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To Vicki Barrass, for thirty years of fun and friendship – not to mention advice on Italian customs, language and the art of flirtation
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One


‘For Christ’s sake, Claire!’


Martin hopped around on one foot, reminding Claire of a balding heron. ‘Do you have to leave boxes lying about where people can trip over them? I nearly broke my bloody leg!’


‘I’m leaving in five minutes to drive to Mayfair for the lunch I’m catering.’ Claire tried to restrain herself from braining him with the box containing the tuna ceviche which was destined to be her starter. She’d already had to deal with one outraged male ego this morning when she’d asked Harry, the fishmonger, if the tuna was fresh and he’d gone ballistic. As Harry was extremely useful to her professionally, she had stroked his ruffled feathers and apologized. Her husband, she decided, was a different story. She had been the breadwinner for years now, but did he lend a hand? Offer to carry her catering boxes to the car? No, he did not. Claire decided that she was becoming a misanthropist or maybe just a good old-fashioned feminist. Taken aback, she stopped shoving plastic boxes of food into the boot of her ancient Panda. She’d never seen herself as a women’s libber. In fact, if you’d asked her thirty years ago, she’d have said she was the domestic type; forget bra-burning, she preferred hearth and home. Maybe it was life that made you a feminist. Or marriage.


However you sliced it, and as a caterer there was nothing Claire didn’t know about slicing things, there were times when she felt men were an optional extra. She thought of one of her favourite cartoons when the wife said to the husband: ‘When one of us dies, I’m going to live in the South of France.’ Too right.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Claire,’ her friend Jan replied whenever she voiced these subversive sentiments. ‘You’d never survive without a bloke!’


She suspected Martin thought the same.


Anyway, for now she was going to forget about Martin – and also about their son Evan and daughter-in-law Belinda, both of whom had been ‘temporarily’ living with them for the past six months since their flat had fallen through; they had been making Claire’s life doubly difficult since she now had to prepare all her catering commissions with two more people around – not to mention a fridge overflowing with unfamiliar vegetables and revolting kale shakes. Evan and Belinda only believed in Eating Fresh. Added to which, her precious liquidizer was forever left with bits of green stuff sticking to it.


Claire, she reminded herself, you are beginning to sound like your mother. This was such a terrifying prospect that, immediately, she switched her mind to the morning ahead. She’d never cooked for this company before, but a caterer she knew had found she was double-booked and she’d asked if Claire could take on the job. The clients were venture capitalists, obviously successful ones, based in a large house in Brook Street, Mayfair. Claire didn’t really understand what venture capitalists did and wondered if they were any different to the City types she’d done directors’ lunches for in the old days. They had mostly been harmless if pompous old farts, apart from the occasional really dangerous one with wandering hands who thought the cook was on the menu along with the crème brûlée. Amazing how enduring this breed of man was. Her mother’s generation had dubbed them NSIT – Not Safe in Taxis.


Claire typed the company’s address into her ancient clipped-to-the-windscreen TomTom and waved goodbye to her domestic irritations. This was her favourite moment. She always left early so that she had plenty of time for breakdowns, traffic queues, parking problems or any other foreseeable disaster. One disaster she hadn’t foreseen was a driver going straight into the back of the ancient transit van she borrowed for big occasions and knocking the four carefully stashed whole salmons she was taking to a wedding onto the floor. She had managed to rescue two of them by judiciously placing cucumber slices so that they reminded her of nudists with beach balls disguising their modesty. The other two she had had to make into salmon mousse with the help of a handy freezer – she always carried her salmon-shaped mould – and, thank God, the guests had thought she was being deliberately retro and loved it. Fortunately, by the time she served the mousse, the bride and groom had drunk too much champagne to notice the change in menu.


An hour and a half later, when she arrived at the grand Georgian house in Brook Street, there was a parking space right outside. Remembering Woody Allen in the film Sleeper, when he knew something bad was going to happen when he got a parking space outside the hospital, Claire was grateful but suspicious.


She paid the parking charge with her phone and carried her boxes carefully inside. Margie, the previous cook, had tipped her the wink that the clients were bored with the usual conservative fare and fancied something a bit spicier, hence the tuna ceviche, followed by chicken piri-piri and the ever-popular bread-and-butter pudding, made with Italian panettone instead of Mother’s Pride – a touch of Nigella ooh la la.


She was busily plating up the ceviche in the tiny galley kitchen, Radio Four on her headphones, when the office manager put her head round the door. ‘Glad to see you’re so ahead of yourself,’ the woman congratulated. ‘The last cook was so slovenly we had to fire her.’


‘Right.’ Claire squeezed out the last of the limes thoughtfully. Margie hadn’t mentioned anything about being fired. How very weird. Maybe she was embarrassed. Word spread fast in the catering world, often about appalling clients – bad payers, or customers who treated you as if they were Henry the Eighth and you some menial serf.


Claire went back to You and Yours and the topic of whether or not you had invested your pension wisely – or, in her case, not at all, since she’d never had a job that paid enough. She wasn’t going to think about that. She’d just have to go on working till she was a hundred.


She could hear the sounds of people beginning to arrive and had a final check: fizzy and still water on ice; white wine, though they wouldn’t drink much of that. She finished plating up the tuna ceviche, sticking her finger naughtily in the pungent dressing – just the right mix of chilli and lime – then popped the chicken piri-piri into the warmer and assembled the mini bread-and-butter puddings ready to finish off until they were fluffy and irresistible.


Her final touch was to write out the menus by hand. Her fourteen years in private schools might not have left her with much in the way of educational attainment, but at least she’d been taught her perfect italic writing.


Claire got out her trusty fountain pen and began to write.


Angela looked around the shop with satisfaction. The atmosphere was just as she’d hoped when she’d first had the idea to start a clothes shop.


The whole look was inviting, almost like slipping into someone’s sitting room – Persian rugs dotted around, bookcases with ornaments, tables with pots of her favourite bright red moth orchids, and, most vital of all, smiling assistants who actually seemed pleased to see you.


If there was one thing Angela loathed it was shops with forbidding white spaces and daunting salespeople who looked down their noses as if they were assessing whether or not you were worthy to cross their sacred threshold. The location was great too. St Christopher’s Place was near enough to the crowds of Oxford Street, but funky and inviting, full of happy office workers overflowing into the pavement cafes, glad to be away from their desks. In fact, it was almost like Paris.


Angela smiled. She could still vividly remember the moment in Hong Kong when she’d tried on a dress in a little back-street shop and couldn’t stop stroking it – rather embarrassingly, since the owner was watching.


‘Nice fabric,’ the little man had insisted, stroking it too. ‘Come from bamboo. Very soft. Softer than silk even.’


The dress was like a very long sweater with a scooped neck and long, tight sleeves and Angela knew she didn’t want to take it off. Ever.


It was ridiculous but she felt somehow enveloped in softness, almost like a caress. The mad, silly words a hug in a dress came into her head, though Angela had absolutely no inkling that she’d just come up with the slogan that would make her famous.


She’d been working for a bank at the time and had worn nothing but tailored suits, certainly nothing with even the hint of a caress. After her dramatic conversion in Hong Kong, she’d researched the clothes market thoroughly and decided that there was enough interest in relaxed and wearable fashion to take a punt, so she’d handed in her notice and started Fabric. Her colleagues all thought she was mad.


Of course the hug dress was only the core of the collection. Long, flattering tops that covered your bum followed, fine-knit cardigans, capsule wardrobes based on luxurious comfort as well as style and all of them flattering to the over-forty woman. By a stroke of luck she hit the gym explosion and her clothes fitted well with women’s more casual lifestyles. Her ninety-year-old mother would never have worn anything like this, but then that was the point. Women’s lives had changed. Angela added a line of wrap dresses which the fashionistas might declare to be as dead as a dodo but which sold like Harry Potter in paperback. As did the many-coloured pashminas – another item despised by the fashion gurus but beloved by the customers – and lovely exotic silk scarves – which gave her an excuse to keep travelling to India and Morocco.


Angela caught sight of herself in one of the long mirrors she insisted they had everywhere – she hated shops where you had to wander round for hours before you found one.


The face that looked back shocked her. Despite her carefully tended blonde bob, the clever clothes and the bronze beaded necklace judiciously chosen to disguise the crêpey neck, she looked old. Worse than that, she looked hard. Unwillingly she remembered the line in Nora Ephron’s wonderful essay on ageing – that it took longer and longer every day just to look like you.


Well, maybe it was a good thing she was hard. She was going to need to be. Three years ago she’d sold a large stake in Fabric to a venture capitalist in order to give her the money to open more shops and expand her business online. The expansion had been a great success with six more shops in prestigious locations and booming Internet sales. Fabric had been so successful, in fact, with her name constantly in the press, that she’d been approached by the popular TV show, Done Deal, to be one of its business moguls.


Angela glanced at the expensive watch her success had enabled her to buy. It was half past twelve. At one o’clock she and her deputy, Drew, were due at a lunch at Woodley Investment’s smart offices in Brook Street.


Mayfair was where the venture capitalists liked to be, marking the difference between themselves and the old-fashioned City boys.


‘Are you ready?’ Drew asked, emerging from their upstairs offices.


‘What do you think they want?’ Angela asked him. She and Drew had been summoned to this lunch by their investors without any advance warning.


‘Come on, Angie,’ Drew replied with a grimace, ‘you must have some idea. I don’t suppose it’s good. When you get into bed with the devil you expect to get scratched.’


‘Scratched is OK. I just don’t want to get swallowed whole.’


Angela said goodbye to the smiling sales assistants and they went outside to look for a taxi. There were always loads waiting round the corner near Selfridges. In fact, there were loads of taxis everywhere since the invasion of cheap Uber minicabs. She glanced back at the shop. ‘Filling up nicely with lunch-break shoppers,’ she commented happily.


‘Do you ever stop, Angie?’ Drew’s voice held the merest tinge of criticism.


‘No. Never. It’s my business.’ She looked back at him, weighing up whether or not to take offence and decided against it. She might need his support. ‘I’ve given Fabric my all. It’s been everything to me. And it hasn’t let me down so far.’


On the spur of the moment, Angela ignored the line of hopeful black cabs and waved down a bicycle rickshaw from the row of tatty machines with their gaudy fake-velvet seating and ramshackle plastic roofing.


‘What on earth . . . ?’ Drew demanded. ‘They’re a rip-off for tourists. Shouldn’t you be playing the business tycoon? Famous star of Done Deal?’


‘To hell with that.’ Sometimes she wished she hadn’t signed up for the show at all. Especially as she’d been cast as the blonde ball-breaker.


Grinning at the madness of her choice of vehicle, she climbed into the back.


‘Aren’t you that lady on the telly?’ The rickshaw driver studied her. ‘The scary one who’s nasty to everyone and never lends anything?’


‘That’s me.’ Angela laughed. ‘Why? You don’t want to expand your business, do you?’


‘Not me. I’m a student.’


‘What of?’


‘Business management.’


Angela laughed. ‘Good luck with that. I’m not always scary. As a matter of fact, I just do things by instinct.’


‘Your instincts must be pretty hard line, then.’ The young man delivered this with such a big grin that it was hard to be offended.


‘Even the rickshaw drivers are scared of you,’ whispered Drew. ‘So you follow your instincts, do you?’ They were bowling down Oxford Street at an alarming rate for a bike-powered vehicle. Bravely, Drew tried to take her hand. ‘Like getting involved with your second in command?’ He and Angela had, very ill-advisedly in Angela’s view, been to bed together a couple of times. To be frank, she’d been surprised that at her age anyone still wanted to go to bed with her.


‘Come on, Drew, we’ve been through this. They were moments of madness. Not a good idea to mix business and emotion. Besides, you’re too young for me. Remember Rider Haggard’s She?’


‘Before my time.’


‘Mine too. He was Victorian, actually,’ she pointed out wryly. ‘He invented the original She-who-must-be-obeyed. Played by Ursula Andress in the Hammer film. She was really called Ayesha and she was immortal. A nice young man falls in love with her and she tries to make him immortal too. Only it all goes wrong and she becomes two thousand years old – before the poor lad’s very eyes.’


‘I’m not a lad. I’m forty-five.’


‘When you’re my age that’s a lad.’


‘So it’s all been worth it, then?’ She could hear the hurt in his voice as they turned left into Bond Street.


‘What has?’


‘You, Angela. No husband. No children. Not even a dog.’


Angela had to fight against slapping him. How dare he?


She was so angry that she didn’t notice passing her favourite Jo Malone store or the blue plaques for both Jimi Hendrix and Handel.


‘You may need my comfort after today,’ Drew announced ominously. They were arriving outside a perfect Georgian gem of a building a few doors down from Claridge’s. As usual the paparazzi were gathered outside the Queen’s favourite hotel, as they often were, to photograph not Her Majesty but Alexa Chung, or Daisy Lowe or Karlie Kloss coming out of yet another celebrity lunch.


Drew helped Angela out of the rickshaw and glanced up at the perfect proportions of the exterior. ‘The venture capital boys love this old-school stuff to disguise the fact that they’re a bunch of spivs,’ he announced.


‘A bit harsh, since they paid me a very nice sum for their shares then left me alone.’


‘Till now,’ was his portentous reply. ‘They’re not called Vulture Capitalists for nothing, you know. They’re not interested in what they invest in, only their returns. Look at that lot who lent to the shoe diva. She said they didn’t know a stiletto from a Cornetto. Come on. They can only tear us limb from limb.’


The inside of Woodley Investment’s HQ was, if anything, grander than the exterior. A flunkey took Angela’s coat and ushered her through a large hall with daunting black and white tiles which led to an even bigger staircase, just like the one Scarlett O’Hara came down, carpeted in deepest red with an ornate black iron banister. A flower arrangement stood on the hall table – so vast that it must have taken two men to carry it in. The whole was lit by crystal chandeliers.


‘The Sun King would have been at home borrowing from this lot,’ whispered Drew.


A willowy young woman dressed in edgy black, with sleek dark hair, appeared almost out of the panelled woodwork. ‘Good Morning, Ms Williams. Mr Northcott and Mr Fisher will join you in one moment. If you’d follow me.’


Angela was suddenly conscious of her rickshaw-blown hair. ‘Do you have a Ladies’ room first?’


‘The nearest is in the basement.’


Angela skipped gratefully down the luxuriously carpeted stairs. It was very much the kind of Ladies you found in a gentleman’s club, huge and unmodernized, speaking of old-fashioned class that didn’t need stupid Italian taps or silly-shaped basins to proclaim its status.


Angela adjusted her lipstick and brushed her hair. Ten minutes in the open air had brought a tinge of colour to her cheeks. She leaned in towards her image and informed it, in the familiar words from the TV show: ‘Come on, Angela. It’s a done deal.’


From the far side of the room the diminutive Filipina attendant, who must have been hiding in the loos, jumped out. ‘I know it is you when you leave your coat!’ she exclaimed excitedly. ‘You amazing! You don’t take no nonsense from nobody!’ The attendant glanced around as if she knew she was behaving out of line. ‘Could you give me autograph?’ She pulled a sheet of paper towel out of the machine and handed it to Angela.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Nina.’ The tiny lady grinned ecstatically.


‘To Nina, who is also amazing. Best, Angela.’


Nina held the paper towel against her bony chest.


Angela washed her hands. ‘OK, Angela,’ she told herself, ‘you don’t take no nonsense from nobody!’


Angela pulled herself up to her full five feet eight inches and walked into the dining room. What took her aback wasn’t the extraordinarily grand décor with a huge boardroom table, elaborately swagged windows and yet more flowers. It was the fact that there were five people seated around the table. Not just the two young men – over-entitled public school boys – whose names she’d already forgotten – Eddie? No, Jamie. And possibly Adam? – but three other people – two men and a woman – who had the instantly recognizable air of lawyers.


Drew caught her eye. He obviously thought so too.


‘Ms Williams, hello.’ Jamie was holding out a hand. ‘So good to meet you in the flesh, so to speak. I’m a great admirer of Done Deal.’ He smiled ingratiatingly. ‘I’m just grateful Woodley doesn’t have to lend to any of your contestants.’


‘They’re not contestants,’ Angela replied disdainfully. ‘They’re genuine business people who want an investment.’ She looked round at the gathering. ‘Just like I did from you.’


‘Fabric had rather more substance than onesies for dogs.’ Jamie smiled in a superior way at his colleagues.


‘Actually, I made a very wise investment in Poochy Protectors. They’ve done extremely well.’


‘Right,’ Jamie continued quickly. ‘You’ve already met Adam Northcott. Mary, Tim and Seb are all from our legal department.’


‘How thoughtful of you to forewarn me that lawyers would be present.’ The hint of steel in her voice had them all suddenly shaking out their napkins.


‘Please, take a seat.’


Angela noticed the caterer hovering in the doorway, eager to serve their starter. She placed a dish in front of each of them, handed out bread, which Angela noted looked delicious, and began to fill their glasses. ‘Still or sparkling?’


‘Fizzy for me.’ Angela held out her glass.


‘Excuse me,’ Jamie’s voice interrupted, waving Claire’s carefully handwritten menu, ‘but what is this?’ He pointed petulantly at the starter.


‘Tuna ceviche,’ Claire replied, trying to be polite. ‘It’s from Peru. Tuna marinated in chilli and lime.’


‘If I want chilli I’ll go to a Mexican restaurant. What happened to the tomato and basil soup we ordered?’


Claire felt a wave of panic, thinking of the piri-piri salsa she was serving with the next course. He didn’t seem to have noticed that yet. What had Margie been up to, giving her a deliberately bum steer? If it was revenge for being fired, then she’d kill her when she next saw her. It was bad enough being humiliated like this, but it would be in front of that steely-looking woman from the telly. And having to put up with being patronized by this overpaid kid . . .


‘Well, I think tuna ceviche is delicious,’ Drew interrupted. ‘Fresh and sophisticated and fabulously trendy.’


Jamie looked at him as if he’d crawled out from under a stone.


Shortly afterwards, Claire collected the plates – the others had eaten theirs but Jamie’s remained untouched – and disappeared as fast as she could into the kitchen where she scraped the piri-piri off the chicken breasts. Madly, she chopped some mushrooms she had been going to use as a garnish and sautéed them on the hob. She would just have to use the cream that was destined for the pudding.


As soon as the mushrooms began to cook and release their dark liquid, Claire added the cream, reserving a little which she could dilute with some milk later for the pudding course.


To her relief, the dish didn’t look too bad when she plated it up with the rice she had been going to serve with the piri, plus a green salad.


Her eye caught Angela’s as she placed the de-chilli’ed chicken down in front of her. Angela smiled almost imperceptibly, still managing to convey some of the disdain she was feeling for this public-school idiot.


Angela knew from previous encounters that they wouldn’t discuss the real business of the day till the coffee arrived, so she did her best to survive the inane chit-chat about their children, the state of the stock market, and who was going to win some test match or other.


The pudding, when it arrived, smelled delicious. ‘Whose recipe is it?’ she asked the caterer before Jamie or Adam had a chance to put the boot in.


‘Nigella’s.’ The woman smiled. She had a very pleasant smile which lit up her rather plump features. God, Angela couldn’t help casting a professional eye over her, look at those awful clothes.


‘She can lick my spoon any day,’ announced the sleaze-bag Angela identified as Adam.


The female lawyer raised her eyes to heaven.


The caterer cleared the dishes, obviously deciding this wasn’t worthy of a reply.


Once the plates were in the kitchen, she returned with a cafetière and placed it on the table with some mints.


‘At least the mints are OK,’ commented Jamie wittily. He leaned towards Angela and added in a low voice, ‘I bet you wouldn’t lend to her on Done Deal. No Deal for Ms Sour-Faced Caterer.’


‘I thought she was extremely pleasant, actually,’ Angela replied. ‘And unlike venture capitalists, caterers operate on such low margins that I doubt she would have applied to Done Deal anyway.’


In the kitchen, Claire smiled. Angela knew how to keep those jumped-up prep-school boys in line.


She was surprised to look round and find that Angela had brought her own dirty plate back to the kitchenette.


‘You didn’t have to do that,’ Claire thanked her.


‘Pleased to. Sorry about all that. The food was great – especially the pudding. I adore that Italian panettone.’


‘I love all Italian cooking.’ Claire found herself responding to this gesture of friendliness. ‘My dream would be to move there and run a restaurant with rooms.’ She smiled at Angela. ‘Fat chance of that. Heigh-ho. I’m Claire, by the way.’


‘Excuse me, ladies,’ one of the loathsome idiots called out to them. ‘This isn’t a mothers’ meeting. Time for business.’


Angela turned, her eyes sparkling dangerously. She had always loathed patronizing expressions. And, besides, she wasn’t even a mother.


‘Right.’ The one called Adam decided it was time to assert his authority. ‘To business.’ He leaned forward on the table and steepled his fingers as if he were Henry Kissinger about to announce world peace. ‘We have received a very interesting offer for Fabric from a most desirable party, from which both you and ourselves would benefit greatly. In fact, the approach is so advantageous that we would like to proceed immediately and close the deal in two weeks.’


Angela almost choked on her mint. ‘But Fabric’s not for sale!’


She knew that venture capital investments were more about making a fast profit then selling and that they had invested in Fabric three years ago, but surely they couldn’t force her? Besides, you didn’t reach this point in a major transaction in this manner. They must have been working on the deal behind the scene for weeks, months even. And all without consulting her! She was being squeezed out! They were trying to sell her own company from under her!


‘And who is this desirable party?’


‘The Tuan Corporation of Singapore. They have already made several acquisitions of clothing chains and they think Fabric would sit perfectly in their portfolio.’


‘Aren’t they the people who bought Material Girl?’


‘Yes, I believe they are.’


‘Then they took a perfectly good clothes range and ruined it! They stuck jewels and sequins on simple, stylish clothing and destroyed it!’


‘I understand that since the sale it has been flourishing in Asia.’


‘If they want bling in Beijing, then they can get it with their own companies. Not mine!’


‘Ms Williams, you would stand to make a considerable amount of money.’


‘As would you!’


‘That is the purpose of our investment.’


‘And to watch my brand destroyed! The brand I developed from my kitchen table, and put all my unpaid time into until it could stand on its own feet. I refuse.’


‘Ms Williams,’ the female lawyer spoke up for the first time, ‘may I remind you of the Drag and Tag rights in the shareholders’ agreement?’


Angela realized she had never fully understood this stuff, partly because she had never dreamed it could come to this. ‘How long have you been working on this deal without telling me?’


‘We have been exploring the option for a little while, certainly, but that is normal business practice.’


‘And what would be my role in my own company?’


‘Mr Tuan might wish to keep you on as Fabric’s figurehead with some kind of continued shareholding, though from what I’ve heard he does tend to run things himself.’


‘Fabric’s figurehead . . .’ she repeated bitterly. ‘I’m not agreeing to anything until I talk to my lawyer. And if I can’t get her, I’m not agreeing to anything, no matter how desirable the other party is.’


She got to her feet and strode out of the room, Drew at her heels.


‘I just can’t believe they’re trying this on!’ she hissed when they were out of earshot.


‘You would make quite a killing,’ Drew pointed out.


She dragged Drew all the way downstairs and into the Ladies with her, despite the cheeps of protest from the startled guardian at an invasion by someone of the male gender, determined that they wouldn’t be overheard. After several fumbled attempts she located her legal adviser and repeated the situation to her.


‘So, let me get this straight,’ the lawyer spelled out. ‘They’re saying that if they decide to sell, you aren’t in a position to refuse the offer?’


‘Exactly. That can’t be right, can it?’


There was an ominous pause from the other end of the line.


‘I’m afraid it is. That’s what you agreed in exchange for a very generous cash offer when you crystallized a large part of Fabric’s value.’


Angela knew she had a good head for business but this lawyerese drove her insane. She was sure the woman hadn’t made this clear at the time. Maybe she’d been badly advised? If so, she’d sue – but that might not stop her losing her business.


‘That was three years ago,’ she insisted furiously. ‘My hard work and creativity has added huge value to the business since then! The business Mr Tuan of Singapore wants to take from me and ruin.’


‘You could always start another. You’ll have more than enough cash, Angela.’


‘Oh fuck off, will you!’


The diminutive cloakroom attendant smiled encouragingly under the mistaken impression that Angela wasn’t taking anything from anybody.


When they got back into the dining room, there was much conferring in hushed voices which stopped when Angela entered.


‘Right, ladies and gentlemen,’ Angela announced in steely tones. ‘It seems you are right.’


Listening from the galley kitchen, Claire was appalled that someone as smart as Angela could be treated so shabbily. All she could think of was to offer more coffee and some of her home-made brownies.


‘Whatever happens,’ Angela tossed her hair in a gesture Drew recognized as a sign of stress, ‘nothing is going to be settled today.’


‘Of course.’ Jamie nodded sympathetically. He could sense that they were going to get what they wanted. ‘But you do understand there is no other option in the end?’


Angela got up and walked towards the huge swagged windows. Claire could sense her anguish, even though no one else in the room seemed aware of it. Under the desk she saw Jamie make a crude gesture of victory and it was too much for her. What with her husband Martin, Harry the fishmonger and now this untalented little shit . . .


As she refilled Jamie’s cup, Claire’s arm jolted suddenly and the boiling liquid landed in his crotch with all the deadly accuracy of an unmanned drone. Jamie jumped up, yelping.


‘Stupid bloody woman!’ he accused. ‘You can’t even get the menu right; now you’ve injured me for life. You won’t be working here again.’ He turned to the row of lawyers. ‘Can’t you sue her or something?’


The meeting descended into chaos.


Drew had been about to offer Angela some discreet support when his phone began to vibrate in his pocket.


It was his old friend and mentor, Stephen Charlesworth, whose business acumen was so legendary that he was sometimes nicknamed the Seer of Southwark. Stephen was not only famously successful but equally reclusive, so Drew knew a call from him was not to be ignored, no matter how unfortunate the circumstances. He withdrew into the galley kitchen, so close to Claire that she could hear his conversation as she tidied up.


‘Stephen,’ he replied in a low voice. ‘Can’t talk. In a rather bloody meeting.’


‘I know,’ was the astonishing reply.


‘How come?’ Surely even Stephen wasn’t that all-seeing.


‘Someone has been tweeting, “It’s a done deal for ball-breaker Angela”,’ he quoted. ‘“Telly tycoon’s company to be bought from under her.” Drew, you’d better warn her. The press will be onto her like maggots on carrion.’


‘What a delightful image.’


‘Is she OK? Look, Drew, if she needs somewhere to get away, I’ve got this villa in Italy. If she has to have a reason, you can tell her the owner has had an offer to sell it and turn it into a hotel and would welcome her advice.’


‘Right. Of course, you knew her once.’


‘A long time ago. And for Christ’s sake, don’t mention that or she’ll never go.’


‘Stephen, what are you up to?’


‘Kindness of my heart, mate.’


‘I didn’t know you had a heart.’


‘Tut tut, Drew. Just because I’m successful it doesn’t make me heartless.’


‘They often go together in my experience.’


Claire, hiding in the galley kitchen till they’d all gone and she could pack the dishwasher, let her thoughts dwell on what she’d heard. Would Angela really feel the need to run away? To Claire, she seemed pretty resilient, but she could see what a field-day they might have in the papers about the tough tycoon from the telly losing her business in real life.


She put the plates in neat rows, filled the cutlery basket, and added the glasses on the top layer before stowing away her own stuff in a large orange Sainsbury’s bag with an elephant on it.


She wiped the boardroom table and put the sponge cloth back in the sink. There was someone waiting by the door. Claire recognized the woman in charge of hiring who had told her about having to sack Margie.


With a sigh Claire waited for the blade to fall.


‘I’ve just been talking to Mr Fisher. He seems to think you deliberately injured him.’


‘Nonsense,’ Claire rallied. ‘It was a simple accident.’


‘And what about the menu changes?’


Claire decided she’d sound mad if she launched into Margie’s sabotage. ‘I’m very sorry. I had no idea a menu had already been selected.’


‘I see,’ replied the woman severely. ‘Well, I think that possibly your skills aren’t quite what we’re looking for here. Send your account for today to me and I’ll get it settled.’


Claire shouldered her heavy bag and headed down the thickly carpeted stairs.


‘Claire!’ a voice suddenly hissed at her.


It was Angela, with a nervous-looking Drew in tow.


‘Can you see if there are still two reporters standing outside the front door? The bastards seem to be onto me already.’


Claire peeked out. A small posse of journalist-looking types did indeed seem to be standing on the other side of the street, waiting to pounce.


‘Yes,’ she told Angela. ‘Are you sure they aren’t waiting for someone lunching at Claridge’s?’


‘I don’t want to risk it. I wonder if this building has a back entrance.’


‘My car’s right out front. It’s a blue Panda. Here are the keys. Go and get in and I’ll distract the enemy with the leftover panettone. Better that than giving it to my husband.’


Before they could object, Claire threw her the keys and strode out across the road towards the huddle of reporters. ‘Hello, guys, you look starving. Why not share out this delicious bread-and-butter pudding which would otherwise go to waste?’ She handed over the pudding.


The three reporters fell on it like lions on a wildebeest. Claire turned on her heel and smartly crossed Brook Street, halting the traffic with a firm hand. She jumped into the driver’s seat of the Panda, relieved to see Angela in the back and Drew in the passenger seat, and tore off before the hacks worked out what she was up to.


‘My God,’ Angela glanced out of the back window, ‘that was brilliant! Thank you so much.’


‘Don’t worry.’ Claire grinned. ‘I enjoyed it. Where to?’


‘I live in Marylebone but any tube station will be fine.’


‘Nonsense. I can drop you home and go back over the flyover to the A40. Hardly a detour at all.’


‘If you’re sure.’


‘You seem to have had a hell of a morning.’


‘Yes. But not as bad as it might have been, thanks to your decoying of the press.’


‘Makes a change, I must say. To be honest, my working life is usually a bit dull.’


‘Hence the restaurant with rooms idea.’


‘Italy’s my passion. Maybe my great-great-grandmother dallied with a Neapolitan sailor.’ She smiled at Angela in the driving mirror. ‘Or looking at her picture, ice-cream maker would have been more likely. Anyway, I’ve always loved the place.’


‘Maybe if your mysterious friend is serious,’ Angela said to Drew, ‘Claire here ought to come too.’ She then turned to Angela. ‘I’ve just had this generous offer from Drew’s friend to disappear to Italy for a bit.’


‘I’d come like a shot,’ Claire announced, ‘whether my husband likes it or not.’ She suddenly realized this might sound a bit pushy and concentrated on her driving.


They were at Marble Arch already.


‘If you could, go left after Selfridges,’ Angela said to Claire, pointing to the turning into Duke Street. Half a mile later they passed The Wallace Collection in its beautiful eighteenth-century home, and just as they were approaching St James’s Spanish Place, Angela pointed out a small mews entrance. ‘That’s me here. I really can’t thank you enough. You saved my bacon. Or should I say pancetta?’ She and Drew climbed out of the car and waved Claire goodbye.


She watched them negotiating the busy road. How weird it must be to be famous. Angela seemed to have so much going for her and yet here she was being hounded and in danger of losing her business.


It was at that moment she noticed the parking ticket tucked under her windscreen wipers. She’d been so busy chatting to Angela that it had escaped her notice till now. Great.


All told, she’d made a loss of about £40. Fighting back the temptation to dissolve into tears she thought about the mysterious man on the phone’s offer to Angela and whether Angela could possibly be serious about suggesting that she could go too.




Two


Sylvie Sutton edged into her chaotically crowded office in a converted pub on the less fashionable end of the King’s Road and attempted to sit down behind her desk.


It always amused her that the road had once been a private one belonging to King Charles II, since he was a king she particularly admired. She adored the transition from puritanism to the louche lust his reign achieved – not to mention those gorgeous off-the-shoulder dresses. In fact, if she had to live in any era but her own, it was the one she would have chosen.


Funnily enough, the pub she had converted had once been the King’s Arms, but that was the only thing the derelict, beer-smelling, damp premises had in common with Britain’s lustiest royal.


The King’s Road had also certainly changed since the hippie days when it had been the epicentre of Swinging London, from the Chelsea Drugstore, immortalized by the Rolling Stones in ‘You Can’t Always Get What You Want’ to The Pheasantry nightclub with its twenty-foot-high Greek caryatids and its wildly exotic clientele. Sylvie repressed a shudder that it was now, of all things, a Pizza Express.


Sylvie herself preferred the chummy Bohemianism of the Chelsea Arts Club down the road with its glorious hidden garden. She’d also loved the now-defunct Queen’s Elm pub nearby, home to literary types such as Laurie Lee of Cider with Rosie fame, who, once, would regularly prop up the bar and give free seminars on modern literature.


Sylvie breathed in so that she could manoeuvre herself more effectively. The room, and indeed the whole building, was part office, part antiques shop, part storage space for her interior design business and also housed the many exotic fabrics that characterized her decorating style. Sylvie liked to think of her trademark style as exotic and extravagant. Partly, this was due to her childhood following her diplomat father to the far-flung reaches of Syria, Egypt and Iran. But it was also good for business. The ‘English country-house look’ was too crowded a market, and though some people – usually foreigners – were still mad for it, Sylvie’s dramatic, opulent, over-the-top look appealed to people who liked a sense of theatre, as if their homes were stages where some exciting event might at any moment be about to unfold. Sylvie abhorred the thousand and one shades of off-white which tyrannized London’s walls nearly as much as she loathed the vogue for shabby chic, which seemed to Sylvie’s eyes to consist of a lot of chipped furniture and ludicrous lace with silly pink tutus draped all over the place as though the occupant were about to dance Swan Lake.


The walls of her own office were in Sylvie’s signature colour – bright cobalt blue – but it was hard to determine this as they were almost entirely covered with photographs Sylvie had taken on her beloved smartphone of anything and everything that had caught her eye. They ranged from silver Moroccan teapots, bits of coloured rope on beaches, goldfinches in the pub garden, orange Penguin paperbacks from the charity shop next door, a dazzling crimson Chinese screen, to the perfect blue of a duck egg.


Her eyes dwelled sadly for a moment on the photograph of her daughter Salome – now determinedly Sal – with the two grandchildren Sylvie rarely saw. Her daughter couldn’t cope with a mother as flamboyant as Sylvie and much preferred her safe and conventional mother-in-law.


And yet, Sylvie knew, her flamboyant manner was her trademark, and helped her in business. It was also a good cover for when she was actually really worried, as she was now.


Sylvie had also found that a dramatic manner was a good cover for when she was actually really worried, as she was now. She could toss her long and curly red hair and clap her hands like the stern mistress of a ballet school and people wouldn’t notice the panic veiled behind her green eyelids. Her current two-million-pound project was a five-bedroom apartment in Belgravia. The owners were from Moscow and were due to return in three days, when they expected everything to be beyond perfect.


Her Russian clients, Sylvie had discovered, preferred every last detail to be completed, right down to the beds being made as if it were an actual hotel rather than their own home. She often wondered, in fact, why they didn’t just move into the Savoy or the Ritz. They liked the feel of a hotel or show home, with every vase filled, every object chosen and every mantelpiece adorned with silver picture frames. In fact, once she had visited a client six months after he’d moved in and admired the photographs of his lovely family only to realize they were actually the models who’d come with the frame. She’d been more careful not to ask questions ever since.


‘Amelia!’ she called to her assistant, who, like their three designers and Frank, their wonderful furniture mover, was sited on the ground floor. ‘Where the hell is Tony?’ Tony was Sylvie’s husband and, when he could be bothered, business partner.


‘I think he went to Belgravia with Kimberley to take some final measurements,’ Amelia shouted up the stairs. ‘Would you like a cup of mint tea?’


Fresh mint tea was one of Sylvie’s minor addictions, though on a very small scale compared to champagne. Most days she had a glass on the stroke of midday, announcing that there was nothing like Laurent Perrier to get your creative juices flowing.


‘What on earth is he measuring for at this late stage?’ Sylvie demanded crossly, picking up her bag and easing her way down the spiral staircase to the ground floor.


‘Kimberley said something about needing a bath mat in the master bathroom.’


‘Oh my God, she’ll probably pick it up in Primark!’ Sylvie ran an irritated hand through her curly hair. ‘And Tony would be far more useful making sure those red velvet curtains are up in the dining room. Frank, can you come with me in a minute? I’ll do it myself.’


Sylvie didn’t like Kimberley, the spoiled daughter of one of their suppliers from Basildon, who would be more at home on The Only Way is Essex than in sophisticated Chelsea. God knows why Tony had agreed to give her an internship. The girl seemed to think interior design was all about sparkly cushion covers and putting frilly cloths on every table she could lay her hands on. Sylvie could almost bet her bedspread at home would be decorated with a pile of stuffed animals. She probably even had ‘Kimberley’ on her bedroom door.


She saw Frank exchange a quick look with Amelia. ‘You don’t need to come, Sylvie. I could do it under water. Didn’t you say something about picking up that red velvet chaise longue from the upholsterer?’


‘Yes,’ Sylvie replied, looking at him curiously, ‘but it isn’t ready till tomorrow morning. Besides, they said they could deliver. They bloody well ought to for that price.’ The chaise longue, an Empire find from the Decorative Antiques Fair in Battersea Park, had cost as much as a whole room set from Ikea, even with her decorator’s reduction, but it would lend the rather oddly shaped dressing room the hint of drama the owners wanted. She suddenly recalled the famous quote from the Edwardian actress Mrs Patrick Campbell about craving the deep peace of the marriage bed after the hurly-burly of the chaise longue. Did Edwardians really get up to hanky-panky on chaises longues? They looked far too uncomfortable.


And as for the peace of the marriage bed, she obviously hadn’t encountered a husband like Tony who considered the duvet his sole property.


Frank brought round their pickup truck, parked opposite the World’s End pub, now a concept eatery, and proceeded to load up his curtain-hanging gear. ‘You look all-in,’ he suddenly said as Sylvie opened the passenger door. ‘Do you more good to hop in there and have a glass of fizz.’ He pointed to the pub over the road.


Sylvie stared at him. If she wanted a glass of fizz, she’d open a bottle herself. Besides, she was too strung out to relax yet. Perhaps Frank sensed this and that explained his rather strange behaviour. ‘Maybe when I get back. Perfection isn’t good enough for these clients. If there’s a smear on the window, they’ll walk straight out and ask for their money back.’


Frank shrugged. ‘Okey dokey. Belgravia it is.’


It didn’t take them long to get there. It was that dead time of the afternoon after the lunchtime drinkers had headed back to work and before the yummy mummies had got out the Range Rovers and top-of-the-range Lexuses to do the school run. Or got the nanny to do it while they worked out at the Harbour Club.


The Riskovs’ apartment was on the first floor, in what used to be called the piano nobile, with a row of magnificent floor-to-ceiling windows that let the afternoon light flood in.


Frank unpacked his stuff while Sylvie searched for her key. On the ground floor the uniformed concierge nodded to them and went back to his copy of the Racing Post.


The lift came at once. The door of the apartment had one of those fancy Banham keys which were supposed to be uncopiable, with a fob that turned off the burglar alarm when you held it up to the mechanism. Police round here insisted on fobs as too many rich people couldn’t remember their 6-digit PIN numbers and made their alarms go off by accident. Strange, the alarm didn’t seem to be on. She would have to tell her staff off for that.


To her great relief the flat looked amazing. All it needed was the red velvet curtains, the chaise longue for the dressing room and fresh flowers from the shop at Bluebird. She might even do them herself if there was time. She had just got out her phone to snap the locations where vases of flowers were needed and to remind herself of the exact colours in each background – this was how Sylvie operated, everything was a snapshot in her mind – when she heard a strange noise emanating from the master bedroom.


Frank was in the huge drawing room, already up a ladder. She padded across the carpet with pile so deep you almost sank to your ankles in it and opened the bedroom door.


She would remember the image that met her for the rest of her life.


Underneath the vast gilded bed canopy, Kimberley, still wearing her jailbait Boohoo dress, lay spread-eagled beneath Sylvie’s husband.


Kimberley stared at her like a rabbit caught in headlights.


Suddenly Sylvie realized why Amelia and Frank had been behaving so oddly. They already knew what was going on and were trying to protect her.


The emotion and fury would come later. For now it was her decorator’s eye that took in the angles, the light and the dramatic effect of the scene in front of her.


Kimberley suddenly screeched and Tony turned, a look of horror on his face, while Sylvie snapped away on her phone.


‘You know, Tony,’ she fought to hang on to her dignity, ‘apart from me, you always did have terrible taste in women.’


Gwen Charlesworth sat down with her usual plate of bacon, eggs and heavily buttered toast and switched on her beloved iPad. She might be well over eighty but she had never believed in all this muesli nonsense. Her husband Neville had eaten it for years, and look at him: always moaning about some ache or pain while she could keep gardening all day. And as for this nonsense about the old not being tech-savvy, she couldn’t imagine the world without Mr Google.


She scrolled through the dull invitations designed for the elderly to invest in annuities, to buy hideous shoes promising comfort for the older foot and her confirmations of orders from Amazon. Amazon was her secret passion. Every day the postman or delivery van brought her a new item – her favourite pens, new gardening gauntlets and unsuitable novels from Black Lace – she viewed each and every one as a present. ‘What is it today, Mrs Charlesworth?’ the postman would joke. ‘Fifty Shades of Grey?’


To which Gwen would enjoy shocking him by quipping back, ‘No chance. I’m too old for all that hanging about. I’d probably die before Christian wotsit got round to seeing to me.’


She was actually hoping for a communication from her son Stephen. He dutifully rang her once a week but sometimes he’d scan a funny cartoon or a piece from the paper he thought would make her laugh.


She thought about Stephen for a moment. He, too, was a successful businessman like that Christian Grey chap, but she hoped he didn’t get up to those sorts of weird goings on. Certainly he’d been a happy child. And now here he was, apart from one brief marriage in his twenties, still single. She didn’t really get it. He was charming and funny and successful. What was the matter with all the women out there?


‘Could you top up my coffee, Gwen dear?’ Neville requested.


Gwen ignored him since being called ‘dear’ particularly irritated her. It made her think of the phrase ‘old dears’, a group in which she definitely did not include herself. Neville repeated his request, wisely losing the affectionate addition, and she refilled his cup.


Ah, there was a message from Sylvie Sutton. She had liked Sylvie ever since, aged twelve onwards, she’d come to stay with her aunt and uncle every school holiday about half a mile from the Charlesworth home. Now there was a girl who’d had a peculiar upbringing, dragged round the Middle East with two selfish parents who clearly saw having a child as a momentary lapse of concentration. Neither of them ever seemed to think that Sylvie’s constant running away from boarding school, or her dressing up in outrageous outfits – clearly to catch their attention – was anything to bother about.


Not long ago, Gwen had called Sylvie in to help her redecorate their drawing room and it had become Gwen’s favourite room in the house, all dramatic velvet and lush sofas – a bit like a Beirut bordello, according to her son – and it had horrified all Gwen’s conventional friends whose taste ran to flowery loose covers.


‘Don’t ever mention the C word to me!’ Sylvie had pleaded when they’d looked at fabric swatches together. When Gwen looked puzzled, Sylvie had dropped her voice and whispered ‘Chintz!’


She wondered what dear Sylvie wanted. Maybe she was going to come and stay and Gwen could get her advice on the front border. Sylvie was so good at colour. Gwen had been contemplating the ruby of Rococo Red tulips and the exotic purple of Arabian Mystery amongst the sea of forget-me-nots which suddenly appeared like wafts of blue clouds in her garden each year. Sex might have disappeared from Gwen’s life a long time ago but at least she still had gardening, and, given the state of Neville’s knees, that was probably a good thing.


The email seemed to be addressed to everyone on Sylvie’s database and simply said: ‘Dear All, thought this would make you smile.’


Gwen was already smiling in anticipation when she clicked on the attachment. Unshockable as Gwen thought herself to be, her mouth dropped open in astonishment at what appeared to be Sylvie’s husband in a compromising position with a young woman.


Moments later, her phone rang. Instantly she recognized her son Stephen’s number. He appeared via Skype, another of Gwen’s addictions.


‘Have you opened the attachment yet?’ he asked with no further explanation.


‘I’m looking at it right now . . . My goodness,’ Gwen demanded at last, ‘what do you think it’s all about?’ Gwen had always liked Tony Sutton, Sylvie’s husband. There was something reassuringly masculine about him. She always pictured him with a moustache, though he had never had one. Besides, he was kind to animals and children. A man who was kind to animals and children was rarely vain enough to be a bounder in Gwen’s experience.


And yet here, right in front of her, was evidence to the contrary.


‘I suspect that Sylvie has captured her husband in flagrante,’ Stephen suggested.


‘Good heavens!’ Gwen studied it again. ‘It looks like one of those awful divorce set-ups from Brighton in the 1950s. But why would Sylvie be sending this round to everyone?’


‘I imagine she must be trying to get her own back. She always was a bit impulsive. I just hope it doesn’t rebound on her. I’m not sure her Russian and Middle Eastern clients are going to think this is funny.’


‘Oh poor little Sylvie!’ The image of a lonely little girl parading before her aunt and uncle’s astonished dinner guests came vividly back to Gwen.


Poor little Sylvie wasn’t exactly the image that Stephen had of Sylvie Sutton, all five foot eight of her. She had always considered him a spineless playmate due to his unwillingness to don tights and a tutu. And, as an adult, Sylvie had seemed well able to take care of herself.


Until now.


‘Stephen, you must call her. She’s obviously in trouble and, as you say, this could be disastrous for her business. Couldn’t she say she was – what’s the word, hacked or something?’


‘Possibly. Except a lot of people might guess that this is exactly Sylvie’s style, if she wanted to get revenge on Tony.’


Gwen paused to think what should be done. She wasn’t the type to sit back and let the people she loved suffer. ‘What about the gorgeous Villa Le Sirenuse? What better place to tempt her away than a holiday on the Med? She can tell all her clients she’s on a little break till all this blows over. I mean, it’s not as if you’ve got a family you need to take yourself.’


She swept on before Stephen could protest at this jibe on his single state. ‘It’s off-season anyway. The Italians don’t even go outside till the beginning of May. They think we’re mad to start taking our clothes off before then and saying it’s spring. I remember when we used to stay in Capri . . .’


Stephen knew that once they got to Capri it would lead to reminiscences of E. F. Benson and Somerset Maugham and his mother would bring up the latter’s bon mot about the Riviera being a sunny place for shady people, which she had decided applied equally well to Capri.


‘As a matter of fact, Ma, I have just offered it to a woman called Angela Williams. I’m not sure you remember her, but I knew her years ago when we were at Oxford.’


‘Not that frightful woman on Done Deal? Your father loves it. Why on earth did you do that?’


‘She doesn’t know the villa’s anything to do with me.’


‘Why would that matter?’


‘It’s a long story. She’s just lost her business. You probably saw it in the paper.’


‘Good God, you’re not opening a retirement home for indigent females?’


‘Actually, I hope she’s going to give me some good business advice. I’ve had a very tempting offer on the place.’


‘Stephen, not Le Sirenuse!’ demanded his mother, scandalized. ‘You can’t sell that wonderful house as if it were an off-plan studio in Shoreditch! It’s unique! What would they do with it? Fill it with oligarchs and Qatari sheikhs?’


Stephen had heard the shady people weren’t going to stay in the shade much longer. ‘As a matter of fact, they want to open a luxury hotel.’


‘In Lanzarella! Surely there are enough luxury hotels there already? When your father and I first visited from Capri it was just a little village that grew lemons, saved from all that horrible tourism by not being on the sea. Stephen, you can’t!’


Stephen was beginning to wish that Sylvie’s husband had kept his trousers on. It would have saved them all a lot of grief.


‘I’ll think about it, Ma.’


‘Besides, Carla loved that place.’ Gwen knew it was a low blow to bring Stephen’s long-dead wife into the argument, but did it anyway. Stephen turned his face away from the camera. He knew his relationship with the villa made no sense. But somehow, remembering Carla and how happy they’d been there, he could never sell it. Maybe this time it would be different. ‘Sylvie could do the place up for you. She’d make it so beautiful you’d never want to get rid of it.’


Stephen shuddered, thinking of his mother’s Beirut bordello. ‘Sylvie and I don’t exactly share the same taste in decorating.’


‘You’ve spent far too long in the beige world of property development,’ insisted his mother. ‘In fact, you should go to Italy more yourself. Stop you wrecking London’s skyline. I read a whole article about what people like you are up to! Apparently you can’t see St Paul’s properly from Hampstead Heath because of all those horrible new skyscrapers.’


Stephen smiled to himself. The fact that he’d made a considerable amount of money from the beige world of property development had never impressed his mother. Maybe it was a good thing.


‘Right. I’m going to weed my herbaceous border while you call little Sylvie.’


‘Now don’t overdo it, Ma.’ Stephen swiftly changed the subject. ‘You are using that kneeler I bought you?’


‘Anyone would think I was an old woman,’ protested Gwen acidly.


‘You’ll never be an old woman, Ma. Even when you’re a hundred. It’s not your style.’


Gwen repressed a wide smile. ‘Off with you now. And no handcuffing nude women and leaving them hanging about.’


Stephen stared at the phone. Since he had not read Fifty Shades he was utterly mystified. In anyone less obviously on the ball he would have been worried but no doubt his mother would explain the reference to him when she felt like it. For now he was thinking about the Sylvie proposition. As usual there was some solid sense in what his mother had suggested.


And what if Angela accepted? There would be even more reason to take the offer he’d received seriously.


He thought for a moment of the Angela who starred in Done Deal. Although he would never admit it to his mother, secretly he watched every episode. The tough blonde who terrified the participants and fought ruthlessly with the other judges seemed a different person entirely from the pretty, shy young woman from the underprivileged background he’d known all those years ago. In those days Angela had been unsure of herself, conscious of her difference, perhaps just beginning to develop the angry spikiness that now seemed to characterize her.


Maybe it was this that had drawn him to her. He’d always liked strong women. Would things have been different between them if her father hadn’t died and Angela hadn’t been forced to leave university suddenly and look after her mother?


The day they took their first lot of exams came back to him; how they’d had to wear the traditional Oxford uniform of sub fusc – black and white – and how annoyed it made Angela. So annoyed, in fact, that she tore up the white carnation he had in his buttonhole and threw the petals over him.


Stephen found himself smiling. He’d often read about her in the papers, how well she’d done; he’d even spotted her across a crowded room at one or two events and almost gone over to introduce himself.


Yet something had stopped him. Guilt, he supposed. They had all been young and silly, yet he felt he hadn’t behaved well towards Angela. Which was why he’d told Drew not to admit that the villa was his.


He stared out of the window, wondering if she would accept.


He just wasn’t sure he was up to inviting the whirlwind that was Sylvie into his life again.


‘Are you OK, Mum? Why don’t you sit down and I’ll bring you a cup of tea?’


Claire smiled at her son Evan. His expression was one of kindness and there was a look of genuine concern in his grey eyes. Funny how much he looked like his father; the same build and mop of dark hair, though Martin’s was greying now, and, Claire remembered, there had been a time when Martin would have offered her that cup of tea and told her not to overdo things.


‘I’d love the tea but I have to keep chopping for this funeral I’m catering tomorrow. Why are you laughing?’


Evan squeezed past her in the small kitchen. ‘I didn’t know people had their funerals catered, that’s all.’


‘You’d be surprised. This lady left a complete list of readings, music and poetry plus a detailed menu. Smoked salmon blinis followed by coronation chicken and green salad with no peppers or tomatoes because she thought that ruined the look. Cheese and biscuits. Coffee.’


‘I don’t suppose she’ll be noticing from where she is now.’


‘I wouldn’t count on it. She was one of those clients.’


Evan handed her a mug of tea. ‘Do they vary a lot?’


‘God, yes, some of them just delegate to you and forget all about it and the others drive you mad with fussing. She was one of those.’ Claire sipped her tea. Sometimes she’d really like to give up the catering and take it easy but they couldn’t afford it. Besides, just at the moment, she liked getting out of the house. She found Belinda a difficult daughter-in-law. She seemed almost to expect room service and never offered to cook or even shop. Then there was the state she left Claire’s liquidizer in. This reminded her that she’d been meaning to have a word.


‘Evan, darling, do you think you could remind Belinda to wash up after her kale shakes? Only I depend on the liquidizer for my work.’


‘Maybe it’d be better if you did,’ Evan suggested nervously.


Claire sighed. How come nice men like Evan ended up with bossy partners like Belinda? And she, whom she also considered a nice woman, had let Martin get away with letting her do all the earning while he rarely did a thing.


As if to illustrate her point Martin came into the kitchen. ‘What are we having for supper tomorrow? Leftovers from the funeral? Or will the grieving mourners have recovered enough to stuff themselves with all the coronation chicken?’


‘Why don’t you cook something for a change? Or would that be asking too much?’


Martin pretended he hadn’t heard.


Claire went back to chopping her onions. She had learned how to do this professionally on her catering course – first cutting the onion in half then turning it on its side and slicing with consummate skill so that every bit was a similar size and it didn’t even have time to make her cry. Today, for some reason though, she did feel like crying. It wasn’t at all like her.


Evan noticed the tear slide down her cheek and looked concerned.


‘Just the onions,’ she lied. ‘Any news about the flat?’


‘Not so far. Trying to get rid of me?’ he asked.


‘Of course not.’ Just Belinda. And maybe Martin.


‘What the fuck did you think you were doing, sending that out to all our clients, not to mention my ninety-year-old mother in her care home?’ Tony Sutton’s face was the kind of tomato colour that suggested an imminent heart attack. If so, she’d wear a red dress at his funeral.


‘I hope she’s proud of her stupid son.’ Sylvie was slightly regretting her rash behaviour but she wasn’t telling him that. ‘And what the hell were you doing anyway?’ she demanded. ‘Forget the betrayal, the indignity of seeing my husband pumping away at that brainless little bitch, the total lack of originality in screwing the intern – haven’t you even heard of Monica Lewinsky? What about the Riskovs’ five-hundred-thread-count sheets? What if they had arrived early and got a preview of your arse? Have you no business sense?’


‘Who are you to talk about business sense? You’ve probably killed ours stone dead. This thing’s bound to have gone viral by now. We’ll be the laughing stock of London.’


‘It’ll blow over soon enough.’ Sylvie shrugged. She knew she was on shaky ground. She even had a sneaky suspicion it might be illegal. All this stuff about revenge porn. Would Tony minus his boxers qualify?


The sudden look exchanged between her assistant and Frank the curtain hanger came back to her. They had both known about Tony and Kimberley and had wanted to protect her, so this thing had to have been going on for some time.


‘May I remind you this is my business?’ Sylvie insisted. ‘You are my occasionally useful husband.’


‘Thanks very much,’ Tony replied huffily. ‘Didn’t you even consider what our daughter would think?’


Sylvie tossed her mane of red hair. She had indeed been assuaged by a tsunami of guilt on this front, but so far there had been total silence from Salome. The truth was, she hadn’t thought of her daughter at all at the time. She’d been too angry. But of course she should have.


Rather to her surprise, most of the response she had had so far from their clients had been amusement and even a little admiration – especially from the women. She had instantly told everyone that the whole thing was the work of some malicious hacker. The Russians and her grand Middle Eastern clients had chosen to accept this rather than disrupt their decorating plans and, fortunately, Kimberley’s father was no longer on their emailing list or he would certainly have been in for a surprise over his cornflakes.


‘Anyway,’ Sylvie put on her grandest dame manner, ‘you’d better bugger right off now and move in with Kimberley.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. She lives at home.’


‘Do the words “You should have thought of that before” register in that sex-obsessed brain of yours?’


Tony slammed out of her office, tripping on the rolls of fabric as he left. That would have been entertaining, if he’d broken his leg. She had a feeling Miss Kimberley of Basildon might enjoy dressing up in an Ann Summers nurse’s uniform but not tending to a temporarily disabled Tony.


She had tried to dismiss Kimberley as the bitch of Basildon, but the memory of the girl’s glossy hair, long legs and youthful, dewy skin crept unwanted into Sylvie’s thoughts. She glanced down at her own arm, which had once been as smooth and appealing as silk, now dry despite oceans of moisturizer, and at the way it crinkled into a hundred tiny folds when she moved it, just as her mother’s had.


And tough, extrovert Sylvie suddenly wanted to cry.


She wondered for a moment what Kimberley had been doing sleeping with Tony. A father complex? The hope of a job? Then she remembered with irritation that her husband could actually be very charming and attractive when he put himself out. It was just that it had been a very long time since he’d put himself out for her.


Angela sat staring at her laptop, not even noticing the surroundings that usually meant so much to her. She’d searched for five years to find the perfect mews house in Marylebone, one of the few parts of Central London she felt still had real character. She’d decorated the house entirely selfishly – the privilege that came from living alone when you had no one to please but yourself. Angela hated compromising on taste, or, in fact, compromising at all. Perhaps that was why she had never got married, or even lived with anyone, and now found herself, as Drew had put it so brutally, without a husband, family or even a dog. As a matter of fact, she had thought about getting a dog, but had decided it would be too unfair, given the hours she worked and the amount of time she spent away on buying trips and visiting foreign factories to make sure the suppliers were keeping to her rigorous standards.


Drew had also pointed out the fact that Angela didn’t seem to have many women friends.


‘Women friends are a waste of time!’ Angela had snapped. ‘They say they are offering sisterly solidarity but actually they just dump their problems on each other. That makes them feel so much better that they go straight back to the same bad situation they were moaning about. I’d rather not moan to other people but do something about my problems.’


Unfortunately, today her problems seemed insuperable. She’d just been reading how incredibly common it was for founders to get fired from their own companies if they’d opted for outside investment. Outside investors, it seemed, rarely believed that the founder – no matter how successful – was the right person to really make the most money out of expanding the business. Yet according to all the lawyers, she had no option but to take the money and leave.


Angela slammed her laptop shut and strode over to the fridge. Breaking all her usual rules she opened a bottle of Pouilly-Fumé and poured herself a large glass to take to the bath. Even more out of character for one who valued her figure, she decanted a large handful of cashew nuts into a bowl and took them too.


The en suite bathroom was her favourite place in the whole house. It had a large freestanding bath, thick luxurious carpets you could almost drown in and a lovely antique basin. The crowning luxury was surround-sound music she could operate remotely.


She took off her clothes and left them on the large bed, catching sight of her naked body in the dressing-room mirror. Even at sixty she was tall and elegant, with small high breasts and hardly any puckering of the skin above the cleavage – not that she had much of that. For a fleeting moment it all seemed a waste – her still-attractive figure, the stylish home, the money – what was it all for?


Angela turned angrily away from the mirror. Bloody hell, she was becoming morose!


She quickly filled the bath, adding her favourite wildly expensive bath foam, another of the fruits of her success, and turned the music up loud. Tamla Motown soon filled the steamy room, banishing the blues – at least for the moment.


She lay back, letting the scented water envelop her, and thought about this curious offer from Drew’s mysterious friend.


Finding those reporters lying in wait for her had thrown her more than she wanted to admit. Fame was a double-edged sword, which was why she was surprised so many people seemed to court it for its own sake. Well, she wasn’t one of them. It also made people somehow want to see you fall, as though you had set yourself up above the average mortal and deserved anything you got.


Of course, in her position, she could go anywhere – a yoga retreat in the Maldives, a spa holiday in Crete. But Angela wasn’t good at holidays. This was partly due to her relentless energy but there was something else she didn’t like admitting: she feared being pitied. You could stay in the best hotels, eat in the most expensive restaurants, but waiters still came up and loudly enquired if you were dining alone.


A few weeks of Southern Italy, in a private villa, away from the glare of the press and the humiliation of reading about herself, was undeniably seductive. She could even speak a little Italian since she’d been to a summer school in Rome when she was a teenager. It might be fun to brush it up. But the biggest attraction was certainly the business proposition of whether the villa should become a hotel. That was something she would relish. She wouldn’t be a lonely holidaymaker but a woman with a purpose.


When she got out of the bath she decided she’d google Lanzarella. Besides, it didn’t have to be for long. The press had a short memory. They’d soon be distracted by a politician’s affair or a corruption scandal in football. On the whole she thought she’d say yes.


Sylvie had a last check of the Belgravia apartment to make sure everything was in place. The main reception room looked suitably magnificent – Moscow Opera House with just a dash of modern sophistication. The flowers were perfect. She hadn’t had time to do them herself, but the florist had managed to get the dark red peonies from New Covent Garden market that Sylvie had requested even though they weren’t really in season yet. She had toyed briefly with silk ones, which could look sensational, but her instinct told her the Riskovs would see that as somehow cheapskate, especially if their friends surreptitiously started to feel them and smirk, which was all too possible. The peonies had been arranged in huge Chinese vases.


Sylvie bent down and breathed in the subtle aroma. Perfect. The red curtains looked brilliant. Frank had been putting them up when she had discovered Tony, but she wasn’t going to think about that.
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