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THE CAST


If you’ve just tuned in, here’s a quick Who’s Who 

to help you navigate my strange world.


Me (the Merry Widow)


Helen Robbins, professional housewife, 

not quite over the hill.





Julia
 

My big sister, married to the delectable David.

Wildly successful, long overdue for a breakdown.





Sara 


Julia’s rottweiler protégée and all-round super-friend. 


Currently trying to adjust to married life. 

She has a law degree, you know.





Leoni


Best friend, shackled to three kids, married to Marcus.
 

Killing him slowly on a high cholesterol diet.





Rick


My boss. Much married.

Incapable of looking after himself. 

Good for unexpected pay rises.





Helga


Rick’s cleaning lady. Russian.

Barking mad. Possibly dangerous.





Sally and Paul


My upstairs neighbours. Highly decorative.

Camp as a row of Cath Kidston tents.






 


Christmas is coming, 


The goose is getting nervous.






 





Chapter One





ONLY 2,638 SHOPPING HOURS TO GO


‘THANK GOD YOU’RE IN.’ Leoni barged past me into 

the flat, almost knocking me to the carpet. ‘I’m having 

the most hideous morning ever and I need somewhere 

to sit down and calm my tattered nerves.’ She shook 

her head savagely and ploughed through to my 

kitchen, blindly stepping over the two bulging grocery 

bags I hadn’t yet unpacked, and reached for the kettle. 

‘Un-bloody-believable. And you know what?’ She 

tapped her foot angrily on the floor. ‘I blame the 

government.’ I returned her knowing look, keen to 

join in with today’s hot topic. ‘I’m going to write to 

those tossers in Downing Street and tell them exactly 

what they can do with their child-friendly policies. It’s 

no wonder kids turn out the way they do these days.’ 

The kettle bubbled its agreement. ‘It’s all want, want, 

want.’




She paused for breath and threw me a withering 

stare. I spotted my chance to get a word in edgeways, 

although it isn’t always a good idea. ‘What’s up?’


‘Up? I’ll bloody tell you what’s up. It’s the second 

week of September, you can’t buy a school shirt anywhere 

for love nor money and they’ve stuck all the 

Christmas stuff out in the shops.’ Leoni hurled a 

couple of defenceless teabags into the pot. ‘It’s a bloody 

conspiracy, that’s what it is. Just when you think you 

might finally get a bit of peace and quiet with the freeloaders 

back at school, every supermarket in the land 

starts issuing stern reminders that you are about to 

enter the Twiglet zone.’ Leoni’s sigh hung heavily 

on the air. ‘I dunno. It’s an utter disgrace. Shame on 

them. Got any biscuits?’ I pointed to one of the bags 

on the floor. She up-ended it on the worktop sending 

the contents rolling across the granite surface, sifted 

through the provisions and settled on a double box of 

Jaffa Cakes. ‘Just what the doctor ordered,’ she pronounced 

with a bitter smile. Plonking herself down on 

one of the kitchen stools, she tore the packet open and 

tipped a whole sleeve of them next to her mug.






‘It’s outrageous,’ I agreed. (Discretion is always the 

better part of valour with Leoni and only a fool would 

have said anything else.) ‘But it’s ages away,’ I patted 

her hand and bravely snuck away a couple of her Jaffa 

Cakes, ‘so you don’t need to get yourself all het up 

about it just yet.’


‘Too late,’ she said, then started sniggering. ‘I had a 

right old ding-dong with the manager in the big Tesco 

up the road from us. He gave me the usual guff about 

“early availability of seasonal goods for our customers”, 

but I wasn’t having any of it. I’ve had words with him 

before and the only way to get your point across to a 

senior grocery upstart is to brazen it out and go full 

volume.’


‘Well, good for you.’ I know I shouldn’t encourage 

her, but the reserved part of me lived vicariously 

through Leoni’s crusading vitriol. Gordon Ramsay’s 

got nothing on that woman.


‘I told him that I could hardly send my sons to 

school dressed in a giant pannetone, could I? And what 

bloody use is a flashing reindeer head when what his 

customers really need right now is a multi-pack of drip-dry 

Aertex PE tops?’ Leoni half-closed her eyes against 

the steam rising from her tea and attempted a couple 

of noisy sips. ‘You should’ve seen me,’ she glanced up 

momentarily. ‘Loads of people stopped to watch and I 

got the distinct feeling that I was speaking on behalf of 

every mother in the country. Cheeky little bastard said 

that most of their customers buy all their school supplies 

before the start of term, not after, so I left my 

trolley right there in front of him and marched out.’ 

I made sure to look suitably impressed by her act 

of rebellion. She put another (whole) Jaffa Cake in 

her mouth and raised her mug towards me. ‘So,’ she 

mumbled, ‘what’s new with you?’




‘Nothing much,’ I shrugged. ‘There’s a mouse in 

here somewhere. I came in to put the kettle on yesterday 

morning and there it was, bold as brass, sitting in 

the middle of the kitchen floor.’


‘No!’ She was aghast. I nodded, oh yes.


‘We both did something of a double-take, then it 

weighed up the odds and squashed itself under that 

cupboard.’ I pointed to the one that holds all the pots 

and pans.


‘That’s bad news, Helen. I mean, really bad,’ Leoni 

said, pulling her feet up onto the crossbar on the stool 

and nervously looking around the floor. ‘The trouble 

with thinking you’ve got a mouse is the distinct probability 

that you actually have an entire army of them 

squatting in the corner behind the fixed units. I should 

bloody know. The kids found one in our utility last 

year and started feeding it picnic eggs. Turned out to 

be a Trojan horse. By the time we realized and Marcus 

put a load of traps down they were going off like 

sodding popcorn. It was carnage.’ She shuddered. ‘If I 

were you I’d call the council in.’






‘No need,’ I said, rummaging in the other shopping 

bag on the floor. ‘I’ve got a humane trap.’ I found the 

box and took it out of the bag to show her. ‘You just 

pop it down, the mouse runs in and can’t get out, then 

you take it outside and release it in the garden. No 

harm done.’


Leoni barely gave the contraption a glance. ‘If it 

doesn’t result in a corpse, forget it. You’re wasting 

your time. You do realize they breed every six hours?’


‘I don’t like killing things.’


‘And I expect you’ll take it to the vet’s for a once-over 

and send it for a Swedish massage before you set 

it free.’ She rolled her eyes at me. ‘Just sling a load of 

poison down and be done with it, you mad woman. I’d 

have brought some over with me if I’d known.’


‘Leoni!’ I gasped. ‘You shouldn’t have things like 

that in the house with the children around! One of 

them might get hold of it and, well, heaven only knows 

what could happen.’


‘Not unless my luck changes.’ She finished her tea 

with a noisy swallow and pulled out the second sheath 

of Jaffa Cakes. ‘I feel a bit better now. Sorry to burst in 

on you like that. I think I might be a bit hormonal.’


‘You’re more than welcome.’ I said. ‘Any time.’


‘December is the worst month of my life, every year, 

without fail,’ she said. ‘And I’ve just had an in-yer-face 

warning shot that it’s less than three months away. It’ll 

come round before I know it.’ I smiled sympathetically 

and sat myself on the stool beside her. ‘I’m not being 

horrible’ – she was clearly about to say something 

deeply offensive so I braced myself – ‘and I know it’s 

not your fault that you haven’t got any kids.’




‘Or a husband,’ I offered.


‘Yeah, whatever, we all hated him anyway. But you 

have no idea what it’s like to deal with a growing family 

at Christmas time. Honestly, Helen. You should count 

your blessings. It’s a living hell. If everything’s not 

perfect it’s all your fault. Everyone thinks the whole 

thing happens as if by magic. I always end up having 

to do absolutely everything myself while Marcus lies 

around and limbers up with fifteen tons of mixed nuts. 

Fanny Cradock declared Christmas “slave labour for 

women” on national TV years ago. She was a woman 

ahead of her time, though I still reckon she was a man 

in drag.’ Leoni crammed a tenth Jaffa Cake in her 

mouth and appeared to doze off for a moment before 

clearing her palate sufficiently to come back at me 

with a second wave of complaints. ‘You know, I even 

have to anticipate who might or might not turn up 

on the bloody doorstep and have a few extra presents 

at the ready, just in case. Last year our old next-door 

neighbours from Fulham just bowled over without so 

much as a phone call. When they left empty-handed, I 

found out that I had been dubbed Scrooge by their 

kids.’ Leoni tossed her head around in annoyance. 

‘How bloody unfair is that? I’m seriously thinking of 

crossing them off my card list and sending them a load 

of dog shit in the post instead.’ She would as well.


‘Why don’t you get Marcus to give you a hand this 

time around?’ Even as the words tumbled from my 

mouth I could see the ridiculous nature of my suggestion.




‘Excuse me?’ she said incredulously. ‘Marcus? Help? 

Are we talking about the same man here?’ She sighed 

and leaned her head on her hands. ‘I fucking hate 

Christmas.’


And so it begins, the season of good grief to all 

women.




 


Stollen, Leoni Style


Cut pieces of shop-bought stollen 

into bite-size chunks.





Steep in equal (huge) measures 

of sloe gin and brandy.





Keep in an airtight Tupperware 

container marked ‘poison’.





Secretly pop into your mouth 

at regular intervals.




 





Chapter Two





HE’S BEHIND YOU!

(OH NO, HE ISN’T)


IT’S BEEN A WHILE since I’ve been let loose on the 

roads. Although I have no intention of becoming a car 

owner again (heaven knows it’s the quickest way to 

burn money, what with petrol costing slightly more 

than caviar these days), I do miss that sense of freedom. 

Just being able to jump behind the wheel and 

take off whenever you fancy, hitting the road at a 

heart-stopping fifty miles an hour. Moderate, yes, but 

I have always believed that I was a woman built for 

style rather than speed. My itchy feet demanded that I 

throw caution to the wind, so I dusted off my driver’s 

licence and treated myself to a little weekend frivolity.




‘Good morning!’ I greeted the woman behind the 

service desk with my most insurable smile. She raised 

her eyes from the gossip magazine she was scrutinizing 

to reveal a faceful of vibrant make-up. Vivid blue 

eyeshadow clashed with not quite matching mascara. 

Her bright fuchsia lipstick had bled into little rivulets 

pointing upwards towards her pinched, powdered 

nose. Golly. Maintaining that lot must be a mini-career 

all of its own.


‘Can I help you?’ She weighed me up for a minute 

then returned my smile to flash a set of heavily tobacco-stained 

teeth.


‘Yes. I rang yesterday to book a car for the weekend? 

The name’s Robbins. Helen Robbins.’


She ran a lilac frosted acrylic up and down her list.


‘Ah yes. Here you are,’ she said. ‘We’ve got a nice 

little jeepy number for you.’ I felt a ripple of excitement. 

‘Would you mind just filling these in for me?’ 

She set a couple of yellow forms on the counter and 

handed me a chewed biro. ‘And if you could let me 

have your driver’s licence please.’ I was already tearing 

it from my handbag.


Formalities over, I was soon perched eagerly in the 

vehicle on the forecourt, nodding impatiently while 

the painted lady pointed out the controls and wondering 

how long it would take me to hit the nearest 

unclogged road. ‘Yep, great, thanks,’ I said, my eyes 

never leaving the keys hooked over her taloned index 

finger. At last, she placed them in my hand and got 

out of the car. I turned the ignition over sensibly, 

resisted the urge to rev the engine wildly, gave the 

lady a courteous wave and kangarooed to the exit 

without glancing back. That’s the thing with driving an 

unknown vehicle. It’s a very intimate relationship, you 

and your car. You get to know all its idiosyncrasies and 

both of you eventually learn to make allowances for 

each other like any generous couple would.




A mile or so down the road it all started to fall back 

into place. Smooth gear changes, not putting the windscreen 

wipers on full pelt when you actually meant to 

indicate left, managing to get the seat into a less 

dangerous position while waiting at the traffic lights. I 

had a close call a couple of hundred yards from the 

garage when I went to hit the brake at a zebra crossing 

and stamped on the accelerator instead. Thank God 

he wasn’t a pensioner.


After crawling through a five-mile bottleneck (and 

the traffic was relatively good that day by London 

standards), I saw the sign I had been waiting for. A 

glorious round white circle with a diagonal black strip 

running through it. National speed limit applies, if my 

recollection of the Highway Code serves me correctly. 

In other words, step on it and keep your eyes peeled 

for speed cameras. I filled my lungs with a deep breath 

of air, turned Radio 2 up full blast, pressed the pedal 

to the metal and waited to be flung back in my seat. 

Bracing myself for the surge of power, I realized within 

three seconds that I had been fobbed off with a gutless 

Dinky toy. The engine whined like a clapped-out 

Singer sewing machine and I watched incredulously as 

the speedometer (yeah, right) groaned slowly from 

thirty-five to forty, then to fifty before begging to 

change down and finally lumbering towards a deafening 

sixty miles an hour. I can only liken the crushing 

disappointment to bagging the good-looking doctor off 

ER as your new boyfriend then discovering he has, 

well, let’s just say an inadequate stethoscope.




I eased off the gas, stuck it in fifth and set aside my 

plans for a Stirling Moss re-enactment. Probably no 

bad thing. I’d rather turn up a little late than find 

myself wrapped around a tree next to a roadside 

burger van, so I trundled along quite happily after a 

while and bonded with my weekend escort. We forgave 

each other’s shortcomings and by the time I rattled up 

Leoni’s drive, I was well and truly smitten. Leoni’s face 

appeared at the bay window. She opened her front 

door moments later and dashed out to greet me.


‘Got a new car?’ she squealed, running up and 

jumping in the passenger seat beside me.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I just fancied having a drive so I rented 

one for the weekend. It’s going back tomorrow. I 

expect I will have had enough of it by then.’






‘Cor! It’s really nice.’ She ran her hands along the 

dashboard and started playing with the controls. ‘I’ve 

been on at Marcus that I need a new car. I don’t know 

how he expects me to keep driving around in that old 

banger. Bloody thing. It’s stinks of old socks on the 

inside. I’d like to see him try and cope with it for a 

while, but oh no – ’ she pulled a face and waggled her 

head from side to side – ‘he’s got to have a new car 

every two years because he goes to work, you know.’


She looked like she was just getting warmed up for 

another Why I Hate Marcus session, so I turned the 

engine off and stepped out of the car. ‘Come on,’ I 

urged her. ‘Get your kettle on. I’ve got some good 

news for you.’


The kitchen smelled of the freshly laundered sheets 

she had draped over most of the available furniture, 

the tumble-dryer being on the blink. ‘Today is your 

lucky day,’ I announced, pulling up a seat at the messy 

table while Leoni poured the tea. ‘I’ve been thinking 

about what you said about the run-up to Christmas 

being your worst nightmare.’


‘Oh yes?’ She set her cup down and reached for the 

biscuit tin again, fishing out a Jammie Dodger and 

nibbling her way around the edges.


‘I was lying in the bath imagining all the things that 

you have to do and, frankly, my brain started to hurt.’


‘Too right,’ she mumbled. ‘I might even have mine 

removed this year.’






‘It sounds to me like what you could really do with 

is an extra pair of hands. You know, split the jobs up 

and recruit a bit of help.’


Leoni twisted the biscuit around, evenly creeping 

further towards the sticky red heart in the middle. ‘Go 

on,’ she mumbled.


‘So I’m volunteering my services to do whatever you 

need between now and the big day.’


Leoni stopped eating. ‘Really?’ she asked quietly. 

‘Do you mean it?’


I nodded earnestly and pictured myself running 

around after my own little imaginary brood the way I 

had dreamed for three consecutive nights the week 

before. Helping them to write their cards. Queuing up 

outside Hamleys for that year’s must-have toys. Making 

little mince pies and stocking the freezer with social 

niceties. Leoni interrupted my thoughts. ‘I honestly 

don’t think you know what you’re letting yourself in 

for.’


‘Then it’s about time I found out, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘So 

yes, really, I do mean it. This year I want you to be 

able to enjoy your Christmas instead of letting it push 

you to the brink of insanity. Just let me know what you 

need and I’m all yours.’


Leoni leapt from her chair and threw her arms 

around me. ‘You’re a real pal, Helen! I do love you, 

you know.’ She offered me the middle of her Dodger. 

I raised my palm in polite refusal. She shrugged her



shoulders, dropped it in her mouth, went to the 

kitchen drawer and took out a pad and pen.




‘Shall we write a list?’ she suggested, clearing her 

mouth and licking the crumbs from her fingers.


‘Good idea,’ I concurred, feeling all efficient.


‘Then we can make bullet points and get Marcus to 

put it on a PowerPoint presentation.’


The list-writing exercise began with a lot of umming 

and ahhing from Leoni. She paced around the kitchen 

a lot, sat down now and again, drummed her fingers 

on the table and kept trying to change the subject. 

Attempting to keep her on track was simply hopeless 

and she finally confessed that she had stopped writing 

lists years ago because they would either induce terrible 

panic attacks or fill her with fury, depending on 

the time of the month.


‘I can’t do it,’ she groaned, slumping across the table 

in defeat. ‘If you write it all down it just looks like an 

insurmountable task. I think I’d rather just freefall the 

whole thing again and get extra rations in from 

Majestic.’


‘Look.’ I took the pad and pen from her. ‘Let’s just 

list all the names of the people you need to get presents 

for, then take it from there.’


Leoni didn’t bother raising her head from her 

elbows. ‘Oh, whatever,’ she said. ‘Just wake me up 

when it’s all over.’




Just as we were finally managing to make some

headway we were both yanked rudely to attention by 

the most God-almighty crash outside, as though someone 

had dropped a grand piano from a great height 

and it had landed in spectacular fashion right by the 

front door. Leoni and I sprang from the table and 

rushed outside.




‘It’s Marcus!’ she said. ‘Oh my God!’


‘Who the bloody hell put that there?’ Marcus bellowed 

angrily, marching towards the front of his car. 

The children were all loaded in the back, the twins 

shouting enthusiastically out of the window at their 

mother.


‘Dad crashed the car! Dad crashed the car!’ William 

had already freed himself from his seat belt and was 

busily clambering out of the car while twin-brother 

Josh tried to kick him in the head. Little Millie was 

scared senseless and bawling her head off. Leoni 

immediately went to rescue her.


‘Marcus!’ she screamed. ‘What on earth do you think 

you’re doing?’


‘What?’ he shouted back at her. ‘How am I supposed 

to know that some idiot was going to hide a bloody 

army truck behind the hedge? That’s my space!’


Leoni bared her teeth at him. ‘Well, maybe if you 

didn’t drive through the gates at a hundred miles an 

hour you might have had a chance of spotting it, you 

maniac!’ She pulled Millie from the car and settled her 

on her shoulder, even though she was getting a bit big 

for that sort of thing these days. Leoni is surprisingly 

slight for a woman with such a high biscuit intake and 

she struggled momentarily under the weight of her 

youngest.


‘It’s not my fault!’ Marcus yelled at her. ‘And whose 

bloody car is it anyway?’






I’M NOT GREAT with kids. I do try, honestly I do, and 

I think that for the most part I manage to mask my 

aversion quite well, but I have to say that the little 

blighters rather get on my nerves. I used to feel broody 

all the time and I remember that round about the age 

of thirty my biological clock wasn’t so much ticking as 

going off like a top-of-the-range car alarm. It screamed 

for a very long time but my late husband wasn’t keen. 

Not just on the children issue but on making them. 

With me, I mean. I had once longed for a family of my 

own, but now that my ovaries are marching towards 

shriveldom, the urges have waned somewhat. I felt my 

patience beginning to wear thin after an hour of being 

roared at by the twins and even little Millie (who is 

going through that endless questions and whining at 

her mother stage) lost something of her usual charming 

lustre.




Two hours later, I was standing on Julia’s gravelled 

drive while her husband knelt down behind the 

injured car and inspected the damage with a series of 

tuts and teeth-sucking noises. ‘Thank God he didn’t 

hit it front on,’ David said. ‘I doubt it would have been 

driveable.’ Julia hung her arm round my shoulder and 

led me into the house. It was a beautiful day, if a little 

cold, and she had set a big log fire in the blood-red 

sitting room to counteract the chill from the patio 

doors left wide open so she could enjoy an uninterrupted 

view across their glorious garden. It was like a 

small park, well stocked with billowing shrubs and 

specimen trees all cleverly angled from the house to 

give an illusion of endless greenery. Whoever planted 

it all those years ago certainly knew what they were 

doing. I settled myself on one of the plush velvet sofas 

and watched a squirrel bounce along the lawn with an 

acorn in its mouth. Julia returned to the room with 

two enormous Burgundy balloons hanging from one 

hand and a bottle of something interesting from 

David’s cellar in the other.


‘I won’t ask how your weekend’s going,’ she smiled, 

pouring two generous glasses. ‘Try this.’ She lifted hers 

towards me. I took a sip of the delicious wine at perfect 

temperature and nodded my approval.


‘Mmm,’ I said. ‘That’s good. You said there was 

something you wanted to talk about?’




Julia looked at me with pursed lips for a moment as 

if trying to find the right words to tell me I had six 

months to live. She toyed with the glass in her hands, 

had another sip then took a deep breath and squared 

up to me. ‘David has been making noises about a 

holiday. Like I have the time.’ She raised an eyebrow 

at me. ‘I get the impression he wants to go away for 

Christmas this year.’




‘That’s a relief.’ I smiled. ‘I thought you were going 

to say something terrible for a moment. Where are you 

thinking of going?’


‘Somewhere warm, I expect, away from the winter, 

but that’s not the point.’


‘Oh?’


‘Mm. Well, it’s Mum and Dad.’ She twisted a long 

strand of dark hair in her elegant fingers. ‘I think 

they’re taking it as read that they’ll be coming here as 

usual.’


I didn’t really see what she was worried about. Mind 

you, that was all very well for me to say. With the way 

my life had gone, I had stopped seeing my parents for 

Christmas years ago. They soon realized that no 

amount of protest could persuade my venom-spitting 

spouse to include them in any way, so Julia drew the 

short straw and had seen to their turkey and cranberry 

arrangements ever since. ‘That’s OK, isn’t it?’ I said 

naively. ‘They’ll understand.’




‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ she grumbled, topping up 

her glass. ‘I’ve dropped a couple of hints about the 

possibility of us not being here but Dad went selectively 

deaf and Mum started going on about the tradition of 

families being together on that one day of the year and

how she would never have dreamed of being anywhere 

else. Christ, anyone would think that the whole world 

would come to an end the way she was harping on 

about it.’ Julia stood up. ‘Fancy a bit of cheese to go 

with that? There’s a piece of Brie in the kitchen that 

should be at prime ectoplasm stage by now.’ She disappeared 

out of the door and I let my thoughts 

become lost in the flickering flames of the open fire.


‘HOW’S SARA?’ I ASKED when we were comfortably 

ensconced in Julia’s boudoir later that evening, painting 

each other’s nails. ‘Tell her from me that I haven’t 

seen her for far too long.’


Julia nodded. ‘You and me both,’ she said. ‘She’s 

practically running the company for me these days. 

Mind you, I’m not complaining,’ she laughed, screwing 

the lid back on the varnish and picking up her hot 

chocolate. ‘Talk about a chip off the old block.’


‘And how’s her fairytale marriage to Dudley going?’ 

I leaned back on the pillows and inspected my perfect 

manicure.


‘I tell you what,’ she said. ‘That girl’s got him well 

and truly by the jolly green giants. I reckon she’s seen 

the light since marrying a millionaire’s wallet and 

decided she’d rather make a pile of her own.’


David appeared at the door with two glasses of 

brandy, set them down on the dressing table with a

smile then left without a word. I sighed as the door 

closed behind him. ‘God, you’re lucky,’ I said. Julia 

didn’t answer. She had her back to me but I could 

see her unsmiling face in the soft reflection of the 

mirror.




THE DRIVE HOME the next morning was pleasantly 

empty. Michael Parkinson kept me company along the 

way with some sophisticated jazz and fine conversation. 

Then I struck gold and found a parking space virtually 

outside my shiny front door. I expect it was a grand 

household once, as were the identical, elegant white 

affairs that lined the streets around the communal 

garden square. When most were converted into flats 

I’m not sure. Probably about the time when you 

couldn’t get the staff any more.


I had barely got my key in the latch when the door 

flew open. It was my upstairs neighbour, Paul, beaming 

from ear to pierced ear and practically grasping 

me by the shoulders. ‘I don’t believe it!’ he squealed. 

‘You’ve got a new car!’


‘No I haven’t,’ I said.


‘Yes you have! Look! It’s there! Let’s go and tell 

Sally.’


‘It’s rented,’ I tried to explain, but Paul was already 

dashing up the stairs taking them two at a time and 

shouting to his boyfriend, Salvatoré. They’re a lovely

pair. In the year or so that we’ve been neighbours I 

have to say that I’ve seen a lot less friction between 

those two than you might reasonably expect from your 

average hetero couple. Maybe same sex is more compatible 

than trying to mix the two together. Like oil 

and water, men and women are so fundamentally 

different that there’s bound to be better empathy and 

a deeper level of understanding if you stick to your 

own kind. It’s not something I’m planning on trying, 

but I suspect my life might have been a lot less complicated 

had I been born to holiday in Lesbos.




Paul reappeared trailing a sleepy-looking Sally 

behind him. ‘She’s got a new car!’ Paul pointed at me 

then clapped his hands together excitedly. ‘And if we 

ask her really nicely, I’ll just bet we can borrow it on 

weekends!’


‘Hi, Sally,’ I said as he bent down lazily and kissed 

my head. Paul was already bounding across the road 

expecting us to follow. Sally looked down at his bare 

feet. ‘The car’s rented,’ I told him. ‘There’s nothing to 

get excited about.’


Paul sprinted back to the pair of us waiting in the 

hall. ‘Did you buy it like that?’ He looked visibly 

shocked. ‘Was it some kind of police auction where you 

get joy-ridden vehicles on the cheap? What on earth 

were you thinking of?’




Sally yawned and scratched his head. ‘I’m going 

back to bed,’ he drawled in his languid South American

lilt. He has, without doubt, the most erotic voice I have 

ever heard.


‘Wait for me!’ Paul shouted, then gave me a giggling 

wave and ran back upstairs. Stopping for a moment at 

the top of the flight, he turned back towards me. ‘Oh, 

your boss came round here looking for you yesterday. 

Has he lost weight?’


That was rather unusual, I thought, being as I am 

little more than a paid minion who picks up dry 

cleaning and runs errands for the big man, who can’t 

even remember his kids’ birthdays. Rick thinks nothing 

of phoning me at all times of the night or day for the 

most trivial of reasons, but to turn up on my doorstep 

at the weekend? I must admit that a frisson of concern 

crossed my mind. I’ve grown terribly fond of Rick and 

I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to him. What 

that man really needs is a wife.


‘What did he want?’


‘No idea,’ Paul shrugged. ‘I think he’s afraid of Sally. 

Couldn’t get away fast enough!’ He skipped off up the 

second flight.


The light on the answerphone wasn’t flashing, but I 

checked it anyway to be reminded that no, I didn’t 

have anyone who cared enough to leave me a message. 

I dialled Rick’s number. There was no reply.




 


Marzipan Fruits


Unleash your creative skills by fashioning

little edible fruits or animals and painting

them with food colouring.





Making your own marzipan is literally a

piece of cake.





The strong taste of almonds is a 

wonderful, natural mask for any additional 

ingredients you may wish to include.





Like cyanide.




 





Chapter Three





A PIECE OF CAKE


THERE COMES A TIME of year when we must all 

reluctantly let go of the urge to walk out without a 

warm coat. I tend to string it out for as long as possible, 

sticking to something lightweight and rejecting the 

inconvenience of a scarf that I would be bound to lose 

on its first outing. It’s the unbearable rush of hot air 

which hits you the minute you enter a shop that gets 

me. Either you stand by the door and struggle free of 

your outer layers before entering, or risk collapsing 

from heat exhaustion before you’ve made it as far as 

the cosmetics counter.


This was the first morning I had felt the chill of early 

winter nipping at my cheeks, so I reluctantly swapped my

raincoat for the tweed and found to my delight that my 

favourite pair of pink gloves were still languishing in 

the pockets. I managed to bag a seat on the bus and 

made my way to the big old house behind Victoria. My 

place of work, although I use the term rather loosely. I 

let myself in and heard Rick shouting at somebody on 

the telephone in his study. Situation normal.


Popping my head round the door to make my 

presence known, I found the room chokingly thick 

with blue cigar smoke, so opened one of the windows 

to let it out before retreating to the kitchen to make 

our morning lattes. It used to be a very complicated 

affair on account of the humungous machine that we 

had laughingly nicknamed the Silver Beast. It had 

always been a hound, like an expensive new car that’s 

never really been right, so Rick finally had it torn out 

while I was off work for a couple of weeks and he 

could stand the caffeine deprivation no longer. We’ve 

got one of those little coffee pod contraptions now. It’s 

an absolute cinch. You just stick in a little mocha flying 

saucer, press a button and whaddya know. Perfect 

coffee. I took it through.


Rick was off the phone now, struggling with the 

open window. ‘It’s fucking freezing in here!’ he 

complained.


‘Well, I’m not staying in if you close it. It’s against 

health and safety regulations, you know. I could have 

you arrested for attempted corporate murder.’






‘Masochist.’ He left the window as it was. ‘Good 

weekend?’


I weighed it up. One smashed-up car. One medium-sized 

red-wine hangover. ‘Not bad,’ I said, placing the 

two hot mugs on a pair of coasters on the desk. Rick 

sat in his big leather chair, picked up the coffee and 

leaned back, taking a noisy slurp.


‘I hear you dropped by my place on Saturday,’ I 

said casually. ‘Sorry I wasn’t in. You should have called 

me on the mobile. Did you need something?’ For a 

split second, Rick looked as though he hadn’t a clue 

what I was talking about, then the fog lifted.


‘Oh, yes, that.’ He brushed it off. ‘It was nothing.’


‘Sure?’


He didn’t seem convinced, knitted his brow, stared 

into his mug and let out a sigh. This is normally my 

cue to sit quietly with a sympathetic countenance and 

wait for him to get whatever it is off his chest. We’re 

like a well-rehearsed double act.


‘Hell?’ he said. ‘What kind of a bloke do you think I 

am?’ I looked at him quizzically. ‘I mean, do I come 

across to you as a right uncaring, selfish bastard?’


Blimey. That’s a pretty probing question for a Monday 

morning. I wonder what’s brought this on? I 

thought Rick prided himself in being an uncaring, 

selfish bastard.


‘Of course not!’ I sprang to his defence immediately. 

After all, this was the man who had once done me a

favour so generous that I probably owed him everything 

(it’s a long story). ‘I think you’re anything but,’ I 

reassured him. ‘And anyone who thinks otherwise 

obviously doesn’t know you very well at all. Who on 

earth would say such a terrible thing?’




‘My daughter.’ He looked utterly dejected.


‘Oh, Rick. That’s awful. Which one?’ Rick has five 

children, courtesy of assorted ex-wives and mistresses, 

ranging in age from fifteen to twenty-six (the children, 

although you could be forgiven for thinking 

otherwise).


‘Lola, and it seems she’s not the only one.’


Lola is nineteen and lives in Brazil with her impossibly 

beautiful mother, who receives a mind-boggling 

palimony cheque every month and is now married to a 

cosmetic surgeon. Mr Buttocks, Rick calls him. Not 

that you need to know any of this, but it gives you 

some idea of what I’m dealing with on a day-to-day 

basis here.


Rick finished his coffee. ‘I had a bit of an argy-bargy 

with her on the phone the other night and she basically 

told me I could stick Christmas up my arse.’


I tutted and shook my head sympathetically. ‘Do you 

want another one?’ I asked, picking up his empty 

coffee cup. He nodded and followed me into the 

kitchen.


‘I don’t know what she expects me to do,’ he 

moaned. ‘Her mother’s a complete fucking nightmare

and does nothing but scream Portuguese abuse down 

the phone at me. I send her anything she wants, pay 

for their house, their holidays, their bloody everything, 

and all I get is an earful. No “How are you, Dad?” or 

“What’s happening in your life?” – just send us more 

money or we’ll set the lawyers on you.’




‘Well, I think you’re a great dad,’ I said. ‘In fact, I 

wish I could have had a dad exactly like you.’ Rick’s 

face dropped and he looked as though he’d been 

stabbed in the heart. ‘You know what I mean,’ I added 

gently. Between you and me, from the little I know of 

his offspring they’re a bunch of utterly spoilt brats. 

And as for the mothers. Well, with the exception of ex-wife 

number two who strikes me as perfectly decent 

and rather nice actually, the rest of them are the kind 

of rapacious silicone-enhanced vultures who give 

women a bad name.


‘Are you driving anywhere today?’ I asked him.


‘No. Why?’


I left the kitchen and came back a few moments later 

with the big decanter of Armagnac he keeps in his 

study. He watched me with a smile as I poured a 

generous slug into his mug and a small splash into 

mine just to keep him company.


‘Let me tell you a few things,’ I said to him, picking 

up my coffee and cradling its warmth in my palms. 

‘I’ve got to know you quite well, Rick Wilton, and while 

I would be the first to concede that your family-planning strategy has been rather haphazard’ – he 

cracked a broad smile – ‘I think that you are a 

thoroughly honourable man who has met your responsibilities 

with more patience and generosity than most 

absent fathers could claim in a lifetime.’


Rick nodded then looked a little emotional. ‘Thanks, 

Hell. No one gets to me like the kids. I knew you’d be 

on my side.’


All part of the service, Rick. ‘It’s completely understandable,’ 

I told him. ‘Lola’s at that awkward age 

where she wants to spread her wings and test her 

abilities as an adult. She’s bound to take out some of 

her frustrations on you. Don’t you remember what it 

was like to be nineteen?’ I cast my mind back and 

confessed wryly, ‘I certainly do.’


‘Fuck, yeah,’ he laughed.


‘She’ll come round,’ I concluded knowledgeably, as 

though I were versed in such things. ‘Just you wait and 

see. She’s probably got boyfriend trouble or something.’


Rick shook his head and drained his coffee. ‘It’s 

nothing to do with that. It was about her Christmas 

present.’ I lifted my eyebrows towards him. ‘Yep,’ he 

said with a sigh. ‘She wants a new pair of baps, a set of 

porcelain crowns and a Porsche or she’s never going 

to speak to me again.’


I rest my case.





*




‘LEONI?’


She screamed her answer back into the telephone. 

‘Will you two stop fighting before I come in there and 

bang your heads together! Can’t you see I’m on the 

phone?’ I heard her fumbling. ‘Hang on a minute – ’ 

then the receiver clattered sharply to the table. I heard 

a mighty yell of ‘Give that to me right now!’ followed 

by some screaming from the children, a crash and a 

yelp of pain, then a door slamming. She breathed 

heavily into the mouthpiece. ‘All yours.’


‘Is this a bad time?’


‘Nope. Perfect. What can I do for you, honeybun?’


‘I think what you mean is what can I do for you,’ I 

said proudly. ‘I’ve written your foodie list and the first 

thing we can cross off it is your home-made Christmas 

cake. I’m starting it today.’


‘What? But it’s barely Halloween! I haven’t even got 

my head around the pumpkins yet. The boys are 

driving me mental about trick-or-treating tonight and 

that little bastard William has only gone and brought 

home a can of fart spray he bought off that hideous 

ASBO school friend of his with his lunch money. He’s 

squirted it all over Millie’s favourite teddy bear and 

she’s completely inconsolable. I’ve stuck him in the 

washing machine but it’s not looking good. One of his 

eyes has come off and I’m not sure he’s going to hang 

on to all his limbs either.’


‘Oh, Leoni! I don’t know how you do it, I really don’t.’






‘Yeah, well, I’ll get them back when I’m an old hag. 

Just wait until they’ve got nice homes of their own and 

girlfriends they’re trying to impress. I’m going to come 

round and piss all over their sofas.’


‘Good plan,’ I said. ‘I’ll come and help if you like.’


‘So what’s this about the dreaded list?’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ I could see that she already 

had more than enough on her plate. ‘Just calling to let 

you know that I’ve got everything under control.’ Just 

then I heard a high-pitched scream from Leoni’s end, 

followed by a sorrowful wail that could only have been 

Millie.


‘He’s blinded!’ Millie sobbed woefully. ‘Teddy’s 

blinded! Get him out! Get him owwwwwwt!’


‘I’ll leave you to it,’ I said quickly.
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