all sorted out by the time we’d got on to our second round of crèmes brûlées.


‘. . . so tell Rory that if he passes his GCSEs you’ll give him four thousand pounds to spend on a car of his choice,’ I finished up triumphantly.


‘Four thousand pounds!’ Lord A-S – or Lester, as he was now insisting I call him – looked utterly horrified.


I regarded him in what I hoped was a wise yet quizzical fashion over the top of my coffee cup. ‘How much do you imagine a decent crammer costs these days, Lester? Hmm? Let me tell you, my sister Emery . . . I mean, Pomona, had to retake her A-levels four times at four different crammers and Daddy said he could have bought her a brain transplant more cheaply. I sometimes think he should have done,’ I added.


The clouds lifted from his face. ‘Well, yes, I see what you’re getting at there. Jolly splendid idea! Bribery, what?’ Lester looked like a very pleased, very overripe tomato. ‘Good God, I wish I’d done this years ago! I had no idea girls like you could be so damned sensible!’


I elected to ignore the ‘girls like you’ bit. I didn’t assume all blondes are dumb, even if Gabi did. And I was hoping my blonde mane was more St Tropez than the King’s Road.


‘Now then, Honey, what say we retire somewhere for a nightcap?’ he suggested in a treacly voice. A hand snaked under the table and patted my knee.


I froze.


The hand st	opped patting and twanged my suspender belt.


‘Lester, please!’ I said, firmly. ‘That is most certainly not on the menu!’


‘Oh, Honey!’ he spluttered. ‘There are so many other areas of my life that I need help with! Practical help!’


I smiled as politely and as maternally as I could. ‘Then I suggest you contact a doctor, Lester. I’m hopelessly unqualified to advise you, and I’d feel terrible about putting you at risk from my inexperience.’


‘I don’t see you as an inexperienced girl, Honey!’ he slavered, staring at me with a mixture of frustration and awe.


I could see that my protestations were cutting no ice. In fact, my nannyish tone seemed to be heating things up. Desperate measures were called for.


I swallowed and thought quickly. ‘Do tell me, when’s your birthday, Lester?’ I asked.


‘December. Twenty-eighth of December,’ he replied, confused.


I pursed my lips and shook my head sadly. ‘Oh dear, you’re a Capricorn.’ My eyes drifted into a distant, hippy-ish expression. ‘The goat. I should have guessed from your clothes. I bet you’re a martyr to your knees and lower limbs, aren’t you? Varicose veins? Am I right?’


Lester’s expression shifted noticeably. ‘Well, yes. That’s the kind of nonsense my Catriona’s always coming out with.’


‘Is it?’ I said innocently. ‘She sounds a very sensitive child to me. Rather innocent, and that’s such a precious thing in a young woman, don’t you agree?’


The hot hand retreated from my leg and he looked troubled. I could tell he was being uncomfortably reminded of his daughter. Good.


As soon as my leg was my own once more, I grabbed my bag from under the table, chattering away smoothly all the while. ‘I’m a Cancerian, you know. Home-loving. Which reminds me, I really must rush back, before I turn into a pumpkin! Can you believe what time it is? Nearly eleven! How time flies when you’re enjoying yourself.’


‘But . . .’


I leaned over the table, taking care not to let my wig slip, so I could bestow a very daughterly kiss on his damp cheek. ‘Lester, I’ve had a splendid evening. Thank you so much. Have a safe journey home, won’t you?’


‘I will,’ he said faintly, and it was all I could do not to pat his head.


I slipped out of the Savoy, collecting my jacket from the cloakroom on the way, and leaving a generous tip for the attendant with a flourish and a smile.


It was a mild night, and as I walked down the Strand I could see the strings of lights glittering in the river along the Embankment. My heart felt quite floaty, although that may have been the cognac that Lester had pressed upon me over pudding – Gabi would have killed me if she knew he’d ordered the whole bottle to the table and I’d restricted myself to only one glass.


I examined the floatiness while I crossed my fingers and wished for a taxi. There was a little relief in there – OK, so Lester was a little saucy, but I’d dealt with worse – mixed with pride in a job well done. I had flirted, I had flattered and I had sorted out his immediate problems with tact and ingenuity. And he had certainly appreciated my company.


More to the point, I had done nothing that I would be ashamed to tell Nelson.


Not that I was going to tell Nelson just yet, though.


I shifted from foot to foot, scanning the crawling traffic for an orange taxi light, and it dawned on me that maybe some of the floatiness was down to the stockings. The sensation of taut silk straps rubbing on my thighs and the faint swish of friction every time I crossed my legs did make me feel more Honey than Melissa. To be honest, Honey was far more flirtatious than Melissa would ever have been. But then Honey didn’t have to care about what her date thought of her, whether he’d heard of her father, or whether he’d want to call her again. In fact, Honey could enjoy wearing stockings because she knew the date was entirely under her control.


All Honey had to be was entertaining, and I had no problem whatsoever with that.


The ogling, though, would take some getting used to.


A black cab appeared out of nowhere, and I got into it with a light heart, knowing I could claim the fare back afterwards and not have to justify it to myself later.


I got in thankfully and closed my eyes as I sank into the seat. A wave of delayed relief washed over me. Now it was all over, I felt absolutely shattered.
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Friday dawned bright and early and for the first time in ages, I woke up with a smile on my face.


Hughy had phoned me several days previously in a complete state about the drinks party Dean & Daniels were throwing to celebrate the opening of the new offices and the arrival of the new American agents. Carolyn was meant to be in charge, but her sudden absence from the office with ‘food poisoning’ (pre-American-arrival chin job, according to Gabi) revealed that she’d only got half the arrangements made. Well, not even half: she’d ordered some glasses and written the memo reminding everyone to be on their best behaviour.


For a very generous cash payment, but mainly as a favour to Hughy, I got on the phone and, in under three hours, had whipped up the necessary drinks, canapés, flowers, waiting staff and so on. There were some odd guidelines emailed over from the New York office, but it was far too late to chase up some of the requests. Some of Carolyn’s ideas – a Frank Sinatra karaoke machine, for instance – I decided to ignore altogether.


It was a little galling creating a fabulous party for the very people who’d sacked me, but it was great to have some hard cash in my hand at last. Hard cash that I intended using to treat Nelson to a slap-up breakfast.


Without even noticing what time it was, I got up, dressed, made the necessary adjustments to my face for leaving the house, and swung down to the corner shop for fresh milk and croissants. As a special treat, I bought a copy of OK! to read over breakfast. I was thinking of developing Honey’s personality along the lines of society characters culled from its pages.


Nelson was up by the time I got back, standing by the counter in his boxer shorts and tartan dressing gown, staring blankly at the boiling kettle and mouthing to himself. He was a handsome man, but could look surprisingly tramp-like first thing.


‘Morning!’ I carolled gaily. ‘Coffee and croissants for two!’


He spun round when he heard me, as if in surprise that someone else might live in his house. ‘Oh, are you up already?’


‘Indeed I am,’ I replied, popping the fresh and warm croissants in a bowl. ‘Why don’t you just sit down and relax like the man of the house while I make you some breakfast?’


Nelson narrowed his sleepy eyes. ‘Very wifely. I thought you didn’t want to be someone’s domestic servant.’


‘This is friendship. I am paying you back for your many morning favours.’


Nelson muttered something I didn’t catch and swiped my OK! to read.


‘Didn’t you get a proper paper?’ he complained. ‘I know more than enough about Jordan’s breasts already.’


‘Don’t be a snob. Just think of all the lovely conversations you can start around the water cooler this morning,’ I said, looking for the cafetière. ‘Girls can only admire so much chit-chat about charity tax relief. Go on, read bits out to me while I make the coffee.’


There was a pause, and the flicking of glossy pages, then Nelson recited, dutifully, ‘Prince Edward and his wife, Sophie, have a young daughter and a lovely house full of furniture. Victoria Beckham has bought a pair of shoes in Milan. Someone from EastEnders has had a swimming pool installed. But I think the story is really about the new boobs she’s had installed at the same time.’


‘Very good! You sound just like Gabi already!’


‘Diana Ross has a new record out, and now looks like one of those washing-up brushes, all moulded plastic with a weird explosion of hair on top . . .’


I made the coffee properly, grinding the beans freshly, warming the pot, catching the kettle just before it boiled. I even got out the matching glass cups and saucers I bought at Portobello Market and put the milk in a jug, instead of dumping the carton on the table.


Nelson had stopped reading aloud.


‘Well, go on,’ I prompted him. ‘Don’t get distracted by the recipes. Flip through to the tacky parties.’


‘Oh, there’s nothing in it, it’s a load of arrogant nobodies who mistakenly believe we care what happens in their empty lives,’ he said abruptly and before I could stop him, he’d chucked my lovely brainless magazine in the bin.


‘What are you doing?’ I screeched. ‘Don’t start censoring my reading! You’re not the editor of the Guardian!’


I dumped the cafetière and croissants on the table and scrabbled around to rescue OK! before Nelson could scrape his soggy cereal on top, as he was threatening to do.


An unseemly tussle ensued, and I regret to say I won it with a very unladylike jab in the crotch area.


‘I don’t know what your problem is,’ I gasped, flattening out the pages. ‘Just because you work in fund-raising doesn’t mean to say you have to whip me with your social conscience in the comfort of my own home.’


Nelson was doubled up, speechless, so I took advantage of his silence, grabbed the biggest croissant and poured myself some coffee, flicking straight through to the social section, as is my wont, because sometimes I’d find pictures of one or two dreadful Hoorays from my past, celebrating their fourth ‘twenty-fourth birthday’ or the opening of their new scented-candle shop.


‘Am I getting old,’ I mused, ‘or is everyone starting to look awfully familiar?’ That blonde girl looked like at least four girls called Emma that I went to school with, and that oily sleaze there looked just like . . .


Orlando.


‘No,’ gasped Nelson, crawling along the floor to make one final grab at the magazine. ‘Don’t . . .’


I calmly lifted the pages just out of his reach and continued staring in horror at the caption. ‘Orlando von Borsch shares a joke with Lady Tiziana Buckeridge on board her yacht the Saucy Sue, named after her successful libel action against the Sun newspaper.’


It wasn’t a joke they were sharing. It was the same bloody air.


I wished I could cast the magazine aside in the manner of an ice-cool Grace Kelly but I couldn’t. My eyes were glued to the brief copy above, which hinted at the ‘blossoming close friendship between playboy playwright Orlando von Borsch and the thrice-divorced Lady Buckeridge, nicknamed Buckaroo by the tabloids for her habit of discarding husbands’.


It was a good job I’d made the decision to draw a line under Orlando and move on with my life. Because, seeing this horror, I felt a dreadful numbness in my stomach, where I’d normally expect to feel agony and rage. I felt gutted, literally, like a salmon.


Well, OK, there was some rage there too.


Nelson sat back down with a thud and reached up to the table for a croissant. ‘I didn’t want you to see that,’ he said with a note of resignation in his voice. ‘I could have paraphrased it for you.’


‘I’m not a baby,’ I replied defiantly. ‘It’s much better to . . . see for myself.’


I mean, I didn’t even know Orlando was a playboy. He drove a knackered Porsche 924, for God’s sake. And the only creative writing he ever did was on his parking-ticket appeals. I seethed inwardly. The mercenary, sleazy, gold-digging reptile.


‘I hope you’re going to start listening to me about dating lounge lizards, Melissa,’ snorted Nelson, unable to resist. ‘Just because a man pays you attention doesn’t mean you’re somehow obliged to devote your life to him. You’re worth more than that.’


But I wasn’t listening any more. I was trying to coax the flame of anger into an inferno big enough to engulf the lingering memories of the happy times I’d had with Orlando.


Then the phone rang, and I grabbed it in case it was Emery, another regular OK! reader, calling to revoke her plus one wedding invitation. Or my father, calling to check I hadn’t lent Orlando any money.


‘What?’ I spat into the receiver.


‘Hello, Melissa,’ said Mrs McKinnon. ‘You sound agitated. What do we do before we answer the phone?’


‘We think of our favourite thing and smile so the person on the other end can tell how pleased we are to hear from them,’ I parroted automatically.


How and where does this stuff lodge in your brain?


‘That’s right!’ said Mrs McKinnon and, bizarrely, I felt much better. ‘What are you up to for lunch?’


‘Nothing,’ I admitted.


‘Excellent. I have a rather last-minute lunch date for you, if you’re able to take it?’


‘Why not?’ I said, dully. Orlando and Buckaroo stared mockingly up at me from the kitchen table, all teeth and grease and tans. I slapped the magazine shut. ‘Where is it?’


‘The Lanesborough,’ she said. There was the sound of perfectly manicured nails clattering over a keyboard. ‘He’s one of Eleanor’s clients, but she’s holidaying in the Med at the moment. His name is . . . Marcus Anthony and he’s a businessman. I must confess, I haven’t met him in person – he came to us via a personal recommendation, but Eleanor assures me he’s exceedingly nice.’


‘OK,’ I said. Marcus Anthony. Classics expert, probably. Cords and a pipe, with an interest in tragic plays. No wonder he needed to arrange private-sector company. Still, a bit of flirty appreciation and a nice meal was just what I needed right now. ‘What time?’


‘Be there for twelve thirty,’ she said. ‘You are a very good girl, Melissa. A credit to the agency.’


I beamed, and replaced the receiver.


Nelson was staring at me over his croissant. ‘Who was that?’


‘Sorry?’ I stalled. Oops. I’d totally forgotten he was there.


‘Who was that?’


‘Oh . . . that. Hughy. It was Hughy. He wants to run through a couple of things about this party at Dean & Daniels. He’s taking me out for lunch.’


You know, it truly disturbed me how good I’d got at lying. I never used to be able to lie like that. Maybe it was my paternal genes finally emerging.


Nelson narrowed his eyes again.


‘Don’t do that, darling,’ I said, levering myself up. ‘It’ll become a habit and before you know it, your face will look like a tortoise.’


I swished out of the kitchen and shut myself in my bedroom where I focused on making myself look as beautiful as possible. And it did make me feel better to see how blue my eyes looked with fine brown eyeliner and how bright my skin seemed against Honey’s golden mane. As I rolled on my black silk stockings and clipped them to the new suspender-belt I’d bought at Peter Jones, it felt like fastening on armour. Armour that only I could see.


Marcus Anthony was waiting in the bar at the Lanesborough, fiddling importantly with some Palm Pilot gadget.


I knew immediately why he’d chosen that particular name; if you squinted your eyes, he looked a little bit like Russell Crowe, circa Gladiator. Gabi thought Russell Crowe was God’s gift and claimed she’d ditch Aaron like a week-old pizza for ten minutes alone with Russell in his little Roman skirt, but I didn’t understand that surly charm thing. In fact, I thought surly charm was a contradiction in terms.


I didn’t get a good feeling about Marcus, although I doubted it mattered, since he was clearly getting such a good feeling about himself already. His black shirt was unbuttoned one button too far for a lunch date and there was more than a suspicion of fake tan about his hairline.


Worse than that, he was wearing slip-on shoes and no socks, but I pushed my doubts aside and forced myself to be cordial. It was what I was there for, after all.


‘Hello, Marcus,’ I said politely. ‘I’m Honey.’


‘Well, hello,’ he said, taking my outstretched hand and kissing it. His eyes flicked up to my face as he did so, as if he expected me to swoon at his feet. ‘You really are a honey, aren’t you?’


I removed my hand as graciously as I could and suppressed the urge to wipe it clean. ‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ I said.


‘The pleasure is all mine, believe you me. What can I get you to drink, Honey?’


‘A sparkling mineral water, please,’ I replied.


He summoned the waiter with a practised gesture. ‘A bottle of Perrier, please, and a bottle of Krug – two glasses.’ He looked back to me with a knowing smile playing around his wet lips. ‘I’m sure the lady will change her mind.’


I forced out a tight smile to the waiter, and said, ironically, ‘Well, that’s what we ladies do, isn’t it?’


Marcus guffawed. ‘And that’s why we men love them, eh?’


Fortunately, he was too busy throwing his head back to laugh at his own wit to notice my sub-glacial stare. The waiter saw, though, and moved his eyebrows in a barely perceptible display of sympathy.


I knew already that Marcus was an entirely different animal to the amiable Lester. And as the conversation began to flow like a mighty river – in one direction and with no apparent means of diversion – I sipped my water and wondered why Marcus had contacted Mrs McKinnon at all. He obviously thought he was God’s gift to women, and probably spent most weekends trawling the bars of Fulham for underfed blonde teenagers to impress with his left-hand-drive Ferrari. He didn’t need company. He didn’t have a bed-bound wife, pretend or otherwise, and even though I thought he was a total sleaze, I was sure he was more than capable of finding his own dates.


He just didn’t seem to be a typical Mrs McKinnon client. In fact, Marcus was exactly the sort of man she used to warn us off at school.


I glanced up to see him admiring himself in a knife, while continuing to reel off the story of his latest takeover battle.


But, I steeled myself, I wasn’t here to marry him, I was here to provide entertaining and pleasant company. And provide it I would.


‘So,’ I said, ‘do you have any recommendations for lunch?’


‘I like a lady with an appetite!’ he leered.


‘Well, I always save room for pudding,’ I replied, aiming for a sisterly tone. I didn’t want to risk Honey-ish flirtation until I’d got a better grip of the situation, so I added, in a very unsexy, jolly hockey-sticks manner, ‘As you can see from the size of my hips.’


His eyes bulged lasciviously, and I knew I’d said the wrong thing. ‘They are delectable hips, Honey,’ he oozed. ‘Just . . . delectable.’


‘I wouldn’t say that.’ I raised the menu to eye-level to study it so he wouldn’t spot my blushes.


Was I imagining the sound of lip-smacking behind the cardboard?


We ordered – he insisted on my ordering from the à la carte menu and not the set lunch, even though I preferred what was on offer – and, fortunately for me, the food was so delicious it took my mind off Marcus’s auto-monologue. Not that I attempted to stop him; after all, what is more relaxing and gratifying than a long discussion about oneself? It was, anyway, much easier than making conversation, and allowed me plenty of time to familiarise myself with the dining room of the Lanesborough, though I maintained a scintillating array of ‘How fascinating!’ ‘No, really?’ expressions.


Marcus ordered ‘a tasting plate of your finest desserts’ and watched me very closely as I picked self-consciously at the confections on offer.


‘Honey by name, Honey by nature,’ he mused stickily. ‘Tell me, Honey, do your collar and cuffs match?’


It took me a moment to work out what he was on about. When the penny did drop, I blushed to the roots of my wig once more. But by now, I’d grown more inured to his flirtations, and with only twenty minutes of our lunch date to go, where was the harm in a little flirtation? I was about to bail out, after all.


‘I can’t imagine what you mean,’ I murmured, but I couldn’t stop the blush.


‘Oh, I love a girl who blushes,’ he crowed. ‘It’s so ladylike! And so rare these days! You really are a rare creature, aren’t you, Honey? With your beautiful olde worlde manners and that wonderful Miss Marple accent. It’s as though you’ve stepped out of an Alfred Hitchcock film! God, you could drive me wild.’ He leaned in a little closer. ‘You are driving me wild. I bet you’re a little tiger between the sheets.’


By now, the only place I wanted to drive Marcus was over the edge of a cliff, but I smiled mysteriously.


To my surprise, I experienced a sudden thrill of satisfaction from knowing that my collar and cuffs certainly didn’t match, but there was absolutely no way he was ever going to find out. And it wasn’t as though I was leading him on, because I hadn’t promised anything in the first place. Apart from Grade A fantasy material.


Thank God he can’t tell I’m wearing stockings, I thought.


My smile increased.


Marcus downed the last of his champagne with a big gulp and signalled for a waiter to come over. ‘Could you put this on my room tab, please?’ he asked.


‘Certainly, sir.’


‘Room 316.’


‘Lucky you, staying here,’ I said, prepared to be chatty with the finishing line in sight. ‘Are you here on business?’


He winked. ‘You could say that.’


‘Well, what sort of business?’


‘Come up and find out.’


‘I don’t think so.’ I checked my watch and conjured up a rueful expression from somewhere. ‘I’m afraid I have to leave at half two.’


‘No, you don’t.’ Marcus beamed. ‘I’ve booked you for the whole afternoon.’



Booked me? Like he booked the room?


My face froze. ‘Excuse me?’


‘Come on.’ Marcus urgently shrugged on his jacket as if the fire alarm had just gone off. ‘I booked the room specially. And I don’t think I can wait one more second to see those fabulous hips unveiled in all their peaches and cream glory.’


‘What?’ I spluttered. ‘No, I’m sorry, but I think you must have misunderstood . . .’


‘What’s the problem?’ Marcus’s expression turned impatient, then lascivious. He slipped back into his seat. ‘Oh, I get it. You want to play a bit harder to get. Well, I can live with that.’ He leaned forward again, and this time, he slid a finger down my nose, and into my open mouth. ‘That’s even more of a turn-on, actually. The reluctant lady. I like it.’


I resisted the temptation to bite his finger off. My head was throbbing with embarrassment, and I knew I’d gone way beyond blushing. My face felt white-hot. ‘There must have been some crossed wires somewhere, Marcus. I’m not . . .’ I could barely bring myself to say it. ‘I’m not a call girl.’


‘Yes, you are.’


‘No, I am not!’ I glared into his stupid smug face. ‘I most certainly am not.’


‘Don’t be a silly girl. Get real. You think I’d pay hundreds of pounds for a little lunchtime chit-chat? I mean, it’s a charming way to combine foreplay and lunch, but . . . you know? Anyway, Eleanor was always more than happy to—’


‘Well, I’m not Eleanor!’ I snapped. ‘Mrs McKinnon should have made that perfectly clear. I would never, ever . . .’


‘Honey,’ he drawled, ‘if it looks like a call girl, talks like a call girl, and gets paid like a call g—’


I punched him, as hard as I could, smack on the jaw.


Marcus was thrown backwards by the unexpected power of my right hook, tipped over on his chair and, in falling, kicked over the table as well, dragging the tablecloth as he went, scattering cutlery, glassware and crockery everywhere. As he fell, I noticed, apparently in slow motion, that his fat face was frozen in a mask of utter bemusement.


That said, he wasn’t nearly as surprised as I was.


Shaking with humiliation and rage, I spun on my heel and marched out of the restaurant, head held high. I refused to stop or look back until I was safely on Knightsbridge, hailing a taxi to Mrs McKinnon’s office like a Valkyrie hailing a horse of war.


She was going to get a piece of my mind.


Unfortunately – or perhaps fortunately, I don’t know – I never got as far as hailing a cab, because in my adrenalin-fuelled fury, I stormed right into someone outside the Lanesborough, nearly knocking him over.


As I started stammering my apologies, I realised I needn’t have bothered. It was Nelson.


‘What are you doing here?’ I demanded, although I could guess exactly what he was doing. I struggled between relief at his familiar frame and horror that he was here to witness the messy aftermath of something I’d rather he’d never known about.


‘Are you OK?’ He looked concerned and touched my right hand. The knuckles were white but the skin around them was red raw.


‘Of course I’m OK!’ I spluttered. Now my momentum had been broken, the horrible reality of what I’d done was starting to dawn. ‘I’m not some child who needs to be chaperoned everywhere! Did you follow me here? Did you?’


My heart was still hammering in my chest. I knew it wasn’t on to take out my fury and self-loathing on Nelson, but I couldn’t help it. It had to go somewhere.


‘Calm down, Mel.’ He put his hands on my shoulders and for a moment I longed to sink into his arms and be comforted, but I was twitching with rage and not entirely in control of my limbs.


Besides, this wasn’t the place to linger. I didn’t fancy the waiter materialising at the door and billing me for shattered crockery. And I definitely didn’t want to see that sleazy creep, Marcus, who was exactly the type to sue first for assault and then non-delivery of goods.


I wrenched myself from Nelson’s comforting hands, and began to march down Knightsbridge. There’s something about marching in high heels that really stirs up your internal fire, and I’d been wearing heels so long I could practically triple jump in them.


I heard Nelson running down the road to catch up with me. ‘Suppose you tell me what’s going on?’ he panted.


‘No,’ I hiccuped.


‘Come on, Melissa!’


‘No!’


‘I insist,’ said Nelson, and I could tell by his voice that he meant it.


A police car went by, sirens on, lights flashing, and I shrank against him.


Nelson gave me a strange look.


‘Not here,’ I whimpered.


‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ He took my arm and steered me expertly into a coffee shop. I was powerless to resist: his forcefulness, the comforting smell of coffee and the abrupt jelly-ness of my knees now the adrenalin had worn off worked their magic on me and I sank into a booth.


Nelson leaned in very close and dropped his voice to a discreet level. ‘Before I go and get the coffees,’ he said, with a very serious expression on his face, ‘how bad is the bad thing that’s happened, on a scale of one to ten? Because anything above an eight and we don’t have time to waste on espresso.’


A shiver of horrible realisation ran over my skin. I knew what he was thinking, and I was ashamed at my own foolishness. ‘Seven,’ I admitted. ‘Six, maybe.’


He rolled his eyes, and said, ‘Don’t go anywhere.’


In the meantime I took deep breaths. Dignity. Calm. Poise.


Nelson was back in three minutes and placed a double espresso in front of me. ‘So you’ve been working as an escort,’ he said. ‘Do you want to tell me why?’


I gaped at him. ‘How did you know that?’


‘Because I’m not an idiot, Mel,’ he said, exasperated. ‘I guessed what that Bobsy girl was up to and just put two and two together. And the way you snuck out of the house dressed as Minnie Mouse was a clue.’


‘Did you follow me?’ I demanded. I’d taken great pains to distract Nelson by telling him there was a suspicious-looking council worker hanging around the back yard.


‘Of course I did!’ Nelson looked affronted. ‘You think I’d let you put yourself in danger like this and not follow you?’ He pursed his lips. ‘Don’t wear shoes like that if you want to go undercover again. I could hear you clip-clopping three streets away.’


I put that to one side for a moment. ‘Were you going to come into the Lanesborough?’ I spluttered, my imagination bulging with mortifying scenes. ‘Then what were you planning to do? What were you going to say?’


Nelson had the grace to look sheepish. ‘I don’t know. I hadn’t quite got that far. I think I was going to claim you were my wife, or something, and drag you away . . . Anyway, more to the point, what the hell did you think you were doing? You of all people!’


‘It wasn’t what you think,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t there to . . .’ I dropped my voice discreetly ‘. . . have sex.’


Nelson’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Really? Which century are you living in?’


‘It’s not that kind of agency,’ I insisted. But as I said it, even I was forced to acknowledge that it was, or else that creep wouldn’t have booked a room ahead of time. My skin crawled with revulsion.


Nelson, meanwhile, was giving me his best You Silly Girl look. I had my pride. I tried to fix my own reasoning for taking the plunge in the forefront of my mind. ‘It’s about providing companionship, for men who appreciate good company. Mrs McKinnon runs it – our old Home Ec teacher. She’s the most upright and well-mannered woman I know.’


Was she, though? Faced with the seedy reality now dawning on me, my rosy vision of Mrs McKinnon was slipping, and I didn’t like what was underneath. She’d never even met that Marcus Anthony man. In fact, she was really taking Bobsy’s word for my safety. Bobsy, of all people! I was still of a mind to go round there and tell Mrs McKinnon how very, very disappointed I was in her.


‘Oh, stop being so naïve!’ Nelson jabbed his plastic spoon on the table in front of me to emphasise each word. ‘I can’t believe you’re being so deliberately obtuse! She’s running an escort agency!’


I glared at him. ‘That’s not what I was doing.’


‘It might not be what you were offering, but that’s what you were working for! How many girls on her books put the shutters up after coffee, do you think?’


I dragged my dignity up tall. ‘It isn’t always about sex, Nelson. Haven’t I always told you, there are far more useful things a woman can offer a man than just sex? And since you ask, it made a nice change to feel appreciated for once. I’d rather get paid for being interesting company than be expected to put out for the price of a pizza.’


Nelson groaned. ‘For God’s sake, don’t start defending it. Should I blame myself? Is this because I told you you needed a break from relationships? I mean, when I said you should value yourself a bit higher I didn’t mean literally.’


‘Believe it or not, this isn’t about you,’ I snapped. ‘It’s about me.’


We sat in silence and glowered at each other over our coffee cups while the freeform jazz burbled away in the background.


Nelson suddenly leaned forward and peered at me. ‘Are you going to tell me why you’re wearing that blonde wig?’


‘So I can be a different person,’ I said haughtily. ‘I don’t wish to be recognised.’


‘I only recognised you because of that ridiculous wiggle you have when you walk,’ he admitted. ‘Especially in that skirt. It’s like watching two big men wrestling in a small sack.’


‘Thanks.’


Nelson half smiled, but his eyes were still flinty with anger. Then even the half-smile evaporated. ‘Melissa, you have got to wise up. I worry about you.’


‘You don’t need to.’ I was calming down now, and there was only a simmering disappointment coursing through my veins along with the espresso. It had been a horrendous day, all told. My cherished illusions about both Orlando and Mrs McKinnon had been shattered – as well as some illusions about myself. God, I felt so tired. The sooner I could climb into bed and forget today ever happened, the better.


Nelson, however, was only beginning. ‘I mean, it’s one thing trying to see the best in people, but not at the expense of ignoring other clanging great warning signs,’ he started off. ‘And then trying to persuade yourself the most unacceptable behaviour is reasonable . . . I mean, for crying out loud, Mel!’


‘I’m not entirely stupid, Nelson,’ I interrupted before he could get into a hectoring rhythm. ‘I knew what the possibilities were, and I admit I was perhaps a little . . . naïve in imagining I could control the situation. But I won’t let you make me feel small for trying to earn some money using the best of my abilities.’


‘Your typing is just as good as your conversation,’ he groaned.


‘Yes, but my problem-solving is much better. And I’m never going to make a decent life for myself doing filing and selling the odd T-shirt, am I?’


I looked at him obstinately.


He looked back at me obstinately.


We remained locked in this cross stalemate until I cracked. I hated it when Nelson was mad with me.


Anyway, I thought, rallying, look on the bright side: first, at least I’d established that I definitely wasn’t the sort of girl who could sell her body for cash; secondly, that sleaze Marcus would never be able to eat at the Lanesborough again; and, lastly, there was something very chic about being able to throw a punch hard enough to knock a grown man over. So that was two positive new discoveries I’d made about myself I wouldn’t necessarily have realised under normal circumstances.


‘I don’t want to fall out about this, darling,’ I said, grabbing Nelson’s hand. ‘It was very thoughtful of you to look after me like that, and I am grateful, honestly.’


Nelson sighed and ran his other hand through his hair. ‘Listen, Mel, my brother Woolfe needs a new office manager. It’s just part-time, but promise me you’ll go and talk to him about it.’


‘OK,’ I said, with some reluctance. To be honest, the thought of yet another office that needed organising filled me with complete weariness.


‘And promise me, on your honour, that you’ll never, ever do anything like this again,’ he added sternly.


‘Nelson,’ I said tetchily, ‘you’re not my father.’


‘Promise me!’


If I hadn’t been feeling so worn out and cross with myself and with the world, I might have fought more. But suddenly I didn’t have any fight left, so I agreed, and let Nelson bundle me home in triumph on the bus.
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By the time the bus lurched to a halt at our stop, we’d sulked our way to some kind of truce.


‘You know what your problem is, Melissa? You’ve got floral wallpapered patches in your brain,’ said Nelson as we walked down our road. He slung a comforting arm around my shoulder, in lieu of apology.


‘I know,’ I said, curling my own arm round his solid waist. ‘It comes of being left on my own as a child. Too much Enid Blyton and not enough Jilly Cooper, that’s my problem.’


‘Yeah. You can spot a pirate or a rare-dog smuggler at a thousand paces, but not a double entendre.’


‘Good job I have you, isn’t it?’ I added, with a squeeze.


Nelson grunted. ‘Makes me wonder what I did in a previous life to be saddled with the responsibility.’


I could tell he was still cross, but was also trying very hard not to remind me of my idiocy. I was more touched by this Herculean effort than by his rescue attempt. Nelson loved being right. My forgetting to pay the Congestion Charge after he’d left a Post-it note on my dashboard could keep him chirpy for days.


When we got to our front door, he said, ‘Listen, why don’t you put the kettle on, and I’ll go to the shops and get some food for supper? I fancy a nice quiet evening in, and obviously you’re not safe to be let out on your own.’


The words might have been teasing, but Nelson’s tone was kind. I knew he growled like a big bear, but he could be terribly protective and gentle too. My heart lifted a little. ‘Lovely. Here,’ I said, searching in my bag for my purse. ‘Let me give you some . . .’


‘No, thank you,’ said Nelson airily. ‘I’m not laundering the profits of prostitution.’


And he strode off before I could think of a good retort.


Inside, I took my Honey wig out of my bag, where Nelson had stuffed it crossly when we got on the bus, and I replaced it carefully on its stand on my dressing table, smoothing out the knots, until it sat there spreading a delicious pool of caramel-coloured curls around my various boxes and glass jars.


I’d miss being Honey, I thought. Just as I was starting to get to know her too. Still, she was a bit of a liability.


I peeled off my kept-for-best clothes slowly: the high heels, the soft cashmere jumper, the tailored skirt, the lace suspender-belt, the smoky-black stockings. They were my favourite wardrobe highlights but I’d never had the confidence to wear them all together like that before. Not out of the house, anyway. Maybe I should, I thought sadly. Then I had a shower, to wash off all the bad thoughts of the day, Honey’s sultry Chanel No. 19 replaced with bracing grapefruit shower gel.


Usually, putting on my silky lounge pants felt like the ultimate in Hollywood style, but now it didn’t. It felt somehow less glamorous.


To cheer myself up, I got the tub of ice cream I’d been eating one scoop at a time out of the freezer and curled up on the sofa with the remote control. I shouldn’t really eat ice cream, what with my rollercoaster curves, but it cheered me up just like champagne, plus it was cheaper and not so likely to lead to indiscretions.


I’d hacked my way through a good two-thirds of the tub, and was feeling much more like my normal self when the front door opened and I heard Nelson come in.


‘Hiya, handsome!’ I yelled morosely, digging out a really big bit of chocolate. ‘Kettle’s on.’


There was no reply from Nelson, and I realised there was another set of shoes clumping very slowly down the hall behind his. A very distinctive set of footsteps.


Which could only mean that Roger Trumpet was with him.


Nelson’s head popped round the door. ‘Roger,’ he mouthed, gesturing behind him.


Bloody hell.


I put the ice cream down, and hastily rearranged myself into a more ladylike pose, checking the radiators for any drying underwear or discarded stockings. My mind raced, searching in vain for something – anything – to talk to Roger about.


But it was too late. Roger shuffled into the room. ‘H’lo, Melissa,’ he said and threw himself into Nelson’s chair.


Poor Roger. Nearly thirty and already preparing for a lifetime of confirmed bachelorhood. No woman, apart from Magda, his cleaning lady, had set foot in his flat for over three years, and that included me. Nelson had told me several nights ago that Roger had taken up pipe-smoking since his cat got run over by a cycle courier. I’d thought about suggesting that these dismal single-man habits may in fact have been perpetuating his single state, but Roger was such a sensitive soul and I feared chipping away the warty exterior to reveal the handsome prince beneath could be a lifetime’s project.


‘Hello, Roger!’ I said brightly. ‘You’re looking well. How are things?’


‘Oh, fine,’ he said in a tone that suggested anything but.


His mood settled over the sitting room like a damp mist.


I could really have done without this. I was looking forward to an evening in, soothing my raw and aching soul with ice cream and junk television, not a sponsored silence with Chelsea’s least eligible bachelor.


But it would have been deeply discourteous not to attempt to cheer Roger up a bit, so I dragged a smile onto my face and attempted to engage him in positive conversation.


‘I heard you were going to Battersea Cats’ Home to get another kitten,’ I began. ‘Did you find one?’


Nelson came in with the teapot and mugs and immediately made cut-throat gestures as best he could with both hands full.


‘No,’ said Roger. ‘I couldn’t.’


‘Oh dear!’ I sounded just like my mother. ‘Why not?’


‘Landlord’s clamping down on pets. I think he wants us all to move out so he can knock the flats into one and make it into a warehouse conversion.’


‘Warehouses? In Chelsea?’


‘Really?’ said Nelson, pouring the tea. ‘I had no idea heavy industry ever penetrated that far. What’ll they call it? The Old Pashmina Factory? The Old Sloanorium?’


‘It’s not funny,’ whined Roger. ‘I could be homeless.’ He took a cup from Nelson and blew heavily onto it.


I bit my tongue about the tea-blowing. I wasn’t against it, per se, but Roger did have rather challenging breath. Anyway, Roger wasn’t going to be homeless. His mother, Lady Trumpet, was loaded. ‘You can get another moggy, though,’ I said briskly. ‘If you have to move.’


‘Can’t replace Liza,’ he mumbled. Liza was his cat. After Liza Minnelli. A white cat, apart from two huge black patches around its eyes, it had spent most nights screeching its head off on Roger’s balcony, entertaining its many admirers. All feline.


I could see the remaining ice cream melting just out of reach, but I seemed to have lost the will to lean over and get it. That’s what Roger Trumpet could do. He was a one-man nerve-gas explosion.


‘Still,’ I said, ‘if you do have to move out, you can always go and stay with your mum for a while. Surely she’s got plenty of room?’


This time Nelson practically exploded with no-no-no hand gestures and eye-rolling. I didn’t see why; Lady Trumpet was perfectly nice, if rather old-fashioned in her views, from what I’d gleaned from Roger and Nelson. Old-fashioned and keen to give Roger the benefit of her advice on all topics.


‘Don’t talk to me about . . . that woman!’ spluttered Roger, and I was astounded by the degree of animation suddenly on show.


‘Why ever not?’ I make a point of disregarding any sentence that begins, ‘Don’t ask me about . . .’ and so on. It’s never true.


Roger seemed stricken with some paralysing nervous complaint, so Nelson explained, ‘You know how Lady Trumpet is . . . quite keen for Roger to settle down and have a family of his own to take over the estate management?’


I nodded. Who wouldn’t have been, with the prospect of a son like that returning home to haunt you for the rest of your merry widowhood?


‘Well’ – Nelson shot a few quick glances in Roger’s direction, but he was still gazing twitchily into the middle distance like a thwarted badger – ‘Roger’s mother’s told him that if he doesn’t bring a partner of his own to her seventieth birthday, she’s going to fix him up with . . .’ He turned to Roger. ‘Who was it she’s going to fix you up with?’


‘My cousin Celia.’


I frowned. ‘Celia Minton? Wasn’t she at school with my sister? In Malvern?’


Nelson gaped his fake gape at me. It was meant to indicate sarcasm and surprise, but it just made him look a bit cod-like. ‘Is there anyone, I mean anyone, you don’t know?’


‘Oh, my sisters and I went to lots of schools between us.’ But now I understood why Roger’s face was so grey. Celia Minton came to our house once and managed to break every item of china put in front of her. She might even have shattered a glass at one point; she was singing duets with Emery when it happened, and either she shattered it or Daddy squeezed it so hard it broke – we never established which.


‘Well, if it’s so awful, why don’t you find your own date?’ I asked.


I knew the answer to this already, but sometimes it’s better to flatter a man.


‘Who said I actually want a date?’ Roger said bitterly. ‘Anyway, I don’t think Magda works evenings.’


‘Well, if you’re contemplating hiring your partner . . . Mel, over to you,’ said Nelson. ‘I think this is more your field of expertise.’


I flushed bright red, and glowered at him. If I’d thought Nelson would be chivalrous and brush this under the carpet, I’d been wrong; I should have known he’d never let me forget it.


‘Melissa can be your date for the evening,’ said Nelson, with a very charming smile, ‘but it’ll cost you, I’m afraid.’


Roger nearly spilled his tea. ‘What? You’re an escort these days?’


For a moment, I felt very close to bursting into tears and running out of the room. It was almost worth storming out just to make Nelson realise he couldn’t tease me like that. And, I thought bitterly, he’d look very ungallant for making terrible suggestions.


But then if I did, I’d have to sit in my room all night, unable to return until Roger had gone. Roger would spread it around that I was working at Raymond’s Revue Bar, and I’d be damned if Nelson was going to make me feel ashamed of having an innocent approach to life.


‘No, I’m not an escort,’ I replied frostily. ‘What Nelson means is that I’ve started my own freelance girlfriend agency, providing discreet social cover for the temporarily single. You know, widowers who need help organising a dinner party, or . . . or high-flying gay men who don’t want to come out just yet, but need to take a partner to a business function. That sort of thing. All the comfort and efficiency of a girlfriend, without the sex. Or the demands for attention and flowers.’


I came to a stunned halt, amazed at my own eloquence. Really, the words were tripping off my tongue. OK, so this was the reasoning I’d used to convince myself that Mrs McKinnon was a legitimate quasi-social worker for the lonely and unpartnered. Still, if I found it convincing, Roger ought to.


‘And what’s it called, this agency of yours?’ asked Nelson in an unnecessarily arch manner. ‘I forget.’


I gave him my Grade One Death stare. But Roger was agog, so I couldn’t back down now.


‘Er . . .’ My eyes raced round the room in search of inspiration. The Rosebud Agency? My Girl Friday?


On the bookshelf I spotted a picture of my parents at Allegra’s wedding. Daddy was looking suave in his morning suit, beaming broadly, and my mother was looking Mogadoned in pistachio chiffon – as well she might, having just organised dinner for four hundred and fifty. All Daddy did was write the cheque, and he still made the most outrageously arrogant speech saying how glad he was to have got one daughter off his hands; his little girl was now someone else’s little lady.


‘It’s called the Little Lady Agency,’ I said, noticing for the first time how bizarre my mother’s face looked: wrinkled in some areas and Botoxed-out in others. Like an aerial view of crop-rotation fields.


I will never let a man take me for granted, I vowed to myself. If I’m going to be someone’s little lady, they can appreciate me properly, or bloody well pay for it.


‘Really? Fantastic,’ said Roger, and I could have sworn his face lit up for the first time ever.


Nelson’s head swung round. ‘What?’ he said, caught off guard.


‘That’s the perfect solution!’ Roger stirred himself sufficiently to dig out a tiny dog-eared diary from his back pocket. ‘I don’t want the palaver of a girlfriend, for heaven’s sake. I’m quite happy as I am. But if it gets my mother off my case . . . It’s a fortnight on Saturday. Out in Hereford. Can you make it?’


‘I’ll have to check with the appointments book at work,’ I lied. Did I want to do this? It was all very well winding Roger up, but . . .


‘Melissa’s agency is terribly exclusive,’ said Nelson, helpfully. ‘And her consultancy fees are simply horrendous.’ He was using the Ghastly Fulham Voice he habitually adopted to take the piss out of my school friends. ‘You might not want to book her when you hear how much she costs.’ He glanced up at me to see if I’d spotted the lifeline he’d thrown me – very big of him, I didn’t think.


But Roger looked so relieved I wasn’t sure I could bear to let him down. It would be helping him out, I argued to myself; if his mother got off his case, he might be less stressed all round, and that might make him more relaxed with girls.


I didn’t believe the bit about not wanting a girlfriend. It sounded like justification to me. Like men who claim they wouldn’t give houseroom to a Picasso because the responsibility would be too dreadful and, besides, it wouldn’t match the decor.


‘God, the money doesn’t matter,’ he spluttered. ‘I don’t care what it costs.’


Nelson raised his eyebrows at me. Roger wasn’t short of a bob or two, rented flat or not. His mother’s family were big in cider and, quite apart from anything else, he spent nothing whatsoever on entertaining, cars, girlfriends, personal-hygiene products, drinking or drugs. Maybe he enjoyed living in squalor. Maybe he had a secret life working as a socialist activist.


They were both looking at me now.


‘So?’ asked Nelson in a funny voice. ‘How much does an evening with Melissa Romney-Jones cost?’


I thought quickly. What would I charge to make a whole new outfit for someone?


Three hundred quid. No, not enough. Roger’s personality was much harder work to alter and he was less conversational than my dress-making dummy.


Five hundred quid? Or was that taking advantage?


I was unpleasantly reminded of that Winston Churchill quote, the one about knowing what a woman was and just haggling over her price. Oh dear.


I was sorely tempted to say I’d do it for nothing, just to salve my conscience. After all, Roger was a friend, and I’d spent the last few years trying to help the rest of Nelson’s mates to hone their social skills for free – editing their wardrobes, dragging them to proper hairdressers, explaining about PMT, and so on.


But then I thought of the ten thousand pounds I owed Daddy. If I didn’t get that money paid back, he’d hold it over me for ever. And I didn’t want to be his little girl any more, I wanted to show him that you didn’t have to be brainless to be charming, and you didn’t have to be a blue-stocking to be smart.


And I wanted to do it before Emery’s wedding, so I could march in there with my head held high.


‘The whole-day rate is six hundred pounds,’ I heard myself say. ‘And there’s usually a surcharge for weekends, plus travel expenses and so on.’


Nelson’s face! He looked as if he was in a wind tunnel.


Then I got a grip on myself. ‘But since it’s you, Roger, I’m sure I can arrange something around the eight-hundred-pound mark.’


‘Fine,’ he said, sounding unusually brisk. ‘Just persuade my mother that I’m perfectly capable of finding my own bit of stuff, and it’s money well spent.’


‘And that is all that’s on offer, Roger,’ said Nelson, taking a Fair Trade Jaffa Cake to dunk in his tea. I could hear he was trying to be light, but there was a definite edge to his voice. He often used that tone when trying to explain pre-tax allowances to me. ‘Mel’s just going to pretend to be your girlfriend for that weekend.’


‘Absolutely,’ I said, looking serious. ‘Any more dates and you’ll have to pay for them. Up to but not including our wedding.’


Nelson almost choked on his Jaffa Cake.


Roger was smiling, though. Roger Trumpet was smiling, and, what do you know, it kind of suited him.


Mind you, I thought, it’ll suit him better once I’ve persuaded him to get his teeth scaled.
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Roger Trumpet’s party went exceedingly well, if I say so myself. It didn’t take much doing either. Propriety reigned in the Trumpet manor house, devoted girlfriend or not, so I was spared the horrors of Roger’s morning toilette; I just had to remember to make my own bed very tightly in the morning so it looked as if I hadn’t slept in it, and leave a lipstick behind his dressing table.


The funny thing was that once I was all dressed up in my Honey stockings and heels (which Roger liked a bit too much), a weird sort of objectivity took over. I was there to do a job, and seeing Roger through Honey’s eyes instead of Melissa’s made that easy. I surprised myself by spotting his good points – his dry wit, his broad shoulders – and he really did bloom when I told him about them in no uncertain terms. I got quite emphatic on the topic, in fact, since Roger was paying me for my expertise, and, more to the point, there was no way he could get the wrong idea.


I was wrong about one thing, though: Roger really didn’t want a girlfriend. Which was rather unfortunate, as I’d succeeding in inflaming several other female guests over tea with judicious hints about his devilish charm, not to mention his considerable personal worth and the tragic hereditary disease that gave him such terrible breath.


‘I’m perfectly happy as I am, Melissa,’ he said to me while we were perched in a window seat during the birthday party, giving the impression, from a distance, that we were engaged in a romantic tête-à-tête. ‘I know it’s some kind of manic compulsion for you womenfolk to get everyone hooked up, but I like my own company. I just need someone to take to these shindigs once in a while, and I don’t think it’s fair to keep a girl hanging around for an annual Christmas dinner at home and the occasional wedding. It’d be like having a dog and only walking it on my birthday.’


‘What a delightful analogy,’ I replied, keeping my nose well down my champagne flute. Liberal applications of Acqua di Parma don’t disguise all aromas, alas. That said, Roger’s overnight transformation was pretty astonishing. Obviously the grooming and hygiene boot camp that I’d put the man through beforehand helped, but there was a new confidence about him – the confidence, perhaps, of getting one over on his dragon of a mother at last, or of knowing he had a dry wit and broad shoulders.


‘Frankly, your agency is a genius idea,’ he continued. ‘Do you mind if I pass on your details to friends? I know of at least two who’d be most interested in renting a smart girlfriend. And they’re all perfect gentlemen, you know. There’d be no funny business.’


‘Er, fantastic,’ I said, stunned. To be honest, I hadn’t actually thought beyond the end of this date – a date I’d really only agreed to go on in order to wind up Nelson. Was this something I could actually do?


Then I heard my voice say, ‘I’m, um, having some new cards made up, so can I send them on next week?’


‘Splendid!’ He was sufficiently emboldened to punch me matily on the arm.


‘Um, Roger,’ I added, struck by the sudden paralysing thought of what my father would say, should this ever get back to him, ‘if you speak to your friends, do you mind terribly if you don’t give them my name? It helps everyone all round if the Little Lady is anonymous.’


‘I see!’ he exclaimed, tapping his nose delightedly. ‘Don’t want to spot the same rental dog being walked by one’s mates, eh?’


‘Er, no.’


Then the Hon. Danae Courtley-Knowles hove into view with a very determined look in her eye, and insisted on Roger giving her a guided tour of the knot garden; that was the last I saw of him for the evening, although I did meet some very interesting single young men – while maintaining a vague air of distress about my missing cher ami.


Lady Trumpet was delighted by this dramatic turnaround in Roger’s romantic life, and by the time I made my farewells, we were quite chummy. I had to remember to keep biting my lip and casting worried glances behind her head, to sow the seeds for mine and Roger’s sorrowful parting, but I think that only increased her joy, knowing that her malodorous son was the cause of feminine turmoil.


I don’t know how Roger coped with the subsequent onslaught of female attention, but, to be honest, that was overtime, and if he wanted me to sort it out, I’d have to invoice him.


I thought about the feasibility of the Little Lady Agency all the way back to London, speeding down the M40 with an invigorating sense of purpose. And the more I stretched the idea around in my mind, the more reasonable it started to seem. It would be less an escort agency, more a bridging service for men without girlfriends in their lives to sort them out. I could offer a sort of spring-cleaning for men like Roger, who’d benefited immeasurably from a quick tidy-up.


I’d have to set out on a very businesslike footing right from the start, though, I thought firmly. But if ridiculous airheads could start up businesses selling ethnic bags and hand-painted light bulbs on Northcote Road, there was absolutely no reason why I couldn’t make a success of a proper service. If the worst came to the worst, I could turn it into a temp agency.


A very stringent one, mind you. Any temps would have to meet my standards.


By the time I was crawling through the outskirts of London, I’d got it planned in my head, right down to the headed notepaper. But I reined in my wilder fantasies of offices and staff; it would be more prudent to start off very simply, and see how it went. All I’d need would be business cards, some stationery, a couple of small ads in the right sort of magazine, a new phone and – since working from home was out of the question – somewhere stylish and discreet to hold meetings. All this was still going to cost money, though.


By the time I was parallel-parking outside the house, I was wrestling bravely with the dilemma of how I’d raise the capital to get started.


I didn’t have any emergency money left – my savings had long gone on paying off my student loan, and the last few drops on my wig. I couldn’t borrow any money from my family, obviously, and didn’t want to get a loan from Nelson. If this project was going to be about earning back my independence, I couldn’t start with another loan, even from an old friend like him. So, with a very, very heavy heart I decided to put my Subaru in Autocar. In the end, it was harder to fix a price for it than it was to fix a price for myself.


Fortunately, a man called Ed came round the very evening that it was in the small ads, and he snapped my hand off.


God, how it hurt.


I couldn’t watch as he drove off, but I knew it was going to a good home; Ed seemed to know Nelson from somewhere, and Nelson’s friends were all terribly nice. But even the promise that I could take cabs everywhere and bill them to my company didn’t ease the stab of loss I felt as my lovely green Subaru – and my independence – rounded the corner in a throaty roar and disappeared.


‘I’m going to make so much money I can track you down and buy you back,’ I muttered, my hands balled into fists. I couldn’t allow myself to contemplate the alternative.


I think Nelson overheard me, but he said nothing and merely proffered a chocolate biscuit. He was already at the limits of his patience in humouring me about the agency in the first place. Actually selling my car to go ahead with it seemed to have stunned him into temporary silence.


I thought long and hard about how to phrase the small ad for the agency, so as not to attract the wrong sort of interest. Or, indeed, run over into a more expensive box size. In the end, it read: Gentlemen! No Little Lady in Your Life? Call the Little Lady Agency: everything organised, from your home to your wardrobe, your social life to you. No funny business or laundry’, followed by my new mobile phone number and an email address.


I reckoned that said enough. I didn’t want to be too explicit, and I could always weed out time-wasters over the phone. Besides, I was still exploring the legal aspects of what I was doing.


I decided to keep my Honey wig – and personality – for agency purposes. As far as I could see, the work would divide into two broad categories: organisation and freelance girlfriending. My own Melissa personality was fine for the organisation work, but I decided glumly that no one would pay to take Melissa out for dinner, so keeping Honey was best for everyone. I’d be able to salve my conscience by ‘being’ someone different, and the client would get a more flirty, better value companion who would have no qualms about setting her limits and sticking to them.


So, in that sense, Mrs McKinnon had been right about some things. Not many things, mind you. Nelson insisted that I resign from the Charming Company over the phone, rather than put anything in writing – thank God I hadn’t had time to return my signed contract.


It was not an easy conversation.


‘You astonish me,’ he said, as I put the phone down with a shaking hand, my ears still ringing with Mrs McKinnon’s acute froideur. ‘You never thought at any point that it might end up in the papers? “Rogue MP’s Daughter in Top Totty Escort Scandal”? Busty Melissa says, “I had him for dinner”?’


I shook my head woefully. ‘No. God. It would have been horrible, wouldn’t it?’


‘And you think that your new little venture won’t?’ he added.


‘There is nothing in my new little venture to be scandalous,’ I insisted. ‘Guide’s honour.’


He snorted, but had the grace to leave it at that.


In stark contrast, Gabi was wildly enthusiastic about my new career, but then she was a stalwart friend and didn’t know about the Mrs McKinnon fiasco. Nelson had agreed it should remain our never-to-be-mentioned-again secret.


I told Gabi everything else, though. She was particularly interested in the wig and insisted on trying it on herself when she came round to pick up her T-shirt. It made her look like a very small drag queen. The wig, not the T-shirt, I hasten to add.


‘I hope this is going to make you realise what a fox you are,’ she said reprovingly, when I finally persuaded her to take it off.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Demonstrating your abilities and charm to a parade of appreciative, well-to-do men.’


‘Men who need help in the first place,’ I reminded her. ‘It’s hardly sexy, is it?’


‘Aren’t all your boyfriends like that?’


I ignored the barb, though it stung. ‘Anyway, I’m off romance for a while. It’s all going to be purely professional.’


Gabi gave me a hard look. ‘Just don’t do your usual trick,’ she warned.


‘Which is?’


‘Smartening slobby men up to their full potential then letting some other cow run off with them.’ Obviously she could see from my abrupt blinking that she’d struck a nerve, because her expression softened and she asked quickly, ‘Are you going to be doing party-planning? Like this party you’ve done for Dean & Daniels? You’re so good at stuff like that. You could make a fortune.’


‘I suppose,’ I said, somewhat mollified. ‘I’ll do anything that comes up, really.’


Nelson sniggered from the sofa.


Gabi hid a smirk. ‘Well, I’ve been telling everyone in the office what a great job you did. I don’t want Carolyn passing off all that hard work as her own.’


I tucked in the tissue paper round her T-shirt. ‘So what are they like?’ I asked. ‘Are you all-American now? Are there water coolers and stress counsellors everywhere?’


Gabi pulled a face. ‘Something like that. They’ve sent over a new office manager and some American agents and their American assistants. I don’t even have a desk any more. They want us to work in podular mode for greater company cohesion.’


I looked over at Nelson for clarification.


He looked blankly back. ‘No idea.’


‘But are they nice people?’ I asked.


‘No, not really.’ Gabi’s final shreds of tact gave way under the full force of what I sensed was personal outrage. ‘Jonathan Riley’ – she hooked her fingers into bunny rabbit ears for greater emphasis – ‘or “Doctor No No No” as we like to call him, makes Quentin look like, like . . . Prince Charles. I’ve seen more compassionate traffic wardens. He’s the Executive Relocation Co-Ordinator.’


My mind boggled.


‘He’s what?’ demanded Nelson from the sofa. ‘Are you making this up?’


‘No,’ spluttered Gabi. ‘He’s basically just the new London manager. He’s about as much fun as the clap and half as sociable. You would not believe the hours we’re all working these days. The only bright side I can see is that Carolyn really fancies him, for some reason, so she’s grabbed most of the extra work he’s loaded onto us, just so she can look all keen and make us look slack.’


Knowing how lazy Carolyn was, this impressed me more than anything.


‘But if he’s so horrible,’ I asked, curiously, ‘why does she fancy him?’


Gabi rolled her eyes and rubbed her fingers together. ‘You know what she’s like. That big house in Fulham isn’t going to buy itself.’


True enough. That office had always been a bit of a hunting ground for girls after big houses, Gabi included. Still, I felt rather sad for Dean & Daniels. For all its flaws, it hadn’t been a bad place to work. We’d always had cake on our birthdays. Well, I’d always gone out and got one, anyway.


‘And, er, I suppose he has a certain flinty charm,’ Gabi conceded reluctantly. ‘Beneath the unpleasant manner and foul temper.’


‘You women, you’re all the same,’ grunted Nelson. ‘All this nonsense about wanting a man to be nice to you and you go for bastards every time.’


‘Not any more!’ I said, bouncing over to the sofa to give him a big hug. ‘It’s just kind, sympathetic, caring men for me from now on.’


Nelson made to push me off, but I knew he secretly liked a hug now and again. ‘Wasn’t it no men at all?’


‘Oh, yes.’


Gabi was viewing us with a rather ambiguous expression. ‘Please tell me you’ll come to the welcome party?’ she asked anxiously. ‘There’ll be loads of free drink.’


‘I know. I ordered it.’ I bit my lip. ‘But, um, Gabi, maybe it’s not a good idea.’ I pulled an appealing face, which I hoped would convey what I didn’t really want to have to put into words. Carolyn was an avid reader of OK! magazine, and she would doubtless take inordinate pleasure in making some horrible remark about the whole Orlando business.


‘Why ever not?’ she demanded.


‘I just don’t want to go,’ I said in a rush. ‘Personal reasons.’


Gabi looked at me, then looked at Nelson, who was glowering meaningfully, and then muttered, ‘Oh. Right, fine. I see what you mean.’


None of us looked at the pile of glossy magazines on the coffee table.


‘Don’t you want to go and enjoy your moment of triumph when it’s a massive success?’ said Nelson. ‘Surely that’s more important than some creepy freeloader with slip-on shoes?’


‘No, it’s not.’


Gabi went silent, then pointed her finger at me. ‘I’ve got it! Wear the wig. Don’t tell anyone it’s you – I mean, there’ll be so many dumb blondes miling around the place, another one won’t make a difference. I’ll just say you’re a PA from another estate agency. Then you can see what a fabulous job you’ve done, and if you meet any new people, you can give them your card and drum up some party-planning business at the same time!’


I squinted at her doubtfully. ‘What about Carolyn?’


Gabi snorted. ‘Like she’ll notice. She’ll have her Sloaney nose right up Jonathan’s transatlantic passage, believe me. And her Botox prevents her from making any sudden neck movements, so as long as you avoid her line of sight, she’ll never know. Just wear your glasses or something.’ She appealed to Nelson, flashing an inviting smile. ‘You’ll come too, won’t you, Nelson? Please? I need someone I can talk to.’


Nelson caught my eye and gave me his Grade Three Big Brother Warning look. Then he looked over at Gabi, rather more kindly. ‘Believe me, Gabi, if she’s wearing that wig, I am most certainly coming with her.’


In the end, I didn’t stop at just the wig. If I was running the risk of facing out the Dean & Daniels lot, I needed to be fully prepared, so in addition to the wig, I was also wearing false eyelashes and a roll-on Girdle of Steel so stern I was able to squeeze into an old blue velvet cocktail dress a whole size smaller than normal.


Despite all that – or maybe because of it, actually – I felt distinctly glamorous. And about a million miles away from Melissa the PA of old. There was no way Hughy or Carolyn would recognise me dressed up like this; even Nelson could barely believe it was me.


‘Bloody hell,’ he said, when I finally emerged from my room. ‘I thought you wanted to mingle inconspicuously!’


‘You think it’s too much?’ Really, it was a very understated dress, very elegant, and I wasn’t wearing any jewellery, just my long blonde hair in a low ponytail.


‘No, no, it’s not that,’ he said, rather faintly. ‘You don’t look overdressed at all, you just look . . . rather nice.’


‘Oh, listen, you don’t have to worry about me making a fool of myself in this,’ I interrupted. ‘I can’t actually eat or drink a thing. My bladder’s being compressed into my lower intestine, along with all the surplus flab from my stomach and hip area.’


‘Thank heaven for small mercies,’ said Nelson drily. ‘Come on, we’re going to be late.’


Gabi had been quite right: a veritable swaying cornfield of spindly blonde women stretched out before us as we pushed our way into the crowded lobby. I, on the other hand, felt more like a corn on the cob.


‘Oh, go on, Nelson, have just one glass of wine,’ I wheedled. ‘Gabi would be very hurt if you left immediately.’


‘One glass.’ He pointed a finger. ‘Don’t leave me alone with her for too long. I may be tempted to drink more.’


‘You don’t mean that!’ I said.


‘Don’t I?’ muttered Nelson, casting wary glances about him.


Gabi was in charge of the drinks table and was painstakingly stacking champagne coupes in a pyramid. It took her a few flattering moments to realise it was me.


‘Wow, Mel!’ she exclaimed when the penny finally dropped. ‘Thank God you’re here,’ she added, in a lower tone. ‘I’m going completely mad. Jonathan’s already bollocked me for not folding the napkins in the designated manner.’


Nelson eyed the pyramid of glasses suspiciously. ‘Tell me you’re not going to have one of those tacky George Best champagne fountains. Mel, I thought you were meant to have organised this party with your famous taste?’


‘There were some arrangements Carolyn had already made,’ I replied, tight-lipped. ‘I didn’t have time to check all the details.’


Gabi started unscrewing some bottles of vodka. ‘Beneath the surface sophistication, they’re still estate agents. Anyway, behold the luge!’


Nelson and I watched in stunned silence as she poured the vodka over the two-feet-high ice house on the main table. It flowed in an icy stream down the chimney and out through the front door and lower windows.


‘Another of Carolyn’s arrangements,’ I pointed out quickly. ‘I saw Ice Luge on her list, but I assumed it would be a dolphin or something. And it was too late to cancel it.’


‘Are you sure that’s the image you want to project?’ asked Nelson incredulously. ‘Buy a house through us but make sure you get contents insurance at the same time?’


‘Let me get you a glass of champagne, Nelson,’ said Gabi.


‘In a flute, please.’


‘There should be two boxes under the table,’ I added.


I left Gabi and Nelson arguing about the soft-drink provision – the upside of driving for Nelson was the opportunity to be saintly with a string of orange juices – while I had a quick nosey around the new offices. So far, there was no sign of Carolyn, but I had no doubt she’d pop up any moment, all teeth and foil highlights, to take the credit for the party and graciously accept the thank-you bouquet she’d probably have ordered for herself from Paula Pryke.


Looking around, it was no comfort to note that they’d clearly spent three times what they saved on my salary on refitting the place in the style of an American legal drama series; there were leather swivel chairs everywhere, and gleaming Apple Mac Powerbooks, and desks with ergonomical spaces cut out, and no sign of any framed family pics.


So this was podular working. ‘Chuh,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘Where are the wastepaper bins?’


‘You like the layout?’ said an American voice behind me.


I swivelled round on my heel.


There was a man standing right behind me, wearing the sort of smirky grin that Nelson persisted in wearing when he’d done something particularly bloke-ish and money-saving, like changed the oil in his car or unblocked a sink without calling out a plumber, as I’d have done. The self-satisfied expression alone was enough to unsettle any normal woman, but my eyes were instead drawn to his astonishing hair.


It was a vivid copper-red, the gleaming colour of a penny when you’ve left it overnight in Coke, and the faint wave in it was neatened to within an inch of its life, presumably to counteract the attention-grabbing colour.


He saw me gazing in wonder at his head and ran a hand through his hair self-consciously.


I shook myself. How rude of me. I got just as annoyed when people talked into my breasts instead of addressing my face.


‘I was just wondering where one puts one’s waste paper,’ I said. My eyes slipped involuntarily back to the man’s hair. It was actually rather gorgeous. But he was probably teased mercilessly at school about it, poor thing.


‘We’re still working towards an achievable paperless target. But I can see that we need to address the wastepaper situation,’ he said, appearing genuinely agitated. He looked around the room and spotted Gabi refilling Hughy’s half-pint glass with champagne. ‘Hey! Abby? Ally?’ he called, waving his hand in the air until she put down the bottle and came over. Hughy took the opportunity to refill a second glass next to him.


‘It’s Gabi,’ said Gabi, through gritted teeth.


I flinched on her behalf.


‘Yup. Gabi. Pardon me, Gabi. Make a note to get some wastepaper baskets. Stainless steel. Stylish. With large capacity.’


‘I thought you wanted recycling bins,’ she said.


‘We need both! Maximum efficiency! But with style, OK? Conran Shop,’ he added. ‘Tomorrow. Thank you, Gabi.’


‘No problem, Jonathan.’ Gabi shot me a meaningful look, then shuffled backwards and tugged her forelock sarcastically once his back was turned.


I didn’t quite know what to say. I was just surprised she hadn’t given him a more Anglo-Saxon gesture.


A hand shot out from underneath a perfectly white cuff and I forced myself not to look for any evidence of ginger arm hair. ‘Jonathan Riley. I’ve been overseeing this by video link,’ he apologised. ‘I’ve only been in the country for a short time and I guess there are elements which need fine-tuning. Excuse me while I post a reminder?’


He was so busy reminding himself on his little Dictaphone that he’d reminded Gabi about the bins, that I let the matter of my own name slip by. It didn’t quite fool me, though: I sensed that he wasn’t quite as naturally organised as he wanted to appear. People said I was very organised, but it was only because I constantly made myself to-do lists; if I didn’t do that, I’d be a complete flake. Genuinely anal people simply remember everything naturally.


‘You’re the new managing director from New York?’ I asked, though it was self-evident.


‘I am, that’s correct.’ He plumped up his tie. ‘The Executive Relocation Co-Ordinator, to be accurate.’


‘Well, it all looks marvellous,’ I said, which I thought was pretty generous of me, in the circumstances.


Still, I thought to myself, no point bearing a grudge, is there? And despite his appallingly uptight attitude, Jonathan Riley certainly had a rather more pleasing aspect than Quentin, with an immaculate front elevation and no need for renovation work at all. I reckoned him to be in his late thirties, with a few lines around the eyes, but with an assurance about his manner that I find only comes after you’ve bought a good few made-to-measure suits. He had very pale skin, with faint golden lashes, and unusual, piercing grey eyes. His eyebrows were a slightly deeper shade of copper, and flicked up and down in subtle punctuation to his conversation. Like eyebrow semaphore. He was, in all senses of the word, a bit of a fox.


Well, in theory, anyway. I was on a man detox. Carolyn was welcome to him.


‘Isn’t it an awesome event?’ he said, breaking my train of thought. ‘Have you had a canapé yet?’


‘I don’t eat standing up,’ I lied. ‘But they look marvellous. Did it take you long to put together such a wonderful party?’ I added, slyly, just to see exactly how economical Carolyn had been with the truth. Hughy had, after all, asked me to keep quiet about my part in the arrangements tonight.


‘No, no, I can’t take the credit for it,’ he admitted. ‘It was organised in-house.’


I held my breath but praise was not forthcoming. Clearly he hadn’t been informed who exactly had organised it in-house; I could just imagine Carolyn dropping her eyes modestly and accepting the compliments in not-actually-lying silence. I found this particularly annoying, and, I regret to say, felt a tingle of mischief run down my skin. Funnily enough, since I was here, clasped in a corset and tight dress, and not wearing my boring office outfit, I didn’t feel the same obligation to be nice old Mel, especially not to an offish man who’d been so brusque with Gabi.


‘Hey, like the cups?’ he asked, raising his own glass. ‘Now these I can take the credit for – I asked for old-fashioned coupes specially.’


I studied the glass in my hand. Actually, I didn’t like them. They were the only jarring note I’d spotted – apart from the ice luge, of course. Coupes are all very well for Playboy bunnies, but I wasn’t sure that they weren’t a little, um . . .


‘So clever of you to be ironic!’ I said with a twinkle. ‘I haven’t seen champagne coupes used at a party for ages. Makes everyone knock it back faster, before the bubbles go completely flat.’


Jonathan’s face seemed to freeze, as if I’d offended him badly. Oops. Had that sounded too rude? I felt a pang of guilt.


‘But, you know, who needs to go by style guides? They can be rather chic,’ I added, touching his arm briefly, before he could get his Dictaphone out and summon Gabi again. ‘They can be rather, um, glamorous. In the right hands. And it’s obviously working.’ I nodded towards the tipsy conversations raging away behind us. ‘I daresay a coupe holds a little more than a flute does too. Estate agents will appreciate that. But flutes are more of a classic choice, especially for a stylish relaunch like this!’ I felt I should qualify this bossiness, so I added, ‘I organise parties myself, you see. Well, as part of my business, anyway.’


He looked at me, straight in the eye. It was an unsettlingly direct gaze, but I held my ground. ‘Really?’ said Jonathan. ‘And what else does your business do?’


‘I run my own personal consulting agency,’ I replied coolly. ‘Problem-solving on a personal and social sort of level. If you have any more problems with your glassware, maybe you should give me a call.’ And I extracted a business card from the inner pocket of my bag, and handed it over.


Inside, my heart was hammering away like a steam engine. Where did all that spiel come from? It had just flowed silkily off my tongue, as it had done that night with Roger Trumpet. And normally I was such a rotten liar. Were these my father’s slippery genes emerging? I held my breath while he read the card, convinced he was about to burst out laughing.


Jonathan’s expression changed very slightly; I thought I could detect the tiniest hint of a smile in his eyes, but his mouth remained straight and rather forbidding, so it might just have been wishful thinking on my part. Or nerves.


‘Maybe I will call you,’ he said in his crisp American accent, and tucked it into his inside pocket. ‘I want everything to be just perfect here. It’s an important move for me. And for Kyrle & Pope,’ he added quickly.


‘It’s so important to get things just right, isn’t it?’ I heard myself say. ‘I’m a perfectionist too.’ Then my brain kicked in, and rescued me in the nick of time. ‘I know you must be dying to circulate, Jonathan,’ I said, resting my hand very briefly on his sleeve, ‘so I mustn’t monopolise you.’ And before he could say anything – and, more to the point, before I could get intimidated and start gabbling like a total fool – I flashed him a Hollywood smile and slid away.


When I reached the drinks table, Gabi was subtly stroking the small of Nelson’s back and nodding while he lectured her on why she should buy ethically sound coffee for the office. Her face still bore traces of indignation, but Nelson’s soothing presence was obviously making up for Jonathan’s earlier volley of orders. As I approached, Nelson spun round to see who was stroking him, Gabi withdrew her hand as if it were on fire, and they both fiddled with the now partially derelict vodka luge-house.


‘Ah, Melissa, time to go,’ announced Nelson gratefully.


‘Thanks!’ said Gabi, looking hurt.


‘It’s not you, Gabi,’ I explained, putting my arm around Nelson’s waist. ‘It’s just his time of the month. Besides, I think I ought to go now too. Hughy’s working his way round all the women in the room, as he always does, and I can’t dodge him much longer.’


‘So what do you think of Jonathan?’ she asked, goggling her eyes. ‘Were you more dazzled by his total lack of charm or by his girl’s hair?’


‘You didn’t tell me about his hair,’ I chided her. ‘You might have said. I made a perfect idiot of myself, gawping at it.’


Gabi’s face shone with glee. ‘Didn’t I say? Sorry.’


‘Anyway, I don’t think he’s so bad,’ I said, out of a sudden contrary impulse more than anything else. ‘I’ve met ruder men than Mr Riley. I’m sure a lifetime of being teased about his hair’s brought on a lot of his . . . brusqueness. Besides, I think it’s rather . . . unusual.’


Gabi looked at me as if I’d gone mad. ‘Freakish, more like. Why are you defending him? The man’s a mini-dictator! He’s banned trainers from the office – even for the PAs!’


‘Good,’ I said. ‘About time too.’


Nelson yawned. ‘Can you two save your chit-chat for tomorrow’s email? There’s a programme about naval archaeology I want to watch at half ten.’


‘I’m so sorry about him,’ I said, kissing Gabi goodnight.


‘Don’t be,’ she replied, extending her cheek in Nelson’s direction. ‘Goodnight and thank you for coming, Nelson.’


‘Oh, er, yes. Night, Gabi.’ He gave her a swift peck on the cheek that made her blush (totally uncharacteristically) under her blusher, then with one quick backward glance at Jonathan Riley, I was whisked away yet again by Nelson.
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To be honest, I had expected to spend my first month or so hanging around the kitchen, praying for my new pink mobile phone to ring, but as it turned out, after the initial lull, which had my nails in tatters, the enquiries, then appointments began to trickle in.


The adverts generated a number of calls, not all of which were entirely appropriate, but even the seedy enquiries gave me excellent practice at pretending to be my own courteous but chilly PA. I put the word around my own school acquaintances as well as Nelson’s, and talked a friend of a friend into making an oblique reference to the ‘homme improvement’ skills of the Little Lady Agency in the grooming pages of her internet shopping guide. But my first clients were word-of-mouth – from the now really quite fragrant Roger Trumpet.


As soon as I had my cards ready, I posted one to Roger with a friendly note, and two days later he called to make an appointment. He wanted me to help sort him out with some new clothes, having finally moved into a new block of flats and hence no longer wishing to sport the ragged-trousered-cider-heir look. Our mission went so well that three more of his badly dressed friends called me soon after, to be nagged and flattered around the department stores of London, either to suit their mothers, to suit themselves, or to suit sisters who simply couldn’t face the prospect of seven hours in Selfridges with a clothes-phobic who still pushed his jacket sleeves up like Don Johnson in Miami Vice.


Those were just clothes enquiries. Mind you, I’d already come to realise that clothes were usually just the tip of the iceberg. Once I’d proved I could deal with the clothes, all the other issues tumbled out like so much badly packed shopping.


Take Jeremy Wilde, for instance, younger brother of Cora Wilde, an old schoolmate whose Belgian mother ran off with a tennis coach and thus bonded Cora and me in our shared scandalous gloom. Jeremy was a semi-professional surfer, fulltime scarecrow, and utterly unable to talk to women without hyuk-hyuking nervously to himself every third sentence. He was lounging in front of me in the airy surrounds of One Aldwych, making the fashionable minimalist chair look positively fragile.


The surroundings weren’t helping. To disguise the fact that I didn’t have an office, I held my appointments in a variety of hotel lounges, and I tried to match the location to the client, so they’d feel at ease and also be obliged to behave well. As I’d shaken Jeremy’s hand, with the doorman’s eyes still trained on what appeared to be a vagrant being treated to a cup of tea, I knew I’d have to find some ‘school day room’ option too.


Cora had told me that her father’s constant attempts to smarten Jeremy up were driving everyone in the family insane, and frankly I could see why. He was wearing a zip-up Lycra cycling shirt, a pair of fraying cords and shoes that I couldn’t even begin to describe. OK, I’ll try – they looked as though he’d inserted each foot into a Cornish pasty, then run carelessly through a field. Where did these boys get their clothes, I wondered. Did they select them from the abandoned remnants in the school laundry-room, then commit to them for life?


‘So you can come in and sort out my whole wardrobe?’ he was saying with studied indifference.


I nodded. ‘We might have to be ruthless.’


‘That’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’m not really into clothes.’ Jeremy scratched his ear and hyuked to himself. It might have been his ear, anyway. It was hard to tell under his blond afro.


‘We can pop in somewhere for a haircut too, if you like,’ I suggested.


‘And when we’ve done the clothes, can you, er, sort out some music for me?’


I peered at him over my glasses. I’d added glasses to Honey’s wardrobe: tortoiseshell 1950s originals that swept up at the sides like cat’s eyes.


Despite my initial decision to reserve Honey for dates, I found she was creeping into every aspect of the business. For one thing, making Honey the ‘face’ of the Little Lady Agency made me feel as though Melissa was still private property, like taking off a uniform and slipping back into comfy lounge pants at the end of the day. And for another thing, Honey wasn’t afraid to speak her mind; I realised pretty quickly that my own ‘softly softly’ approach was wasted on most clients, whose ears were tone deaf to female tact. Honey’s frankness saved us all a lot of time.


Moreover – and this was something I’d never have told Nelson in a million years – I was rather enjoying wearing Honey’s clothes to work. I tried it as an experiment one day, to see if it would help me be more assertive with new clients and did it ever! The stockings, the ‘best’ clothes, the sexy hair: it added up to a far more powerful, interesting woman than mousy old Melissa. I didn’t feel the need to disguise my hips as I normally did, because I was dressing up as someone else, a confident woman who filled out her pencil skirt fearlessly, and who wasn’t ashamed to admit she knew the best places to get men’s shirts tailor-made.


And, OK, I enjoyed wearing the blonde wig. Both up in a glamorous chignon and down in a tumble of golden curls.


Needless to say, though, on this particular occasion, Jeremy was getting a very low-fat version of Honey. He’d have hyuked himself into an accident otherwise.


‘Music?’ I said, puzzled. ‘But, Jeremy, you must know what music you like?’


He frowned. ‘I do. I mean, like, chick music? The last girl I brought home refused to put out when I put the Dead Kennedys on? Said it made her feel like she was being shouted at? Made me phone for a taxi!’


I wrote down HMV under Hackett, Nick Ashley and Reiss. ‘Don’t say chick, Jeremy. At least, not when you’re talking to another chick.’


‘Ho, then?’


‘No.’


‘Bitch?’


‘No!’


‘Female?’


‘Lady is just fine. It may be old-fashioned but it’s always flattering.’


‘Chuh!’ he said in his plummy drone. ‘I don’t want a lady! Hyuk hyuk!’


I removed my glasses and blocked off the whole of Friday for Jeremy in my desk diary. If he was as chronic a case as I suspected he was, I might need to bring in Gabi, the heavy artillery.


As Jeremy and I were wrangling over whether eat-all-you-can-for-a-fiver Chinese restaurants were an adequate first-date venue, my work mobile phone rang in my bag.


I knew I should have switched it off, but Jeremy had overrun and I needed to check some messages.


‘Read this,’ I said to him, and thrust a copy of Elle into his hands. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’


I smoothed down my skirt, swallowed the big-sister tone I’d been taking with Jeremy, and walked through to the foyer where it was quiet.


Then I imagined a creamy hot chocolate in a pure white bone-china cup, picked up the phone, and said, ‘Good morning, the Little Lady Agency, Fiona speaking.’


I’d get a receptionist eventually. She would just have to have a stage name too.


‘Hello?’ said a familiar American voice. ‘I’d like to make an appointment with your boss. I didn’t catch her name.’


The hot chocolate in my imagination vanished, and was instantly replaced with a coupe of dry champagne. It was Jonathan Riley. His voice was brisk but assured and sounded far more at home at One Aldwych than Jeremy’s did.


And after ninety minutes of Jeremy and his faux surf-dude drawl that kept slipping to reveal Eton vowels, I must admit I found the clipped novelty of Jonathan’s accent rather sexy too.


I swallowed, and wondered if there was any point in adopting a whole new voice. He’d see through it immediately. ‘I’m afraid Honey is with a client at the moment, but I can have her call you back . . .’


‘I’ll hold,’ he said.


What could I do? ‘Thank you so much. Let me transfer you.’ I pressed the silence button a few times, waited a second or two, then unhooked the call and said, in a marginally posher voice. ‘Hello, Jonathan! How delightful to hear from you again!’


‘Honey – as I now find I should call you,’ he said. His tone was suddenly much flirtier – significantly flirtier than it had been when we’d met the other night. Maybe he was one of those men who was better over the phone than in person. And I reminded myself that Jonathan was an estate agent: mini-Hitler or not, I’d never met one who couldn’t turn on the charm like a warm tap. ‘How delightful to hear someone say delightful,’ he went on. ‘You sound just like Mary Poppins.’


‘You’d be surprised how handy that can be.’


He laughed, a quick, dark sound, with just a hint of barkiness. ‘Listen, you must think me very dumb for not getting your name at a party that was all about networking, huh?’


‘Not at all,’ I replied. ‘My fault for not networking properly myself.’


‘But my loss. Anyway, about what you were saying at the party – I was wondering if I could make an appointment to see you? I think I might have a project for you.’


‘Of course.’ I felt a faint twinge of nervousness in my stomach; there could be no amateurism at work with Jonathan. He was a smart guy. This would be a proper test.


‘What day were you thinking of?’ I asked, looking at my diary. There were significant chunks of it blocked off already: Jeremy W, shopping and grooming on Friday; Philip R, Habitat on Thursday morning; Bill P, parental visit to bachelor pad, Wednesday lunch . . .


‘Today would be good.’


‘Today?’ I mused thoughtfully, as if wondering where I could fit him in. Today was in fact clear after I’d disposed of Jeremy, but Jonathan didn’t need to know that. ‘What about three o’clock? I can squeeze you in for an hour?’


‘That sounds ideal. Do you serve English afternoon tea to your clients?’


His telephone manner really was rather charming. ‘Only the ones that have been very good,’ I said, matching his bantering tone without thinking.


‘And if they haven’t?’ joked Jonathan.


When I realised what I’d said, my face went crimson with embarrassment, but I told myself that it was good – Honey was meant to be confident and, um, a bit saucy.


‘Then they get sent . . .’ I was about to say ‘straight to bed with no supper’, but this time I bottled out, and instead said, ‘out to the patisserie to buy their own.’


Jonathan laughed again and I let out a silent sigh of relief, and tried not to notice how attractive his laugh was. It was hard to equate that laugh with Gabi’s whip-cracking uber-boss.


Not that I found him attractive. Just his voice.


‘Well, that’s excellent,’ I said briskly. ‘I’ll see you at three then.’


‘Isn’t there something you’ve forgotten?’


My mind went blank. ‘Um, I’m looking forward to seeing you?’


‘Well, so am I, but I really meant where’s your office?’ said Jonathan.



Dur. I blushed. ‘My office?’


‘Your office, yes,’ said Jonathan impatiently. ‘Don’t tell me you hold meetings in Starbucks.’


Well, it wasn’t going to be Starbucks but . . .


‘Oh, yes, of course,’ I said, my brain racing. Where could I take him? Not home, obviously, and the only other place I knew in London was . . .


My father’s pied à terre flat in Dolphin Square. Which he wasn’t in this week, because he was on some freebie constituency trip to a cheese factory outside Brussels.


I had a bad feeling about involving my father, however indirectly, in all this, but decided that making the right impression with Jonathan was critical. And it would only be this once.


I prayed silently that Daddy’s cheese trip wasn’t an elaborate cover for a dirty week in London with some bimbo PPA.


‘It’s not up to Kyrle & Pope standards, I’m afraid,’ I said breezily, ‘but I’m based in Dolphin Square. It’s a large block of flats, on the Embankment, quite near Whitehall. Do you know how to get there?’


He didn’t, so I gave him directions.


‘I look forward to seeing you later,’ he said, most courteously. ‘Honey.’


A shiver went through me at the casual way his accent wrapped itself round the little endearment, and I gave myself a real shake. I was going to have to get used to men calling me Honey. And I was going to have to get used to differentiating ‘work’ charm from simply being nice myself. Jonathan was an estate agent; he was practised at this easy professional charm, knowing it didn’t mean anything. I could do it too, with men like Jeremy or Roger, where I knew where I stood, but Jonathan wasn’t the sort of man I was used to dealing with.


He was no Quentin, no Nelson, and he was certainly no Orlando. Which left me with very little to go on.


Back in One Aldwych, Jeremy had hooked a long leg over the arm of the chair, exposing the patchy crotch of his cords which was worn like an old teddy bear, and was snickering over some lingerie spread in Elle. As I walked in, he slipped a hand down the back of his waistband, scratched himself like a monkey, then examined his fingernails. I had no compunction whatsoever about booking him in for an expensive session of date-behaviour coaching later on in the month. Then I packed him off at high speed, so I could prepare myself – and my father’s flat – for Jonathan’s appointment.


Daddy’s flat used to belong to my grandmother when she still lived in town. Now Granny was ensconced in Brighton, Daddy used it during the week when Parliament was in session, and had unceremoniously banned anyone else from having the keys, even for overnight theatre stays and so on. I only had a set because he frequently took advantage of my proximity to phone me at all hours with instructions to ‘let the plumber in’ or, on one memorable occasion, ‘sort out the fumigation people’.


The porter at the front desk greeted me with a big smile as I walked in. Jim and I had spent many a happy hour dealing with Daddy’s imperious instructions, and I made sure the porters were all well tipped at Christmas, even if he didn’t.


‘Mr Romney-Jones still away then?’ he asked.


I nodded. That was good. There were hundreds of flats in the building, but the porters had a magical recall of everyone’s whereabouts, and if Jim thought Daddy was away, then he was. ‘Just popping in to meet a, um, an interior designer,’ I said. ‘Sorry, can’t stop!’


Jim waved me through graciously.


I put the key in the lock and crossed my fingers. ‘Hello, Daddy!’ I called out, ready with my story about hunting for a missing bag, just in case.


But there was no sound and I let myself in with a grateful exhalation of breath.


It wasn’t a large flat: there was a spacious sitting area, with cream sofas at one end and a dining table at the other, a compact galley kitchen, bathroom and double bedroom. However, the fondant colours and streamlined Art Deco style (organised by me, with Granny’s assistance) made it seem much bigger than it was, and the view over the Thames from the large windows was marvellous.


I sighed. I’d have loved to live here. Granny had told me such marvellous stories about chilling magnums of champagne in the bath, and running around the Embankment in bare feet after fancy-dress balls in town, and all the fun she’d had with her string of bizarre friends.


But there wasn’t time for any of that. I opened my big fake Kelly bag on the coffee table and took out the bunch of flowers I’d brought with me, plus my desk diary, a pint of milk, some biscuits I’d packed for my lunch and my smart shoes that I couldn’t actually walk in but which looked divine for sitting around in.
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