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This one’s for
Diana
and my mum


Chapter One

The first of Svetlana’s new outfits for spring:

Dress in vibrant purple, green and white (Pucci)

Wide green suede belt (Pucci)

Purple boots with rapier heels (Manolo)

White cashmere coat (MaxMara)

Green handbag (Chloé)

Total est. cost: £2,800

‘Sexy, but ladylike’



Annie Valentine, senior personal shopper at the five floors of London retail heaven, called The Store (because less is oh-so-much-much-more), watched Svetlana Wisneski emerge from behind the fuchsia velvet curtain of the changing room. The silk jersey dress clung to the curves of the billionaire’s wife and, in three-inch heels, she towered like a blonde superhuman.

The effect was breathtaking, but Annie, who always exceeded 
  her monthly commission targets and almost always scooped the 10 per cent bonus 
  for highest overall sales figures, immediately read the slightly 
  dissatisfied look on her VIP client’s high-cheek-boned, high-maintenance 
  face.

‘Not working for you, darlin’?’ Annie asked. ‘Not channelling spring, lambs frolicking, Easter bonnets or April in Paris?’

Svetlana shook her head gravely.

‘Never mind . . . have no fear . . . we will find it for you here . . .’ Annie singsonged, flicking at speed through a rail packed with sensational dresses – Chloé, Missoni, Temperley, Gucci, Versace – many so new in they were not yet out of their plastic wrappers. She pulled out another stunning day dress and offered: ‘Mmmm . . . how about Pucci? This could be delicious.’

‘We trrrry,’ came Svetlana’s deep-voiced reply.

No-one left Annie’s two hours of personal attention in anything less than the perfect outfit – more usually perfect outfits – blowing three, four, even five times as much as they’d planned to spend because her advice, delivered in a down-to-earth, no-nonsense, London-born-and-bred accent, was so persuasively excellent.

Annie shopped for her customers, for her friends and for herself with the ruthless zeal of a Wall Street stockbroker on her last day of probation.

Nothing was too much trouble for this gold standard professional: she scoured every glossy, white, down-lit corner of The Store for the exactly right item and she knew every department’s designer collections right down to its ‘diffusion’ thongs.

‘Just for you, mind!’ this bustling, tireless, working wonder could track down a coat direct from the atelier, charm grumpy Italian boot-makers into parting with the last size 41 available in that style. She could even, in a wardrobe emergency, cut a deal with the tiny Brighton boutique which had the only other one of those dresses in a size 12.

This afternoon’s client, statuesque Svetlana, was a cherished customer. Married to the richest pot-bellied, lumpy-looking Russian in London, Svetlana was one of a select handful of shoppers entitled to a free limousine ride home with the boot full of purchases.

Today, early in February, the everlasting winter sales were almost over and the bright new Spring collections were finally breaking through in shades of palest lemon, baby pink, green, green and more green, ultraviolet and sky blue. Svetlana was in to shop for the new season as early as possible because she liked to be first and to have the pick of the new.

For close to an hour, Annie had walked this elite customer and her dumpy personal assistant Olga round every one of The Store’s glittering floors. They’d begun in the dazzling cosmetics hall where assistants had brought out compacts and testers and sample sizes, trilling the delights of spring’s ‘fresh new palette’.

While Svetlana had let herself be lavishly made up and manicured, Olga had scathingly pronounced the shimmery nude polish ‘almost invisible’ and ‘far too expensive’.

‘She works for him,’ Svetlana had whispered in explanation to Annie when Olga was out of earshot.

‘Who?’ Annie had asked, suspecting the answer.

‘Potato-face,’ came Svetlana’s low voice as she examined her Ocean Spray eyelids and Blossom no. 5 lips in the magnifying mirror. ‘He thinks I spend too much money and she is spying on me.’

‘No!’ Annie assured her, although, much to her continued disappointment, she knew nothing of life as a trophy wife, whereas Svetlana was on her third and most wealthy husband. She’d traded up spouses the way other women trade up houses. It was obvious to Annie that if she wanted advice on finding a rich husband (and boy, could she do with one, her eyewatering credit card bills had come in this morning), this was the woman to ask. Surely it was just a matter of the right question at the right moment to get the conversation started?

Up the glass escalators they’d sailed, into white-marble-floored designer heaven where clothes were hung and lit as preciously as works of art . . . and cost as much too.

Should a customer be so foolish as to display any shock at the astronomical price tags, the best sales staff would gush: ‘But it’s such a unique piece. Fabulous quality. You’ll wear it for years.’ The condescending ones would cock an eyebrow and ask: ‘Oh? Too expensive for Madam?’ in a way that made Annie want to shriek: As if you could afford it!

But then the girls here did buy the clothes. They used their staff discount, maxed their plastic and shared cramped studio flats to wear McQueen and Jimmy Choo on their nights out. It made no sense but was unmistakably glamorous.

Once Svetlana had toured the new collections of the designers she regularly chose – Yves Saint Laurent and Givenchy for dressing up, Donna Karan for casual – Annie had tried to entice her into some different, more colourful, directions: Missoni, Pucci, Matthew Williamson.

The billionaire’s wife had looked mournfully through the rails: ‘No, no . . . well . . . maybe . . . I don’t know if Igor will like it,’ she’d declared. ‘He likes sexy but ladylike, always ladylike.’ As if, over the two years they’d shopped together, Annie hadn’t realized. ‘Sexy but lady-like’ was Svetlana’s mantra.

Annie was not usually a fan of the lazy, indulgent and spoiled wealthy wives she regularly dressed, but she was beginning to understand that Svetlana was an exception. Svetlana’s marriage was her career.

She hosted bi-weekly dinners and monthly cocktail parties, she attended endless business receptions, made charming small talk for hours, always looked impeccably elegant, and all for the benefit of Igor and his empire. Svetlana had staff to organize: cooks, housekeepers, cleaners and maids. She had five houses in three countries to furnish, refurbish and decorate. Clearly, it was a demanding, full-time job being Mrs Igor Wisneski. But as she’d confided to Annie – when Olga was once again out of earshot – she was approaching 35, and in need of all the help she could get to maintain her position. Although Svetlana was tall, naturally ice blonde and breathtaking, not to mention the mother of the gas baron’s two sons and heirs, despite an extremely skilful mid-section facelift and perky breast enhancement, her place as drop dead gorgeous status wife was never taken for granted.

Annie knew the former Miss Ukraine was working tirelessly to maintain the interest of Potato-face, enduring a gruelling daily workout with a martial arts expert, fortnightly colonics and all manner of other invasive beauty injections and treatments.

She’d once pointed out the faint creases on her cheeks as ‘blow job lines’ with a telling roll of the eyes.

Now she stood before Annie, with a far more satisfied expression because she could see she was a knockout in the tight, belted Pucci.

Hand on slinky hip, Svetlana considered herself studiously in the three-way mirrors before finally announcing: ‘I like it,’ which in her serious, thoughtful manner was the highest accolade she gave. ‘I don’t know why I’m ever unsure about your ideas, Ahnnah’ – she’d never got the hang of ‘Annie’ – ‘You are always, always correct.’

‘You need a pale coat for that dress,’ Annie assured her. ‘I have a white cashmere, knee-length, beautiful cut. I’ll have it brought up along with a new Chloé – only in this morning – to hang off your arm.’ She winked at Svetlana who, just like Annie, could never resist a soft, dreamy leather bag, jangling with gold links, buckles and the latest ‘must have’ logo. Fortunately, unlike Annie, Svetlana never baulked at a four-figure price tag.

‘Erm . . . sorry to interrupt.’ Paula, the other personal shopper on today, put her head round the curtain which separated Annie’s section from hers.

Annie shook her head and raised her eyebrows: ‘Urgent?’ she asked.

‘Your bid’s been exceeded on the vintage Miss Selfridge . . .’ Paula began.

Although she had primed Paula to keep an eye on the items she was bidding for on the internet today, this news wasn’t important enough to justify abandoning Svetlana just as she turned her mind to new handbags.

‘Thanks, but don’t worry about it,’ Annie instructed, and with a swish of 18 inches of genuine Asian hair extension, painstakingly braided into hundreds of tiny plaits each with a bead sewn at the end, Paula was gone.

Svetlana had firmly decided on three evening gowns, five day dresses, two trouser suits, a coat, four pairs of shoes and two handbags. She was debating the Manolo boots, a ball dress and ‘something to cheer Olga up’ when Paula appeared at the curtain again.

‘Help!’ she mouthed at Annie, who gave a little sigh. She suspected this was about Paula’s next client. Paula wasn’t exactly bad at her job, she was just young (24), inexperienced, and so obsessed with fashion that she couldn’t translate what was hot into what would really suit and work for someone.

She would quite happily stuff a chunky 54-year-old barrister into Juicy Couture and studded gold mules because ‘Wow, that is so now! So happening!’

Usually Annie tried to make sure Paula’s clients were of the rake-thin, fashion police variety who wanted to be talked through combining a baby doll with a tulip skirt, gaucho belt and cork wedges by an expert, but this afternoon Annie had Svetlana, so Paula had to look after Martha Cooper, a new client.

‘Can you excuse me for just a few minutes?’ Annie asked Svetlana, who was turning from side to side in front of the mirror trying to decide whether the handbag in her left hand was a better match with the coat than the handbag in her right hand.

‘Of courrrrse.’

‘Definitely the green,’ Annie pronounced and turned to follow Paula into the cream-carpeted reception area.

There she saw Martha, a very tall, slouchy late thirties, who had turned up for her consultation in the universal uniform of very busy stay-at-home mum: washed-out jeans, washed-out T-shirt, washed-out face, long hair with four inches of root, green gym shoes and Martha’s own personal touch, a truly diabolical grey parka. No wonder Paula had panicked.

For a second, it struck Annie that such a lack of care about appearance, fashion and what people thought of you was almost enviable. Then she imagined how she would look without heels, red lipstick, foundation and a full head of blond highlights . . . and the moment passed.

‘Hi, Martha, I’m Annie Valentine, lovely to meet you.’ Annie held out a hand and treated Martha to her most reassuring smile. ‘Have you been looking around?’

‘Er . . . yes . . . And now I’m even more worried,’ came Martha’s reply.

Annie was used to dressing all kinds of women: WAGs, rich wives, wealthy daughters, business high-flyers, fashion mavens and of course, women who’d clearly lost their way somewhere along the line. But she hadn’t had such a bad case in her suite for some time. Poor Martha, she’d wandered the floors, clocked the price tags, made no sense at all of the more complicated garments and now here she was, faced with one of the most glamorous shop assistants she’d ever encountered: Paula, as lithe and elegant as a young Naomi Campbell, complete with nutcracker buns and ultraviolet talons. Although Annie was a little more real looking, she was still extremely groomed and elegant: a shimmering (originally mouse-brown) blonde, expertly made up with perfect brows, French manicure and light tan, tastefully dressed, high-heeled and utterly convincing in her role of persuading endless women and occasional men to part with extraordinary amounts of money in an effort to look more stylish and attractive.

Martha was probably now convinced she did not belong here, but in an episode of What Not To Wear.

‘You are going to have such fun with us today,’ Annie told her with a genuinely kind smile but still keeping hold of Martha’s hand, so that she couldn’t bolt.

In fact, Annie loved clients like Martha. You had to start slowly with the most sober clothes The Store had to offer, but these clients were always the most grateful and the most enduringly loyal because Annie helped them to work out all the things a woman needed to know about her look – ideally by 20, but definitely by 30.

By 30, according to Annie, every woman should have put in the hours in the fitting room to work out the colours, the shapes and the cuts that flattered. Round neck or V? Knee-length or longer? High waistbands or low? Shades of red and orange or blues and purples?

By 30, every woman should also have grasped the power of one great accessory and have the fundamentals of a personal style in place.

Great dressers also understood the importance of trademark items, such as Princess Diana’s blue blazer; Mrs Thatcher’s pussycat bow; Posh’s bustier; Liz Hurley’s white jeans.

These were the secrets, the dressing lessons, which Annie could reveal.

‘Great height,’ Annie told Martha straight away.

‘Pros and cons . . .’ was Martha’s reply. ‘Sleeves . . .’ She made a chopping motion close to her elbow. ‘Dress waistbands come in under my armpits,’ she gestured.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll work with it. Follow me into my boudoir.’ She finally let go of Martha’s hand, trusting her to follow.

In the airy, opaque-windowed room at the heart of the Personal Shopping area, Annie and Martha sat down together on the fuchsia velvet sofa for a preliminary chat, while Paula hovered close by.

‘So, how old are your children?’ Annie wondered, not needing to ask if Martha had any.

‘Oh . . . Six, five and just turned two.’

‘You must be busy,’ Annie sympathized.

‘I must be insane!’ was Martha’s response.

‘And are you going back to work?’ was Annie’s next question as this was usually the reason harassed toddler mothers appeared in her suite in a panic.

‘Yes . . . first job in seven years. Three days a week in Personnel . . . nothing from Life Before Children fits . . . and I’ve no idea what people wear in offices any more. It seems to be all cardigans, sparkly skirts and high heels.’ Martha ended her explanation with a plaintive: ‘Help!’

‘OK. Well . . .’ Annie was almost rubbing her hands. This was going to be easy – not to mention a joy to put right. Martha was tall, still a size 12-ish and with the right clothes and a bit of care and attention, she would scrub up nicely. She wouldn’t recognize herself.

‘Paula is your guide for today, so’ – Annie shot Paula her ‘pay attention’ look – ‘she is going to help you buy not a trouser suit. No, no! Sooo over! But trousers which fit and flatter. I’d recommend grey, straight legs – not too narrow, not too wide – then a short, toning, but not matching, bang-up-to-date, swingy jacket with a single button. OK?

You need to find day shoes that fit well and that you love in a colour to go with the suit. Now, Martha, you are not allowed brown or black and I’m not even going to mention navy. I’m sorry, those are my rules!’ but she winked at Martha, so it wasn’t too bossy. ‘Go for gold, green, purple, red, orange, yellow . . . Something lovely. Who needs black?

So, once you have the shoes,’ she went on, ‘you’re to find three knockout tops which go with the trousers, jacket and the footwear. Three is the minimum. No slacking, we make you work here. Then, your final mission for today, should you choose to accept, is to find a colourful skirt that goes with all three tops, the shoes and the short jacket. OK? Got me?’

Martha and Paula nodded obediently.

‘This way, I promise you’ll be beautifully dressed for the office every single day. Obviously if you want to look at raincoats, umbrellas, boots, cardigans . . . or make-up,’ there was a noticeable stress on this final item, ‘Paula can advise, but get the basics in place first. You can always come back to us. In fact we’d love you to come back. We’re a bit like the dentist, we like you in for regular check-ups.

Now . . . just one last thing, darlin’, then I really have to shoot back to my other client, how are you planning to . . . er . . . style your hair for work?’ Annie had considered the question carefully and had decided this was the most tactful way to frame: For God’s sake, woman, get a decent cut and colour!

‘Style my hair? Style . . .’ Martha repeated the word slowly as if it was foreign to her, ‘my hair?’

Annie nodded encouragingly, but wasn’t expecting the confession that followed.

Martha gave a deep sigh then blurted out: ‘All I’d like is to be free of headlice just long enough to remember to make an appointment and actually get to the hairdresser’s.’

‘Oh! Oh no!’ Annie, who’d once had to deal with an ‘outbreak’ on her son’s head, at least had some sympathy, but Paula had taken several steps backwards and now looked as if she wanted to run screaming from the room.

‘Oh, I’m clear at the moment,’ Martha added quickly, sensing The Store’s personal shopping staff weren’t as used to talk of headlice as her mother and toddler group.

‘I’d forgotten about headlice,’ Annie said, trying to resist the urge to scratch her head at the thought. ‘My children are older now. So . . . well . . . better get the haircut as soon as you can, before they pop up again. Right!’ Annie had to get back to Svetlana, no doubt about it. ‘Off you go, you two. And make sure I get a look at the finished result!’

‘Now what?!’ Annie wanted to know when, twenty minutes later, Paula was back in her section again. ‘I can’t do your job for you!’ she hissed, losing patience.

‘Donna! In your office,’ Paula said huffily.

‘What!’ This was not good news. Annie tried to see as little of her witch of a boss as possible, but there were several days in every month, carefully recorded in Annie’s diary, when Donna was a hormonal madwoman who had to be avoided at all costs.

‘She’s logged on to your computer!’ Paula warned.

No doubt about it, Annie would have to go, and just as she’d finally begun to hit Svetlana for some priceless new husband advice.

‘I am so, so sorry,’ Annie told the Russians. ‘There’s a tiny problem I have to sort out.’

‘No matter,’ Svetlana assured her. ‘We are finished here. Everything is decided. We get ready to go now.’

‘OK, I’ll see you in a minute,’ Annie said as she rushed out of the changing room towards the windowless matchbox of an office which housed her desk, files, company computer and, most importantly, personal laptop, which right now was plugged into The Store’s internet connection and up and running on her eBay homepage.

Personal shopping at The Store was Annie’s day job. Around it, she crammed in private home makeovers via her Dress to Express service, then there was the Annie V Trading Station on eBay which did great business selling designer items: BNWT (brand new with tags), new, nearly new, secondhand and vintage. Where did Annie source these items? Her own staff-discounted wardrobe, The Store’s sale rail, the bargain bins of other shops, junk shops, charity shops, other eBay auctions and sites. Annie had a saleswoman’s eye for a great bargain and a profitable resale.

Personally, she never bought anything at full price: not a haircut (her hairdresser came to all her sale pre-previews), not a bottle of shampoo (bulk buy on the internet), not a tin of beans (she knew what was on offer at every supermarket and cash and carry within a 20-mile radius of her home), not a car (secondhand, Christmas Eve, fantastic deal). And she was generous with her knowledge: family and friends all benefited from her bargains. Everyone who knew her well had a cupboard at home stuffed with tinned tomatoes, disposable barbecues, Christmas cards, jumbo boxes of nude hold-ups . . . and all manner of other goods, which she’d secured for them at knockdown rates.

‘Donna! Hi there!’ Annie did a passable impersonation of a friendly greeting. ‘Sorry, we’ve both got clients in at the moment, but can I help you with anything?’

Donna, who’d been Retail Manager, Women’s Fashion, for five months now, did not take her short ‘squoval’ orange nails from the keyboard. She carried on typing, eyes in narrow black Prada frames, fixed to the screen in front of her.

Despite the charming floral Issa dress wrapped round her lithe body, Donna, with her long dark hair scraped back from her face, still looked ready for the kill.

‘Annie V’s Trading Station,’ she snarled. ‘My goodness, what a lot of items I recognize here. Isn’t that one of our latest Mulberry bags? And look, it’s about to be sold for a hundred and fifty pounds more than its RRP.’

‘It’s come from a client who’s fed up with it already,’ Annie explained. ‘You know how fickle some of them are. Look, this is all totally above board, Donna, I can even show you my Trading Station tax returns.’

‘Of course, I’m sure it is. There’s just one slight problem, Annie.’ Donna turned to glare at her now, her Botoxed brow doing its best to scrunch into a stern warning, while Annie tried not to wonder yet again why Donna didn’t wax the noticeable moustache from her upper lip. Was it a lesbian thing?

‘You’re doing this at work,’ Donna snapped. ‘And you’ve already had two verbal warnings from me about this.’

‘Verbal warnings?’ Was snakewoman trying to insinuate that previous conversations about Annie’s internet activity counted as official warnings?

‘We’ve had several discussions about this, yes,’ Annie agreed, wishing some ball-breaking lawyer, maybe one of those slick American ones from the TV, was by her side. ‘And I’ve explained to you that I am not doing this at work. My computer is on, open at the web-page. When I have the odd moment, you know, tea break . . . nipping out for lunch . . . I have a quick look. I’m not causing my work a problem in any way whatsoever. Why don’t you look over my sales figures for this month, Donna?’ Annie dared her. ‘Complain to me if there’s a problem there.’

‘It’s not just about sales figures,’ Donna countered. ‘You’re setting other members of staff a bad example. So I’m giving you this.’ She picked up a white envelope and handed it to Annie. ‘It’s a written warning, so we’re both clear.’

‘What!!!’

The devious, scheming cow!

It had been obvious to Annie from Donna’s first week that she was the kind of manager who actually felt threatened by a really good member of staff, rather than supported. But much as she suspected Donna would love to be rid of her, so she could rule the roost without the slightest opposition, Annie had always thought her awe-inspiring sales power would protect her. Now, holding a written warning in her hand, she wasn’t so sure.

‘And what about Paula?’ Donna launched straight into a new line of attack. ‘She’s not pulling her weight. You have another month to train her up properly for this job or we’ll have to find someone else.’

Considering Paula had been chosen for the position by Donna, and Donna alone, this was somewhat unfair, but Annie had come to expect nothing less from her.

The mobile beside the computer began to ring. Annie had two mobiles and as this was her business phone, her heart sank as Donna snatched it up and barked: ‘Hello?’ into the receiver.

‘Yes . . . aha . . . oh really? . . . Well, that’s very interesting . . . No. I’ll get her to call you back.’ Donna clicked off the phone and glared at Annie: ‘That was your estate agent. He wants to talk to you about a “very exciting new investment opportunity”. I suggest you call him back when you’ve read your warning and finished for the day.’ There was no mistaking the withering look which came with this.

Just then, Svetlana appeared at the office door. ‘Ahnnah, we are ready to leave,’ she said, demanding immediate attention. ‘Could you arrange for everything to be taken to the back door? Olga and I will go and meet the car.’

Annie kissed Svetlana and then Olga four times, the Russian way, and thanked them profusely for their visit. She was thanked profusely in return.

Svetlana, as if noticing Donna for the first time, asked her: ‘Are you Ahnnah’s boss?’

When Donna gave a curt nod in reply, Svetlana enthused: ‘She is wonderful. The best stylist in London. Rrrreally. Be nice to her, because if she ever leaves The Store, I will leave with her.’

Donna’s expression darkened, but she did her best to force a smile.

Then, in a small, carefree gesture of thanks, Svetlana handed last season’s Chloé handbag to Annie with the words: ‘I don’t want it any more. You have it. For your business. I am very admiring of your enterprise.’

‘No, no, darlin’, I really couldn’t . . .’ Annie began.

‘Yes, of courrrrrrse,’ Svetlana insisted, ‘and there’s something inside for you. Special information, Ahnnah, because it is time for you to find New Husband. It’s not good to be alone for long time.’

Before Annie could even say thank you, Svetlana had swept out of the suite towards her packed limousine and her luxury life in Mayfair.

The look of genuine pain on Donna’s face was a joy to behold, but it didn’t stop her from snapping: ‘What a walking cliché that woman is.’


Chapter Two

Becca Wolstonecroft at Parents’ Evening:

Grey T-shirt (M&S)

Pink fleece (M&S)

Grey (formerly black) chinos (Gap)

Grey (formerly white) underwear (M&S)

Short black socks (husband’s)

In misguided attempt to disguise the above:

Cream fake fur coat (Xmas gift six years ago)

Total est. cost: £220

‘Good God! How much?!!’



Shortly before closing time, Annie left The Store with two luxurious handbags over one shoulder: her own pumpkin-coloured Chloé which now held Svetlana’s, slipped into a protective cloth inside. She hadn’t decided yet whether she was going to keep it or sell it.

On her other shoulder was an enormous tote bag filled with the day’s other treasures: three Tupperware boxes crammed with leftovers from the staff canteen for supper, eight bottles of Clarins facial oil (out of date), twelve (last season’s) Estée Lauder lipsticks, one pair of (damaged) men’s trousers, bought at a snip. She’d fix them herself and sell BNWT.

Donna’s warning letter, which told her she faced dismissal for any further ‘irregular activities’, had been read then scrunched up in fury. It was now buried underneath all the other items because Annie was doing her best not to think about life without her job at The Store. She was her family’s sole provider. Yes, she worked very hard to supplement her main income, but if Donna pushed her off the tightrope, there was no safety net.

Her personal mobile began to ring in a rap version of the Star Wars theme, because her nine-year-old son, Owen, had doctored it again. On the line was her 14-nearly-15-year-old daughter Lana (what you get at 35 if you think babies are soooo cute when you’re 20 and madly in love).

‘Hi, Lana,’ Annie answered, ‘you’re reminding me, aren’t you? But I haven’t forgotten, honest. I’m out on the dot and I will be sitting down with your form teacher at seven fifteen p.m. Honest, honest, cross my heart and hope to die. I will not be late,’ Annie assured her daughter, ‘promise.’

‘And you’re to get me out of the charity thing, OK?’ Lana was using her whiny voice. ‘Speak to Owen’s teacher about that.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Annie told her, not promising anything further.

She trotted briskly, on two-and-a-half-inch heels, towards the underground station, passing the kind of fashion mistakes that made her want to stop people on the street: ‘Darlin’, skinny jeans? Tucked into boots? That can make Kate Moss look a bit porky. On you, it’s the Tamworth Two: a pair of pigs fighting to break free.’

‘A furry gilet, babes??? Three years after all the other ones were rounded up and shot?’

Annie was heading for Highgate, one of the nicest and oldest parts of north London, where she lived at last. Hundreds of years ago, Highgate had begun life as a hamlet and there were still flagstone pavements and listed Georgian houses with lumpy glass windows and sagging oak beams. Although it was now bisected by a main road permanently clogged with nose-to-tail traffic, Highgate still felt (ah! She could hear the estate agent’s pitch) ‘villagey’. The high street had real shops as well as a Tesco Metro, banks and estate agents. People moved there, fell in love with the place and tended to stay, making it slightly more neighbourly than many other parts of London.

Annie had always wanted to live in Highgate, despite the outrageous prices, and she’d achieved the cramped three-bedroomed flat she shared with her two children through her personal property development programme.

It was testament to her unflagging energy, not to mention her dislike of settling down or staying still, that she’d moved home eight times in the past ten years. Always buying the run-down, junky places no-one else wanted and using cheap tradesmen, her own basic, but tireless, DIY skills and, above all, her unerringly great taste to turn in a profit and move on to something just a little bit better and a little bit closer to her dream destination.

Rotten carpets, mouldy bathrooms, dodgy roofs, rattling windows, rodent infestations, dry rot: none of these things could frighten Annie any longer, she’d lived through them all and come out the other side with equity.

In her current flat, she’d just had a fabulous (heavily discounted) limestone bathroom installed complete with rolltop bath and steam sauna shower; now she was preparing to sell for maximum profit in the spring and move on to the next doer-upper, even though she’d be really sorry to say goodbye to the shower. Well . . . in fact, she’d be really sorry to say goodbye to this flat, for many reasons, and she suspected it was going to be hard to convince the children it was a good idea . . . but, like it or not, she needed the money.

Heels clacking on the pavement, she headed from Highgate underground station, not in the direction of her home, but towards St Vincent’s, the excellent, although totally exclusive and smug, private day school her two children attended.

Sending her children to St Vincent’s at a cost of over £2,000 a month was what kept Annie focused and motivated through her long days of wheeling, dealing, advising and selling. She’d been brought up, the oldest of three girls, in a much less inviting corner of London by a single, non-stop-working mother who had sent her girls to the local primary and then the local comprehensive until one by one they’d hit the critical age of 14. Then, chiropodist (although she preferred ‘podiatrist’) Fern had used her overtime, her savings and their natural intelligence to secure them places at the extraordinarily upmarket Francis Holland School for Girls to ‘get their exams’ and ‘a bit of polish’.

For Annie, Francis Holland had been the Promised Land, the Holy Grail: a fantasy school for the rich and glamorous which, in a slightly limited way, she’d been allowed to join. Yes, she’d suffered a degree of taunting for living in the wrong part of town and having an accent more gravel than cut glass. But mainly she’d attracted a big friend and fan base because she was street smart, savvy and cool and because she knew so many, many boys.

Annie had left four years later with several defining attributes: the qualifications necessary for art school (not medical school, much to Fern’s disappointment), the firm conviction that if she ever had children they’d go to a school like that from day one, no matter what the cost, and finally, perhaps most importantly, she’d learned that even if you didn’t fit in, you had to be yourself, because people responded so much better to down-to-earth reality than to nervous, put-on airs and graces.

‘Ah, Mrs Valentine, lovely to see you. And how are we doing?’

The headmaster, Mr Ketteringham-Smith, ramrod straight and severely smart in his light grey meet-the-parents suit, was greeting at the main door in person with a charming-verging-on-the-smarming smile.

‘Top form, headmaster,’ she assured him with her best smile. ‘And how about you? You’re looking fit.’

‘Oh, well . . . am I?’ He was flustered by the compliment.

‘Definitely, you look like you’ve been coaching the First XV single-handed.’ This, admittedly, was going a tad far, but at least Lana was not around to be humiliated to death by her mother flirting with the head.

‘Well . . . erm . . . like to keep my hand in, now and again,’ came his reply.

She restrained herself from the cheeky answer to this because although there were many, many interesting men to be found wandering the corridors of St Vincent’s on a parents’ evening, slightly balding Mr Ketteringham-Smith was not one of them.

Annie, perhaps understandably, had a thing about dads. Well, first of all, she’d never had much of one. Who had Fern chosen to give her heart to? Fern had picked a cargo ship captain. What an obvious mistake! Cargo ship captain? The warning was in the title. Mick Mitchell was always away. Not just at work, an hour’s commute away, but on the other side of the world away: places like Hong Kong and Rio de Janeiro. The brief times he was home, he still liked to be captain, which infuriated Fern, who was used to doing everything for herself and by herself when she was without him. But it was the all-too-regular medical evidence (requiring hefty doses of antibiotics) of the other women in the other ports that finally sank his boat.

Owen and Lana’s dad, Roddy Valentine – mischievous and funny, a Celtic blue-black-haired heartthrob – had been so much better at family life at first. But then he was an actor, away a lot, and despite his assurances Annie had not been able to stop herself from wondering about the possibility of other women. However, nothing had prepared her for the abrupt and shocking end to her marriage. The total and irrevocable breakdown and break-up. The full stop. Overnight, Roddy had become history and she’d had to deal with it, somehow get over it, use every ounce of strength to pick herself and her two devastated children up and carry on.

How had this happened? It was a story that she didn’t like to tell. It was a story that somewhere in her head she didn’t really believe. She still didn’t like to hear his name unexpectedly, as it made her jump. Although Roddy had left over two and a half years ago now, she still woke up most mornings and looked across the bed for her handsome husband, momentarily convinced that it had all been a terrible dream.

A schoolboy handed her an information sheet and she scanned it over, checking the order of events and the rooms she should be heading towards.

An hour and a half had been allocated for form teacher talks, then it was into the hall for the headmaster’s speech and the performances. Would anyone notice if she skipped the main event?

‘Annie! Hello! How are you?’ Becca Wolstonecroft was bounding over, a plump, curly-blond-haired, friendly face, mother of four. Either fabulously rich sending four kids here, or fabulously broke, Annie hadn’t yet figured out which.

‘You’re looking wonderful – as usual,’ Becca said, kissing her on the cheek.

‘Oh that’s sweet of you,’ was Annie’s response. ‘Maybe you need new glasses, babes.’

‘No, no. Now that’s it, Annie, I’m going to have to get you to make me over one of these days. Look at me!’ Becca tipped her chin down and gestured with her arms. ‘I look like a bloody Lab.’

Annie choked back the laugh this deserved. Not just because it was funny, but because, yes, blond knee-length fake fur wasn’t perhaps the best look for Becca’s short, stocky physique.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Annie insisted. ‘It’s cuddly and . . . so . . .’ she struggled . . . ‘warm.’

‘Oh yes well, a warm, cuddly Lab then!’ Becca exclaimed.

‘Right, OK. Do you do anything on a Tuesday evening?’ Annie asked.

‘No,’ she said hesitantly.

‘Next Tuesday evening, then.’

‘Hmmm?’ Becca sounded confused.

Annie had already whipped her pink mock croc Filofax out of her handbag – she didn’t hold with electronic diaries, having crashed too many of them in the past. She also didn’t hold with handing out her business card and expecting people to call: they never did, you had to get them to commit while you had them by the short and curlies. She never left a St Vincent’s event without netting at least one new client.

‘Next Tuesday evening,’ Annie began. ‘Me in your wardrobe sorting you out, telling you what to keep and what to bin. Explaining in detail, with pictures, what and where you need to buy to make sure you always look amazing from now on.’

Becca was looking very doubtful: ‘Erm . . . well . . . What do you charge?’

‘Probably just a bit more than the value of your current outfit,’ Annie teased.

‘And what do you think that is?’ Becca looked down at her furry coat.

‘Hmmm . . . all in, including the M&S shoes . . . two hundred and twenty pounds?’ came the guess.

‘Good God! How much!?’ Becca seemed genuinely horrified.

‘It’ll be mates’ rates,’ Annie assured her. ‘We’ll be all done for less than a trolley dash round the M&S food hall.’

‘Well, er . . .’

‘Look, I’ll pencil you in. What’s your telephone number and I’ll phone to confirm a few days before?’

‘OK, great.’ Becca brightened up, obviously under the delusion that when the call came, she’d be able to play for time. But Annie happily scribbled the number down knowing perfectly well that on the phone, she would win.

‘C’mon.’ Becca dived for a change of subject. ‘I want to get Eric’s teacher out of the way first. Shall we go up to Godzilla’s room together?’

‘Don’t,’ Annie warned her. ‘I’ll probably shake her by the hand and call her that.’

Lana’s, and therefore Eric’s, current form teacher was the school battleaxe: the kind of dragon who roared just for the sake of roaring and enjoyed sending children scurrying away in fear.

‘Eric!’ Becca called to her husband, Eric senior, a red-faced man stuffed into a pinstriped suit. ‘This way. Let’s get started.’

Upstairs in the corridors and in the classrooms, parents were milling, looking at the artwork on the walls (‘Gosh, Jessamy’s showing so much talent, look at the brush strokes. We should take her to Florence for the summer holidays. She should be inspired by the masters’); leafing through jotters and textbooks (‘Isaac’s just brilliant at maths . . . look at this, he hasn’t set a foot wrong. The Kumon classes after school were worth every penny’); waiting for their turn to speak to the form teachers (George already thinks she’s Oxbridge material . . . that’s right, she’s ten in April . . . but she already reads Dickens. Oh? Henry’s on to James Joyce?’)

At St Vincent’s, parents were very, very interested in how their children were doing and never missed the opportunity for a progress report.

‘Jill!’ Annie tapped the shoulder of one of the mothers, who had recently become a client of hers. ‘Look at you! Lovely.’ She smiled, appreciating Jill from head to toe, taking in the caramel mac they’d bought together, the gorgeous velvet scarf tied just so, and the confident Bobbi Brown glow on Jill’s face.

Smiling back, Jill said: ‘Thank you,’ just as Annie had taught her: ‘Thank you is enough, no more “oh this old thing?” or “I just threw this on” or “I ran backwards through a bush on my way over here” . . . or whatever else you used to say in response to compliments’

After several minutes of chat, Jill pointed surreptitiously and whispered to Annie: ‘There’s Tor! Tor Fleming. She’s been completely shafted in the divorce: Richard’s keeping the house, he gets joint custody of Angela with all the plum holiday weeks and Tor doesn’t even get an allowance. Totally shafted. I think she’s going to fall apart. Look at her. No-one needs you more than her, Annie.’

Annie followed the discreetly pointed finger to the mother of one of Lana’s classmates. Poor Tor. Her bare, exhausted face hovered above a shapeless pale blue anorak and beneath a scruffy mid-brown bob with a tragic grey parting. Worst of all, Richard – tall, handsome and commanding, expensive navy blue overcoat, smart golfing umbrella to hand – was several steps ahead of her, scrutinizing a painting on the wall with too much interest. They’d obviously decided to put Angela first and come to this evening together.

Annie bustled forward, straight past Richard with an effusive ‘Tor! How are you? I haven’t seen you for ages, you’ve got to come round . . .’

Soon enough, it was Annie’s turn to pull up the chair opposite Lana’s form teacher, the feared fifty-something, super-strict Miss Gordanza.

After a curt hello, Miss Gordanza turned to the three pages of typed notes she had on her desk about Lana – and term was only in its first half.

‘Well, Mrs Valentine, there were certainly some difficulties with Lana in the run-up to Christmas,’ Miss Gordanza began, adjusting purple cat’s-eye spectacles on her over-powdered, pointed nose.

‘Difficulties’ was putting it mildly. Lana and her gang of friends had egged each other on to play a series of increasingly daring and dodgy pranks throughout the Christmas term: raw fish hidden in classrooms over a holiday weekend and then the spectacular treacle-based sabotage of the school orchestra’s brass instruments. The Christmas concert had come to a very sticky end.

An MI5-scale investigation had followed involving the headmaster, various teachers, Lana, five of her friends and all relevant parents. The girls had been punished and had left for the holidays in disgrace. Back at school in January, a clever penance had been devised: Lana and the others involved were now in charge of the school’s charity fund-raising group, although Lana was still trying to weasel out.

‘She’s enjoying school a lot more,’ Annie was telling Miss Gordanza. ‘She promised me a fresh new start this term and she seems to be keeping to that. She’s really into her GCSE course . . .’ she heard herself gushing a lot more enthusiastically than Lana might have.

‘I’ll be keeping a close eye on her,’ Miss Gordanza said as Annie fixated on the harsh fuchsia lipstick on the teacher’s thin lips. It was the kind of pink tide line that wouldn’t have dared to rub off, even at night. Probably Miss Gordanza woke up every morning to that same little pink pinched mouth.

‘Yes, so will I,’ Annie assured Godzilla, focusing on her gold locket, because the teacher was wearing the national dress of fifty-something battleaxes: a navy skirt with knife-pleats and a pale acrylic turtleneck, stretched tight over the ample bosom to create a little trampoline for the locket. She probably wasn’t going to agree to a makeover though, was she?

‘There are . . . I mean . . . Lana is bound to have issues because of her father’s . . . ah . . . situation,’ Miss Gordanza went on awkwardly. ‘But I’m sure they’re not beyond the control of this school.’

‘Yes well . . .’ Annie told her gently, ‘I’m sure we all have issues, Miss Godzil— zanza.’ She thought she’d saved herself.

‘So many people call me that, I’m considering a name change,’ the teacher added testily, without looking up again from the typed sheet.

‘Sorry.’ Annie suddenly felt mortified and about ten years old. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to—’

‘No matter. Shall we turn to Lana’s subject choices?’

Owen’s new form teacher, back in the Junior School, was the head of music, Mr Leon. He was a recent addition to the school staff and already very popular. Not just with the pupils, it seemed. Certain mothers had a tell-tale twinkle and had even been seen to blush in his presence. But Annie, who’d met him several times now, failed to see the attraction. To her, Mr Leon was undoubtedly nice and a terribly committed teacher, but he was just a little too English-eccentric-stroke-tramp for her to see why anyone would be interested.

Waiting in the corridor for her turn to speak to him, Annie could overhear the anxious parents ahead of her: ‘Marcus is astonishingly bright,’ the mother was informing Mr Leon. ‘We want to make sure he’s being stretched.’

‘Well, unfortunately we don’t keep a rack on the premises any more, Mrs Gillingham, but I’ll see what other ideas I can come up with,’ Mr Leon replied, provoking at first silence, then a confused titter from Mr and Mrs Gillingham.

When her turn arrived, Annie went in to find Mr Leon seated on the corner of his desk, humming cheerfully.

‘Mrs Valentine! Come on in. All child torture suggestions gratefully received.’

He unfolded his arms, stood up, tried to sweep a hand through his hair but got stuck in the tangle, so pulled out and waved at the two chairs set out for parents beside his own. St Vincent’s parents tended to come in pairs, it occurred to Annie with a pang.

‘What about the violin?’ Mr Leon asked, sitting down and crossing his arms again. It made him look strained and uncomfortable in the clothes he’d chosen for this evening in an effort to be smart. Not a big effort, it had to be said. Tonight he’d taken the eccentric tramp look and run with it: worn-out cords paired, unhappily, with clumpy brown hiking boots and a tight tweed jacket so hairy, she wondered when it was going to bark.

His top shirt button was undone and his tie had been pulled into a tiny scrunched knot, at odds with his broad shoulders, tanned face and spectacular mop of hair. He looked like he’d come down a mountain and stepped into the first clothes to hand. There was a funny smell wafting about him as well: damp, slightly smoky, even boggy.

‘What about the violin?’ Annie repeated, wondering if she’d missed the start of this conversation.

‘We should get Owen playing the violin. He’s doing brilliantly with the piano. He can play just about every instrument he picks up in my class, he’s nine, great age to start, very good ear, really very good. Plus,’ he rushed on, ‘we’re desperate for new violins coming up through the, ranks. Three will be leaving at the end of this year.’

She had to assume he was talking about members of the school orchestra.

‘Mr Leon—’ she began.

‘Ed,’ he interrupted. ‘Please call me Ed.’

He turned away and fumbled in his pockets, catching a violent sneeze just in time with his crumpled cotton handkerchief.

‘Well, bless you, Ed. Where did you catch that cold?’

‘Fifth form orienteering in Snowdonia, just got back.’ He blew his nose vigorously. ‘Brilliant time.’

‘Bit cold for camping, wasn’t it?’ She understood the damp boggy smell now.

‘The kids were in the youth hostel, but it wasn’t any problem for me, I’ve got Arctic kit.’

‘Right. Well . . .’ Sleeping outdoors in February?! See? Mad, eccentric tramp. ‘Believe me, Ed, there is no way that either of us is going to persuade Owen to take up the violin. No way! You may not have been able to discuss this fully with him’ – this was her way of gently introducing Owen’s acute and, at times, crippling shyness – ‘but I can assure you the super-cool-skateboarding, science-kit-blasting rapper boy that I know won’t want to play something as poncy and nerdy as the violin.’

‘I play the violin,’ Ed told her.

‘Oh . . . well. . .’

‘It’s not just about concertos,’ he assured her. ‘Although they are lovely. There’s folk music, Irish jigs, even rock ‘n’ roll.’

‘No, I don’t think he’ll go for it and I don’t want to force him.’

‘I just think of the violin as such a personal voice, a way to express—’ Ed began.

But Annie gently reminded him: ‘Owen has a perfectly good voice of his own. He uses it beautifully at home and when he’s really comfortable with people. It’s our job, everyone’s job, to help him feel just as comfortable at school.’

‘I totally agree,’ Ed said quickly, ‘but he’s very good at music and we should be encouraging that. All creative outlets are a good thing for children. Did you know that Owen speaks about five words a day to me, which is great progress and I’m trying, just as gently as I can, to increase that. What about guitar then?’ He suggested. ‘Guitars are cool.’

‘I suppose so,’ she said carefully, worried she was going to agree to something by mistake.

‘Well, that’s it then,’ Ed said enthusiastically. ‘Guitar lessons!’

See.

She worried about shy Owen having to cope with one-to-one lessons from a stranger. ‘I don’t know if he’d want to have . . .’

‘I’d be happy to give him guitar lessons,’ Ed cut in. ‘At home, even, if that would make him feel more comfortable. Don’t you think that would be a good idea? Seeing me, his class teacher, in a much more normal, less threatening setting? It might really help him to relax at school.’

‘Erm, well. . .’ Annie was reluctant. Aside from what Owen might think of this, she didn’t know if she wanted this big hairy man in her home, clumping about in hiking boots, wafting bog.

‘Ask him what he thinks,’ Ed urged her, ‘then I’ll give you a call to discuss when might be a good time. Let me take your number.’ He clapped the pockets of his jacket but couldn’t find pen, paper or anything useful. He began to look on his desk as Annie took out her mobile and prepared to commit his number direct to its memory, never mind chasing round the room for bits of paper.

Once numbers had been exchanged, Ed sat down again and asked: ‘Right, so, and my favourite member of the Syrup Six is coming on nicely, isn’t she?’

Annie had no idea what he was talking about.

‘There weren’t enough for a Treacle Ten, so ever since the sabotaged concert I’ve thought of them as the Syrup Six . . . Lana,’ he explained.

‘Oh, Lana! Yes, she’s fine. But she’s really not enjoying the fund-raising thing,’ Annie began.

Why Ed Leon was the teacher in charge of fund-raising remained a mystery to Annie. He obviously couldn’t even raise enough funds for new trousers.

‘No?’ he lifted an eyebrow. ‘Well, she’ll have to stick with it. This was her punishment and anyway, I think it’s good for her to get involved with the school again, she was starting to tune out on us.’

‘Yes . . . hmm . . . well, you could be right.’

‘I’ve had an idea for the fund-raising which might make it more interesting for her,’ he added. ‘We might try and run a charity auction website. The Syrup Six will have to track down all sorts of things to flog off and there’ll be a little group competition to see who can raise the most money. She’d enjoy that, wouldn’t she?’

Annie couldn’t help smiling. As Lana was already a budding eBay trader, this would be right up her street. ‘She’ll love it. But keep a sharp eye on her. She’s likely to get naughty just as soon as she gets bored. Keep making it very hard and very interesting or watch out.’

‘Will do. Now, how would Thursdays suit you for guitar lessons?’ Ed wasn’t going to let the subject drop.

‘I’ll have to see what Owen thinks first.’

‘Oh yes, fair enough. Now, I suppose we should talk about his school work too – shouldn’t we?’

‘Mrs Valentine?’

With a start, Annie felt the tap on her shoulder. She was only ten feet or so from a little-known side exit, sure she’d made a clean getaway from the concert. But now it appeared she’d been rumbled.

Turning, she saw the tall, lean figure of the school bursar behind her.

‘Oh, hello, Mr Cartledge, I was just . . . I’m afraid I have to leave early. Such a shame.’ She tapped at her wristwatch (Cartier – eBay, third-hand, possibly fenced) for emphasis.

‘Just a very quick word, Mrs Valentine, I was hoping to catch you.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Well, in a nutshell . . .’

With a lurch, Annie knew what was coming next.

‘Your cheque for this term’s school fees has bounced, Mrs Valentine,’ Mr Cartledge informed her.

She’d taken a risk buying the limestone bathroom and steam sauna shower so soon after Christmas. Looked like she was going to have to sell up sooner than expected.

‘You do take credit cards, don’t you?’ Annie asked, thinking through the credit card juggle she would have to do. She knew perfectly well that five of her cards were dangerously close to their limits, but there was the sixth, emergency use only card. It might give her just a little bit of leeway.

‘We make a one per cent charge for credit card payments,’ Mr Cartledge said.

‘Never mind, I think that’s what I’ll do, just this once!’ She tried to sound as cheerful as she could.

‘No . . . erm . . . problem, is there?’

‘No, no,’ Annie insisted. ‘Just. . . cash flow . . . a funds-clearing situation,’ she fibbed.

She’d put it on the emergency only card and just – well – just work harder. Make some extra sales in the day, find a few more home consultations, sell some more stuff on the website. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t juggled overdrafts and debts about like this before.

For most of the time Annie had been managing on her own, it felt fine. Most of the time she could cope. But there were moments when she hated it, resented it, felt she couldn’t stand it for even one more day.

At times like this, she was certain that having anyone, any partner at all, would be better than being alone. A back-up, a supporter, that was all she was asking for, he didn’t need to pay the mortgage (although OK, a small contribution would be useful), even if he was just someone to go home to, someone to give the kind of neck rub Roddy had been so good at. Someone who could soothingly remind her, just as Roddy would have done: ‘Hey, it’s only money. They print more of it every day.’

Once she was outside, Annie squeezed her eyes shut and then wiped carefully beneath her lower lashes. Only someone looking very, very closely would have seen the slightest of smudges there.

Unzipping her handbag, she delved about inside for two small pieces of chewing gum. She popped them into her mouth and crunched down. Sometimes just a little minty blast at the back of the mouth could fend off that choky, tearful feeling completely.

She tied the belt of her raincoat tightly around her, pulled up the collars, then straightened her shoulders and held up her head. A stiff, shiny Valentino trench-coat, even secondhand via the internet, was so useful for keeping all sorts of troubles at bay.

OK, she resolved, she’d put Svetlana’s handbag up for auction tonight and maybe she’d look into the intriguing information the billionaire’s wife had left inside.
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