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  To Jack




  

    You were always on my mind . . .


  




  

    x


  




  

     

  




  I was never the type of woman to settle for second best.




  I was never going to be someone’s silver when I should be their gold.




  I never dreamed I’d be the mistress.








  

     

  




  ONE




  The Birthday Girl




  As Mandy heard the taxi pull up she spun round in the hallway, making sure she had everything. She was always running late, but tonight was special: tonight was her night, and

  she just had to be on time.




  She’d better tell the taxi driver to wait. She grabbed her copy of Grazia from the antique table to cover her head from the heavy rain.




  ‘Hi,’ she smiled to the taxi driver. ‘Can you wait five minutes? I need to lock up.’




  ‘No problem, love,’ he said.




  She skipped down the stairs in her satin high heels, trying to avoid slipping in the puddles, and back through the door.




  Mandy loved her home in the basement of a grand stucco property in Queensgate, South Kensington. As she walked into the entrance she checked herself out in the mirror. She felt good, more

  confident than she had expected to at this turning point in her life. She reached for her lip brush and added one final coat of luscious gloss. She cleaned any remaining stains off her teeth with

  her tongue and smiled at herself in the mirror. Her hair was dark as ebony and it fell in shiny waves over her shoulders; her skin was flawless, even and gleaming, her long dark lashes framing her

  beautiful big brown eyes perfectly. Her lower lip was fuller than the top and when she smiled she lit up the room. She grabbed her keys and her clutch bag and quickly squirted some perfume.




  ‘One last check,’ she said to herself, looking at her reflection. Tonight was a big night. She had to look great. ‘Have I got everything? Right, bag – check, lippy

  – check, keys – check.’




  She grabbed her slightly sodden copy of Grazia again and headed out of her heavy black door, pulling it shut by its knocker. She fumbled with the umbrella: ‘Oh bloody hell, it never

  works, why do I bother?’ She ran and jumped into the taxi.




  ‘Ready, darlin’?’ said the cabby with a twinkle in his eye – he clearly found Mandy attractive.




  ‘Ready!’ she replied with a big smile, relaxing into the back seat. Mandy looked out at the rain falling hard.




  ‘You look nice,’ said the cabby. ‘Are you going somewhere special?’




  ‘Yes,’ Mandy replied, ‘I’m off to the Wolseley.’




  ‘Ooh,’ the cab driver said, laughing, ‘very posh. Special occasion?’




  ‘Yes, actually. I’m turning thirty!’




  The cabby looked at her in the mirror for about the tenth time in as many seconds, openly enjoying the view.




  ‘You don’t look it,’ he said with a grin. ‘I’d have you down as twenty, easy.’




  Mandy laughed and rolled her eyes, knowing that, yes, she looked pretty good – but not twenty!




  God, she loved London. Even in the rain, she found it romantic. As they drove past the Natural History Museum, Harrods and one of her favourite hotels, the Lanesborough at Hyde Park Corner, the

  old streetlights glowed a deep orange and fairy lights twinkled in the trees, building up the momentum for Christmas. She felt the driver’s eyes on her again. Now he was swerving over the

  wrong side of the road.




  A car honked its horn with a loud beep, and the driver yelled, ‘Keep in your own bloody lane!’ as he sped past.




  Mandy’s cabby just laughed and carried on with his friendly banter. ‘So who you meeting then, anyone nice?’




  ‘I’m meeting about ten lovely people actually,’ Mandy said, thinking how thrilled she was that so many of her friends could make it. They were colourful characters all of them,

  with fast-paced lives, and pinning them down wasn’t always easy.




  ‘Bet a gorgeous girl like you has to beat them off with a stick,’ the driver said with such a grin that Mandy had to humour him.




  ‘Only the ugly ones,’ she joked, raising her eyebrows. She looked out on to the rainy streets and people-watched for a moment. It was nearly eight o’clock in the evening and

  people were rushing around, trying to fit everything into their undoubtedly jam-packed diaries. London was such a fast place, full of different nationalities, different religions. On a bad day it

  could feel suffocating, but generally it felt to Mandy like the most exhilarating city in the world, with the speed of New York but the history of a Paris or Rome. If you went for it, truly went

  for it, you could get the life you wanted here, and that was Mandy’s aim – to have it all. And why not? She’d read a greeting on a card once in Paperchase on the King’s Road

  that had truly stuck with her: Reach for the moon, and even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars. She loved it and used it as a mental pick-me-up whenever she felt low.




  And God, had she been low recently! She had spent the last couple of years settling for less than she should in almost every way, from her old flat and job to the men in her life. None of it had

  been good enough, and some of her old sparkle had gone. Mandy checked herself in her mirror one last time before they entered Piccadilly.




  ‘Oh no,’ moaned the cabby. ‘Sorry, love, Piccadilly’s rammed.’ He squashed his face up to the windscreen. ‘But at least it’s moving.’ He was a

  sweet, cheeky chappie in his thirties with cute dimples – a typical black-cab driver in his Ralph Lauren jumper with polo-shirt collar poking up from underneath. ‘Bet your boyfriend

  won’t be happy,’ he smiled.




  ‘God you’re nosy,’ Mandy laughed.




  ‘I’m a black-cab driver, it’s part of the job description,’ he countered throatily.




  Mandy felt relaxed with her new friend of five minutes. ‘Actually my main man waiting for me is gorgeous, but gay – very, very handsome and my best friend. But I’m single now

  and couldn’t be happier,’ she lied. ‘I can’t be bothered with you men any more.’




  Mandy had always loved dating and having fun with the opposite sex. All through her twenties the attention made her feel fantastic, and dating different men was exciting but, turning

  twenty-nine, she had realized she dreaded hitting thirty. There was so much she wanted to do, and life wasn’t working out as she’d planned. She had been with many different men because

  no one man seemed able to tick all the boxes. If they were funny, they were ugly; if they were clever, they were dull; and if they were great lovers, they were normally stupid. Their best way of

  communicating with you was obvious.




  Of course, Mandy had had lots of fun coming to that conclusion, but that was the unkind thing about growing up. She’d got to the stage of finding out what did not suit her. At

  twenty-nine it no longer felt right to share her body with someone she knew right from the off was wrong for her. How dull, but oh so true. So she had decided to get a grip. She took control of her

  finances, making sure she was on top of tax payments and savings, and realized that if she worked her butt off, she could not only buy a bigger flat but a Gucci bag too. Hurrah!




  Mandy heard a song that reminded her of her father: Nat King Cole, ‘Let There Be Love’. She realized she was humming along.




  ‘Do you want me to turn it up? I love all the old stuff on Magic,’ said the driver. He whistled along as if he hadn’t got a care in the world.




  ‘Please,’ Mandy replied, looking out at the bright lights of the Ritz as they drove beyond it and pulled over.




  She felt excited: tonight was going to be perfect, apart from one thing. God, she wished her dad could be there.




  The driver snapped her back to reality. ‘Here you go, love. Watch you don’t slip, it’s chucking it down out there.’




  Mandy tipped him and tried her umbrella, arms stretched out of the taxi. ‘Eureka, it works!’ she trilled, as if discovering a new invention.




  The lovely Irish doorman, Callum, helped her to the main doors of the restaurant.




  Mandy swept through the doors of the Wolseley, shook the raindrops off her umbrella, and gasped at the beauty and opulence that filled the room. Everyone looked so beautiful,

  polished and stylish. This wasn’t just a restaurant, this was like the perfect scene in a film.




  ‘May I take your name, madam?’ asked a friendly-faced member of staff.




  ‘Yes, it’s Mandy Sanderson. I’m here with quite a large party of people.’




  No more introductions were necessary.




  ‘SURPRIIISE,’ yelled a group of people sitting at a large table just to the right of Mandy’s view. Oh my God, thought Mandy. There, standing up and clapping, whooping and

  singing ‘Happy Birthday’, were about ten of her friends. Mandy was rooted to the spot.




  ‘Come on, darling,’ beckoned George, ‘we’re making complete arses of ourselves for you!’




  Mandy could contain herself no longer. Suddenly, all the happiness and exhilaration hit her at once. She bounced over and kissed all her guests as a massive round of applause broke out, not only

  from them, but from the whole restaurant.




  ‘It’s her birthday, it’s her thirtieth!’ George announced to the room. He was showing Mandy off as if she was a prize on a game show.




  ‘Happy birthday, dharrling,’ purred her Russian friend Assia. ‘The fur jacket and dress are both divine.’




  ‘Happy birthday, Mandy.’ Mandy looked up and saw Andrew. She worked with him and he’d always had a little crush on her. He was a bit preppy, but Mandy liked him – as a

  friend. ‘I’ve got you a little something,’ he said. ‘It’s not much but it’s not every day you turn thirty.’ He blushed and shuffled from foot to foot.




  ‘Oh thanks, Andy! You didn’t have to do that.’ Mandy looked at him sweetly. ‘Shall I open it now?’




  ‘NO NO,’ stumbled Andrew, going red. ‘Just open it later – you have all of these friends to meet and greet.’




  One friend after the other kissed and hugged Mandy in greeting. Deena, a tall red-haired couture hippie, presented her with a bunch of sparkly red balloons and placed what seemed to be a pebble

  in her palm. Deena winked and held Mandy’s hand tight in hers, and with a misty air of spirituality she looked Mandy straight in the face and whispered loudly, ‘This is a rose quartz. I

  got it from the tree festival. It will bring you love.’




  As Mandy looked down at the light-pink stone, she felt she was being watched intently, to the point that it caused a burning sensation to the side of her head. She looked to her left, and

  straight away she found him.




  There, at the other side of the room, was a gentleman at the bar. His suit jacket had been removed and the sleeves of his crisp white shirt rolled up. He was sitting on a tall stool and had

  swung round in her direction. He had one hand placed on a drink and the other on the thigh of his beautifully tailored black trousers. His skin was tanned and his hair mousy. Mandy looked down and

  up again, as if she needed a reality check. Yes, he was still there, almost glaring back at her.




  Mandy’s heart flipped, her face felt hot and the voices of all the well-wishers faded until she couldn’t hear a thing other than the buzzing in her head. Other customers and staff at

  the restaurant slipped away and the man’s face seemed closer and closer, until—




  ‘Mandy, Mandy.’ George slipped his arm around her waist, bringing her back to reality. ‘I want you to sit next to me. You look so beautiful that it will only make me look

  better,’ he giggled.




  Mandy just about managed to pull her gaze away from the man at the bar to focus on what George was saying.




  George was amazingly stylish, and extremely witty. He was slim, with short buzzed hair, piercing blue eyes and full lips. Women loved him, but George maintained the rule, after a ‘bad

  experience’ with a woman, that ‘Girls are for gossip and shopping, and men are for sex.’




  He worked for a fashion magazine. A passion for fashion was something the two had in common, and many a Saturday lunchtime would be spent in the Bluebird café in Chelsea, flicking through

  the latest must-haves in Elle, Vogue, Bazaar and Grazia. More often than not, after an espresso and a Diet Coke, hours of fun would be had, and Mandy would find herself

  laden with bags of shopping and a great big credit-card bill. George understood Mandy completely. In many ways they were so similar: they both liked to party, but never to the point that it damaged

  their careers; they were both ambitious; they both loved sex and lots of freedom, but secretly yearned for ‘The One’; both loved food but could never have much of it as their waistlines

  would suffer. Ninety-nine per cent of the time they would know exactly why they shouldn’t do something, but then occasionally at the eleventh hour they would go and do it anyway.




  George had once explained, ‘I constantly feel like I have this red glowing button on my forehead and the finger on one hand is pointing towards it and dying to push it. The other hand is

  constantly trying to hold it back. It’s the self-destruct button. When it’s pushed the initial buzz is fucking amazing, but the consequences are catastrophic.’




  Confiding in each other about their weaknesses and strengths was a great comfort to them both, and in the fabulous but equally fake world they lived in it was great that they could relax and be

  anything they wanted to be with each other. Although George drew the line at ever being badly dressed.




  ‘No matter how bad things are, darling,’ he once whispered as Mandy hugged him, crying after a break-up, ‘wearing a beautiful coat and diamonds will always make you feel

  better, even if it’s just slung over jeans and a sweatshirt. No one will ever know what’s lurking beneath.’ He had stroked her hair back and smiled. ‘So wipe your eyes and

  get that fucking awful tracksuit off! You look like Vicky Pollard! I wouldn’t be seen dead in it!’ Tough words, but said with heart.




  Yes, they were camp together and sometimes enjoyed the shallow things in life, but deep down there was a true loving friendship.




  As everyone sat down and looked at their menus, Mandy could feel the man’s eyes on her the whole time.




  The beautiful candlelit tables twinkled, and the waiters rushed around busily, catering to everyone’s needs. Starters came, pink champagne was served, and the evening was already shaping

  into one of the most memorable ever. As Mandy looked around the table at Deena, Assia, George, Andy and her other wonderful friends, she realized just how lucky she was. Her friends were all so

  different – some wealthy, some not so, some quirky, some talented, some beautiful – but all fascinating, with a story to tell. Yet the person who intrigued her most right now was not at

  this table, it was the man sitting at the bar. He was saying goodbye to a male friend who was putting on his raincoat and picking up a black leather briefcase. They looked like good friends;

  probably long-term work colleagues, thought Mandy.




  ‘Gorgeous, isn’t he?’ said George, following the direction of her eyes. ‘I’d like to think he was gay, but the farewell to the raincoat guy was definitely a

  heterosexual one.’




  Mandy found herself momentarily unable to speak.




  ‘Keeps staring at you, too. Get in there, darling!’ Smiling, George looked down at his food, ‘Tuck in, sweetness, or have you lost your appetite?’ George took a mouthful

  of risotto and tried not to chuckle. He could be a devil and Mandy loved it.




  ‘I’m going to the ladies’. Coming?’ she joked to George.




  ‘Hmmm, toilets aren’t my thing.’




  Mandy raised an eyebrow and giggled.




  She found herself in front of the mirror in the ladies’ room with all her make-up sprawled on the shelf in front of her, making sure she looked great for her return to the restaurant.




  ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ she whispered under her breath. ‘You don’t even know him and you’re making yourself up like he’s your bloody date.’




  She stuffed her alligator clutch bag with all her lotions and potions, quickly squirted some Chanel Cuir de Russie, and made her way upstairs. One last check before she opened the door, and

  voilà!




  She was walking back to her table, gracefully, elegantly and as naturally as possible, when Shit, she felt him look up at her. He was about ten feet away. He’d already seen her, of course.

  She moved to walk away, her body turned round – but her feet stayed firmly planted on the floor. Mandy found herself hopping from one foot to the other and feeling like a complete prat.




  She chided herself: For God’s sake, Mandy, how hard can it be? Just walk in a bloody straight line and don’t look at him, look straight ahead whatever you do. Look important and look

  busy but don’t look at him, not at him. At last she glided by the bar, feeling absolutely fine, keeping her head up. She was just about past him when she heard a voice say,

  ‘Happy birthday’ over her shoulder, and the man at the bar was smiling.




  ‘Thank you.’ Mandy smiled back.




  He looked tired, but devastatingly handsome and extremely sexy.




  ‘Can I get you a drink?’ he said, and then looked down shyly at his empty Scotch glass and swirled the remaining ice cubes round and round as they melted.




  Mandy desperately wanted to say yes, but ‘No, thank you’ were the words that, remarkably calmly, came out instead. ‘It’s my birthday, all my friends are here to see me

  and I should get back to my table really, but thanks.’




  The man looked up at Mandy. His eyes were beautiful, and despite being tired they sizzled, full of knowledge, some sadness but most of all kindness.




  ‘I know it’s your birthday,’ he replied, looking upbeat. ‘I’ve had a great day myself, actually. I’m celebrating a big new deal, and so the least we deserve

  is a celebratory drink. I’m sure your friends will be all right just for five minutes.’ Before Mandy had a chance to reply he had a cocktail list in his hand. ‘So what’s

  your tipple, birthday girl? Vodka champagne?’




  ‘I love mojitos actually.’




  ‘Mojito it is, and a Scotch on the rocks for me, please.’




  The barman bustled off and there Mandy was, left with the stranger.




  As he swung back around towards her, she caught the scent of his aftershave; it was musky and she found herself looking at his lips for that second too long.




  ‘So, birthday girl, are you enjoying your night so far?’




  ‘I’m loving it, absolutely loving it. My friend George planned the whole thing. He has great taste and . . .’ Mandy felt clumsy with her words, ‘oh and my

  name is Mandy, Mandy Sanderson.’




  The man extended his hand to grasp hers and said politely, ‘Jake, Jake Chaplin. Absolute pleasure to meet you.’




  Jake didn’t let go of Mandy’s hand. They both smiled at each other, almost as children do when they’ve decided to be best friends.




  The bartender returned with the drinks.




  ‘Cheers, Mandy, and happy birthday. May this year bring you lots of health, wealth and happiness.’




  ‘And sex,’ Mandy blurted out.




  Jake looked slightly taken aback. ‘Erm yes, and lots of that!’




  Mandy laughed, shocked at her own outburst. ‘Sorry, must be habit,’ she giggled. ‘Always say that to my friend George when we toast, and we have to look each other in the eye

  or it means lack of sincerity and seven years of bad sex! He’s a red-hot-blooded gay man so we make sure we say it every time!’




  Mandy giggled and toasted Jake, looking him right in the eye. ‘So, to seven years great sex, going for our dreams and being happy.’




  Mandy sipped her mojito through her straw and saw Jake’s gaze taking her in.




  ‘What do you do, Mandy?’




  ‘I work for an events company,’ she smiled. ‘We do everything from weddings to premières and corporate functions. I love it, actually, and the good news is I’ve

  just been promoted.’ She smiled and raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t have to fulfil someone else’s vision any more. I can come up with my own ideas, from the fabric on chairs to

  lighting to colour schemes – you name it!’




  Jake looked important, a powerful man, and he seemed impressed by her. She felt extremely flattered. She had met many different characters in her job and could normally ‘place’

  people pretty quickly, but Jake was a mystery.




  ‘Well, you know about me,’ she quipped: ‘how about you? What do you do, and what are you celebrating?’




  Jake smiled, as if he was drained by but also proud of the answer. ‘I run my own advertising company. We won a huge pitch with a sportswear brand today. Our company has wanted this client

  for a long time, so we’re very happy. We have also been expanding and going down new avenues. It’s all good, but it can take up your life.’ He looked at his empty glass.




  ‘That’s why it’s so important to love what you do for a living,’ Mandy sighed. ‘I see more of my work colleagues than I do of my own family.’




  Mandy glanced over at a family sitting together at one of the tables and thought of her own mother and sister. They lived just out of London, in Surrey, and she felt bad she didn’t see

  them more often, especially since her dad had died. It had been two years now and when Mandy visited, it made her miss her father even more. That was partly why she kept so busy: she wouldn’t

  have to see them so much and as a result she didn’t have to be reminded that Dad was gone for ever. She wanted to change the subject and Jake sensed it. She gave him a big smile.




  ‘Listen, you must need to have the odd party, put on events et cetera. Why don’t I give you my card?’ She placed her drink on the bar, rummaged through her bag for her business

  card and offered it to Jake. ‘Then when something comes up and you need an events organizer you can give me a call.’




  Jake took the card and stared at it for what seemed like an eternity.




  Mandy continued, ‘My bosses would absolutely love me getting a big player like you on our books.’ She smiled confidently. ‘I just know you’d love what we can do. You

  wouldn’t regret it.’




  Mandy’s attention turned to her friends at the table. They were all looking over now, wondering what she was up to. They were trying to be subtle, apart from Deena, who was waving her arms

  around indicating that Mandy needed to come back.




  Jake continued to look at her card and Mandy sensed something was wrong. Lots of thoughts flooded her head, bizarre notions of seeing him again, where it would be, how she would act, what she

  would wear. She was captivated by his face. He was by no means perfect, but something about this man made her feel intensely emotional.




  Jake finally looked up. ‘Thanks for the card, Mandy,’ he said quietly.




  ‘You’re welcome.’ She closed her clutch bag and slid it under her arm.




  ‘But I can’t take it.’




  Mandy’s face dropped. She bit her lip and looked right into his eyes. What the hell was this man playing at? Staring at her for half the evening, smiling all starry-eyed and buying her a

  birthday drink, and all she does is give him her business card and he rejects it? Mandy normally knew a player when she saw one and she didn’t have Jake down as one of them.




  Continuing to hold her gaze, he said deliberately, ‘Mandy, if I was to take your card it wouldn’t be for business.’




  The silence seemed to go on for ever and Mandy was anticipating bad news from a man she hardly knew. She was confused, but tried to remain calm. ‘And what’s so wrong with

  that?’ She gave him a half-hearted smile.




  Jake twiddled the card and repeated, ‘What’s wrong is that I wouldn’t call for business.’ He looked at her beautiful face. ‘I’d call because I think

  you’re . . . absolutely gorgeous.’




  Mandy looked at him with a mixture of relief and anticipation. ‘And? I don’t get your point.’




  Jake was obviously choosing his words as carefully as he could. ‘And I’m not in a position to act on the fact that I think you’re gorgeous, because I’m married, and not

  only am I married but I have two kids – two beautiful boys.’




  Mandy had only known this man for the shortest amount of time, yet, ridiculously, she felt he’d betrayed her. He had been sweet, bought her a birthday drink – and owed her nothing.

  He was actually one of the good guys: he came clean! He didn’t have to tell her he was married, he could have kept quiet, told her what she wanted to hear and attempted to woo her straight

  into bed. She must have got it all wrong, misread the signals, and yet why did he look so sad? Why had he stared at her all night? Mandy remembered her mother’s words: ‘If in doubt, be

  a lady and keep a dignified silence.’ Mandy hadn’t always managed to follow that rule, but right now she did her mother proud.




  ‘I couldn’t take my eyes off you, though.’ Jake looked at the floor. ‘I tried not to look but I found myself gazing at you again before I knew it.’ He looked up to

  Mandy and gave her a lovely warm smile. ‘I’m not a bastard, Mandy. I don’t chat up girls in bars, birthday or no birthday.’




  Something about his sincerity made Mandy want to laugh. Maybe it was nervousness at such emotional honesty. There was a tickle in the air and the two of them burst out giggling like schoolkids

  as if it was some kind of forbidden release. Mandy saw an even more gorgeous side of Jake when he was laughing so much. He seemed lighter, more alive.




  ‘What are we laughing at?’ he said between guffaws.




  ‘I don’t know, but at least it broke the ice!’ Mandy giggled.




  Mandy looked over at her friends. George was mouthing, ‘Birthday cake,’ with wide eyes and such a dramatic gesture he looked as if he was presenting a children’s show. Mandy

  sighed. ‘Listen, my so-called “sur prise” birthday cake is coming out any second and I’d better get back to everyone.’




  Jake nodded, looking like he didn’t want to let her go at all. He smiled again, his eyes sparkling. ‘You are absolutely lovely, such a special girl. Whoever ends up having you in

  their life is a very lucky person, and if things were different—’




  Mandy cut him off. ‘But they’re not, are they?’ She put her hand on his and felt brave suddenly. ‘Some people say that people know each other from previous lives,

  that’s why they have a connection and get married. Soulmates, if you like. Maybe we’re setting up things for next time?’




  Jake glanced at her. A thousand words were said in that one look. Taken aback, Mandy felt her eyes well up ever so slightly.




  ‘Good-night, Mandy . . .’ He lost his words. ‘So – so lovely to have met you.’ He squeezed her hand tight. As Mandy left to go she took the card back

  from his grasp, but he grabbed it back urgently.




  ‘I would like to keep this after all,’ he said.




  Mandy looked at him, not sure what to say, and went back to her friends, who started to sing, ‘Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday, dear Mandy’ – a big

  cake with lots of candles was placed in front of her on the table – ‘Happy birthday to you!’ Mandy looked up and Jake was cheering along with the whole restaurant, smiling like

  he’d known her for ever and was proud to be there.




  ‘Who’s the cute man up at the bar, Mandy?’ Assia asked the question every other friend at the table was dying to.




  ‘Ssssh, everyone,’ said George. ‘Mandy’s got to blow out her candles and make her wish.’




  Mandy did just that. Closing her eyes tight, she wished as hard as she could. All the candles went out in one go and everyone cheered.




  ‘That wish will certainly come true!’ said Deena as she kissed her on the cheek.




  Mandy looked up. Where Jake had once sat was an empty chair. He had gone




  

     

  




  TWO




  It’s a Family Affair




  The traffic was murder. Mandy was driving her much-beloved Nissan Figaro, fondly referred to as Figgy. She was a cute and chic shade of ‘topaz mist’ and seemed to

  have a very temperamental, almost human personality. If Mandy was nice and had her valeted once a week, she drove like a dream; if not, Figgy didn’t want to play the game and Mandy would be

  lucky even to get her engine running. Figgy also chose all of Mandy’s music. Any tunes Figgy didn’t like, she simply didn’t play: they were spat out of the CD loader and nothing

  could change her mind. Today Figgy was in the mood for a bit of Prince and Mandy sang along to ‘Raspberry Beret’. Mandy pictured herself in the beret, naked with matching raspberry-red

  heels. Suddenly a man’s hands cupped her tits from behind her, turned her face to his and French-kissed her hard. ‘Fuck!’ exclaimed Mandy; it was the gorgeous married man.

  ‘Think of something else, you dirty cow,’ she mumbled, shocked that he had flashed back into her head in such an intimate way. She turned up the music and focused on the tune as hard as

  she could, anything to stop that happening again. She pulled up to the Berkeley Hotel and whacked some change into the pay-and-display meter, then ran in to meet Assia and Deena. Both were already

  a tad tipsy, and it was only one in the afternoon.




  ‘Is this the AA meeting?’ Mandy giggled.




  ‘Dharrling, come and have some fun with us, don’t be a bore,’ ordered Assia. She was a very tough-talking, to-the-point Russian who had landed on her feet completely when she

  met an older businessman. He’d fallen in love and married her – and he just happened to be worth a cool one hundred million. As usual, Assia was dripping in diamonds, her blonde hair

  tightly slicked back in a classic bun but with her dark roots just peeping through.




  ‘I am not broke or tacky, dharrling, it’s the fashion,’ she pointed out, noticing Mandy’s eyes on her get-up. ‘Sit, sit,’ she ordered. ‘A glass

  of champagne for my dharrling friend,’ she added, clicking her fingers to the bemused barman. ‘So, how are you? Is hair of the dog needed after last night?’




  ‘I feel OK, actually, didn’t mix, just stayed on mojitos all night.’




  ‘I feel hideous!’ said Assia. ‘Just hideous.’ Rolling her eyes, she slicked a stray hair tightly behind her ear. ‘Marius was not happy when I rolled in at three in

  the morning and threw up everywhere, dharrling. I was just like the exorcism!’




  ‘The Exorcist,’ Mandy corrected, laughing.




  ‘Whatever, it was hideous, dharrling, simply hideous. Anyway, enough from me, dharrling, we’ll get to that later. What’s happening with the hot guy from last

  night?’




  ‘What guy?’




  ‘“What guy?” she asks, what guy?! Come on, Mandy, don’t pull the jumper over my eyes.’




  ‘The wool.’




  ‘Whatever! He was just sooo hot, huh?’




  ‘So hot and sooo married,’ said Mandy firmly.




  Deena choked on her watermelon-fizz cocktail. ‘Married?’ she gasped.




  ‘Thank fuck! She’s alive!’ drawled Assia, looking at Deena. ‘I thought she was drowning in that bloody fizz drink. That’s the first thing you’ve said since

  Mandy got here, Deena.’ Assia slapped her thigh and laughed too long at her own joke.




  Mandy looked at both the girls. They were clearly a little giddy.




  ‘Been here a while?’ she smirked.




  ‘My life is one long party lately,’ smiled Assia. ‘Marius is away so much, and he can’t get it up any more, so I’m bored, you know? And when he does, I have to

  feign interest.’ She pondered a moment. ‘It’s small, so I’m seeking adventure, you know?’




  Deena choked again, but this time on laughter.




  ‘You are so wicked, Assia,’ she said, making a racket sucking the last of her watermelon fizz through the straw. ‘Marius loves you, and you knew how old he was when you agreed

  to marry him. Maybe if you opened up a bit spiritually and emotionally, let him in, the rest would follow.’ She smiled at Assia sweetly.




  Assia yawned. ‘You’re so full of poop, you know that?’




  Deena shrugged, placed her hand on Assia’s knee and said with all the sweetness of a saint, ‘One day you will believe.’ She gazed with a mystical stare at Assia that she must

  have copied from some guru and had clearly practised too much.




  Assia turned her attention to Mandy. ‘Anyway, the married man: are you going to see him again?’ Her eyes twinkled as her red lips opened up into a Cheshire cat grin.




  ‘God, no,’ Mandy retorted. ‘I’m not some home wrecker. I can’t stand those ruthless women who callously take what they want and don’t care about the

  consequences.’




  ‘But Assia is a friend!’ Deena smiled sweetly.




  Assia just shot her a deadpan look.




  ‘And the impact it has on any children is tragic,’ continued Mandy in earnest. ‘I’ve seen it with friends of mine from schooldays: it truly affected them so much. Anyway,

  I think it’s tacky, and these women get their comeuppance.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘And they never truly feel comfortable: the first woman is always there ready to pounce and to

  make your life hell for taking her man.’




  ‘Not thought about it that much then?’ Assia grinned.




  Mandy fidgeted with the buckle of her Burberry mac and felt embarrassed. Where the hell had all that come from?




  ‘I just think it’s out of order,’ she concluded firmly.




  Mandy’s champagne arrived to silence and a bit of an atmosphere. Mandy sipped her drink and said, raising her glass, ‘Anyway, happy birthday to me! Again! I love dragging my birthday

  out for a week – well anyway, that’s the plan.’ She chuckled.




  ‘I think being a mistress is sexy,’ Assia interjected regardless.




  Mandy felt uncomfortable; why couldn’t Assia just drop it?




  ‘It’s not tacky, dharrling, it’s a modern woman’s dream.’




  Deena looked at Assia disapprovingly. ‘And how the hell did you come up with that notion?’




  ‘It’s true,’ Assia purred, popping a fancy floral crisp into her mouth. ‘I know so many women who have been or are having an affair.’




  Deena sighed sadly. ‘But these women are victims in my mind. Why would you put yourself through that heartache, knowing that you will never be number one on his list? They must have such

  low self-esteem.’




  Assia snorted. ‘You were with Mark for years and have never met anyone since. Pot calling kettle black springs to mind.’




  Exasperated, Deena said witheringly, ‘It’s hardly the same, Assia. Mark was separated for a long time and going through a divorce. He wasn’t happily married.’




  ‘And did he get it?’ Assia raised an eyebrow.




  Deena just stared at her. ‘The divorce? No, he didn’t, and now he is back with his wife. But there was no trickery or cheating. Everyone knew where they stood. Mark lived with me,

  for Christ’s sake, visited his children at weekends!’




  ‘Maybe the trick was on you,’ replied Assia. ‘You can’t label things, just like that. Everyone’s different, you know, we all say and do things that make us feel a

  bit better about a situation, but the truth is that we all like to think that we know what our partner wants and that everything is out in the open, but in truth we never really know, do we?

  When Marius is fucking me, thinking he’s the king of the castle, I think of Roger Federer. Is that cheating? Where do you draw the line? If it was not for Federer in my head, Marius

  and I would never even kiss goodnight.’




  Mandy took this all in. ‘OK, but you must admit that it’s not ideal, Assia?’




  Assia looked upwards. ‘For some mistresses, no.’ She shrugged. ‘They are the sensitive kind, looking for old-fashioned love, but I have a few friends who would genuinely not

  have it any other way.’




  ‘Oh yeah, like who?’ Deena said scathingly.




  ‘Women with careers that are their babies, if you like. Their passion is life itself, they are busy jetsetters who don’t have time for a demanding or controlling man. Their

  personalities wouldn’t suit being with a man who wants to become the whole of their life; they have their own success, big houses and flashy cars. Their love affair is with their friends and

  they are fulfilling different kinds of dreams.’




  ‘Sounds a bit shallow and lonely to me,’ mumbled Deena.




  Assia shook her head. ‘No, they are just strong and different. They don’t have a problem about Christmas without their men; they spend it with their own families and then have a

  naughty weekend away, dressed as one of Santa’s little helpers. These women don’t yearn for babies, they yearn to travel and experience. So why is that wrong? It’s what they want

  and they’ve earned it.’




  A waiter arrived with three fancily presented club sandwiches, complete with trimmings. Assia took a bite of one and looked at both of her friends. ‘I’m not saying that it’s

  always right,’ she spluttered with her mouth full, ‘but it’s not always wrong either, and sometimes the mistress is the trigger for things to change. The unfulfilled wife always

  senses that something is wrong. If she’s lucky, she gets a huge payout, and fucks her own bit on the side more often. Maybe she falls in love, marries again, but she keeps her kids and

  has a link with the father for ever. Sometimes he does things far better second time round. He’ll pick a woman better suited to the man he wants to be in the future, and the mistress finally

  gets the man she has yearned for all along. At last she has him all to herself – well, as much as possible when he has a history of a wife and kids from before.’ Assia took a breath and

  another bite of her delicious sandwich. ‘But sometimes things can get sticky, if he keeps going back to his wife and sleeps with her too.’




  ‘How on earth do you know all this?’ Mandy blurted out, amazed.




  Assia shrugged. ‘Oh, you know, for years I lived in Paris. It’s the norm there.’




  Leaving the girls earlier than she’d planned, Mandy felt unsettled. She had booked a day off but didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts, so she popped in to work

  at the offices in Fulham to catch up on some admin. After a few phone calls and replying to some emails, she left and drove home. Parking her car in Queensgate, she sat motionless for longer than

  she realized, the engine stilled. It was strange and uncomfortable, for she couldn’t get him out of her head. She batted the thought of him away, sure that he at least would have

  forgotten her by now. She gathered her things from the car. Just as she was about to pick up her mobile from the passenger seat, the phone signalled a text message.




  Bleep, bleep, bleep, bleep!




  Mandy checked the screen. 1 NEW MESSAGE. It was a number she didn’t recognize.




  

    

      I CAN’T STOP THINKING ABOUT YOU. CAN WE MEET?


    


  




  Mandy knew straight away who it was, there was no doubt, but at the same time couldn’t quite believe it. She shut the car door, put her bag over her shoulder and as she walked to the top

  of the stairs she flipped up her phone and looked at the text again.




  

    

      I CAN’T STOP THINKING ABOUT YOU. CAN WE MEET?


    


  




  She hated to admit it, but the man had read her mind. She was excited but scared, all at the same time. As she raised her eyes, she couldn’t believe the vision before her. Diva Watson, an

  elderly neighbour from the flat above, was outside the main entrance of the building. Mandy adored her: she was easily in her late seventies, and incredibly grand. To day she was dressed in smart

  black trousers and a sequinned cape, and wore a beautiful shade of coral lip stick. Diva nodded her head in Mandy’s direction: ‘Mandy darling, hope you don’t mind, but I used your

  spare key today. A huge vanload of flowers came for you and I was worried that if they were all left outside they may be stolen, so I took the liberty of letting the delivery man in. Don’t

  worry, I watched him the whole time so that nothing was stolen.’




  Mandy was stunned. ‘There are flowers inside?’




  ‘Yes, dear,’ laughed Diva. ‘Must dash, got the girls coming over for tea and biscuits.’ Mandy smiled, knowing that ‘the girls’ would each be at least

  seventy.




  ‘Enjoy,’ trilled Diva, disappearing through the door.




  Mandy opened her front door and stepped inside her flat carefully. The most amazing array of flowers and balloons filled her sitting room and the scent of powder-pink and red

  roses filled the air. Mandy dropped her bag at her feet and placed her hand over her mouth in astonishment. She’d never received anything like this before. She spun around on her heels and

  laughed out loud, shrieking, unable to believe it. On one huge bouquet she noticed a beautiful simple cream envelope with brown italic writing on the front. It read simply:




  

    

      For Mandy x


    


  




  She opened the envelope and read the card inside.




  

    

      A belated Happy Birthday, thinking of you. J x


    


  




  Mandy sighed and held the card to her chest. How could something feel so good so soon?




  Over the next couple of weeks, Mandy tried to carefully select the emotions she could live with and shut out the rest. The flowers were breathtaking and were still blooming

  beautifully. She loved looking at them, displayed artfully in each room. In truth she also felt good about herself whenever she thought of who they were from. However, in her mind she had done the

  right thing, justified things as far as she was concerned. She had not contacted Jake at all, other than one text to say:
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