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Chapter One
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Denied even a spritzer’s worth of Dutch courage, Polly ran her fingers despondently up the side of her glass. It was going to be a dreadful evening.

She could see the man Melissa was dying for her to meet from the corner of her eye, having had him discreetly pointed out as she entered the room. And, really, she should tell Melissa outright that there was no earthly chance of them hitting it off. He was so tall, so well tailored, so thoroughly grown up.

Polly, aware that her just-washed, variegated hair would only defy gravity for so long, wished she’d made the time to get it cut. One comb had already slithered down her cleavage. Her large greenish-brown eyes were her best feature, but, as she was a firm believer in ‘putting on a happy face’, the kohl and mascara had gone on with rather a heavy hand. The result was a sleazy sexiness which matched her generous figure and low-cut, clinging velvet dress, but not her wallflower, party-pooper mood. Melissa’s spare man would take one look at Polly and run.

But Melissa had got her here under false pretences. This was no ‘cosy evening, just a few friends’ – there couldn’t be fewer than ten couples at this gracious gathering. And if you lay on a maid, even a small one, whose white cap keeps falling over her eyes and whose English is more shattered than broken, the occasion is definitely formal. Melissa deserved to see her matchmaking fail.

Polly tried to attend to the difficulties the woman opposite had getting her child into the right kindergarten. The woman was supremely elegant. Her bouclé suit had the clean lines and distinctive buttons which, even Polly recognized, defined it as ‘designer’. Her chunky gold jewellery may have been either Butler and Wilson or Cartier, but it was perfectly placed and balanced. Every gleaming, conditioned, dark brown hair on this woman’s head was impeccably upswept and confined. Her make-up was subtle yet effective; she had enormous style.

Yet when talking about her children she showed touching vulnerability. According to her, child-rearing was a highly technical business, fraught with difficulties. At any stage, the whole thing could go horribly, irredeemably, wrong.

It wasn’t enough to love them, and keep them warm and fed, and, eventually, send them to the local school. This primitive method was far too haphazard – any offspring who wasn’t an absolute genius would fail to emerge from the primeval slime, let alone get into one of the professions. No, the way to have babies nowadays was to consult the experts at every stage, from the selection of your pre-pregnancy diet advisor through to the crammer who would get your child into the right Oxbridge college. Without this expertise, you might as well forget it. The wrong gynaecologist, anaesthetist, nanny agency, and the little son and heir would never fulfil his potential. And when you got into the business of the right school – well . . .

Polly offered a brief prayer of gratitude that so far she’d managed to suppress her maternal instincts. She’d never be able to afford all that specialist help, or even get through the reading list.

Oh, why hadn’t she just told Melissa that she was ill and couldn’t come to her awful dinner party? Because she knew that Melissa would have gone on issuing invitations until Polly caved in and accepted. Their friendship, left so happily behind at school, must be renewed. Melissa was no less daunting now than she had been at fifteen. If anything, the intervening years had added substance to her schoolgirl bossiness, and Melissa had always had the ability to make Polly do as she was told.

But if the years had added to Melissa’s strength of character, they had done nothing for her sense of style. The opulent dullness of Melissa’s drawing room deepened Polly’s depression. It was all so House and Garden, so unrelentingly beige. In her efforts to avoid bad taste, Melissa had ended up with no taste at all. Not a single picture, piece of furniture or objet d’art appeared to have any personal connection. That way, it seemed, Melissa need have no fear of her preferences being criticized.

Even the cat, a pedigree Persian, was hustled hastily out of the way – ‘in season, we daren’t let her out. We’ve found a super tom and should get some really rather nice kittens’ – had been chosen for her golden colouring rather than her personality. It was as if some interior designer had typed ‘Georgian Cotswold Manor’ into their computer, and given it the treatment. The cat was just another accessory.

A raucous laugh erupted from the civilized murmur of conversation. A large man in a dinner jacket was regaling two women with some anecdote he found hilarious. He either didn’t notice or didn’t care that his audience didn’t join in his laughter and were hiding the fact that their minds were somewhere quite else behind a veil of politeness.

‘So what’s Freddy’s reading age now?’ Polly may have been childless, but she knew the jargon.

‘Well, since he started at Boreham’s . . .’

Polly kept her gaze fixedly on Freddy’s mother. Boreham’s was obviously a major milestone, the zenith of educational establishments for five-year-olds. Its regime seemed ridiculous to Polly, but as Melissa was smiling and nodding her way towards her, patent leather court shoes sounding unnervingly businesslike on the parquet floor, she assumed an expression of total fascination. Anything to deflect Melissa from her grisly mission.

But Melissa had all the energy and determination of a young and handsome headmistress, and while Polly was feeling several degrees under par, and possibly a few over 98.4, it was unlikely she could put up much of a fight.

‘Polly!’ Melissa reached her destination and took Polly’s arm. ‘I know Louise will forgive me if I drag you away. There’s someone you simply must meet.’

‘Melissa, I’m really not feeling . . .’

Melissa’s grip tightened. Her back, eloquent in a lace blouse and no-nonsense bra, told Polly firmly to pull herself together and stop being such a wimp.

‘He’s talking to Thalia Bradley,’ said Melissa over her shoulder. ‘She does such a lot for charity.’

From a distance it was possible that what Thalia Bradley did for charity cut into the profits of honest working girls. But close to, Polly realized that she was looking at real beauty, and possibly genuine charm. She sailed the fine line between good taste and sexiness and managed to emerge with both. Her soft, silk chiffon dress was draped in a way which would make many women look fat and probably represented more money than Polly spent on clothes in five years. Her golden hair swooped and waved above a perfect heart-shaped face, tiny retroussé nose, and a mouth which curved as sensually as her seemingly unsupported bosom. The effect was, in common parlance, ‘Drop-dead Gorgeous’.

Polly drew abruptly to a halt behind Melissa like a child being introduced to a group of children by its mother; no way would the group accept her now her mother had barged in and broken up the party.

Thalia had her hand on the arm of the tall man and was looking entreatingly up into his eyes. ‘You will do it for me, David, won’t you?’ Her voice, honey-drenched with nicotine overtones, was as sexy as the rest of her.

His head was bent to hear every fascinating word that dropped from her bee-stung lips. He would no more refuse her anything, however unreasonable, than he would sprout wings. He was totally ensnared, and Polly doubted that even Melissa would manage to inflict her old school pal on him right now.

She underestimated the ex-hockey captain of Heathermount. Melissa waited barely long enough for David to acquiesce to whatever Thalia was pleading for before she interrupted.

‘Thalia, darling.’ Melissa was a trifle sharp. ‘I think Hugh’s looking for you. Your nanny’s just telephoned.’

Thalia could easily have held her ground. She had David in the palm of her hand. But she obviously knew how to leave her audience wanting more. She acknowledged possession of a husband, nanny and presumably children with a reluctant, lingering smile that her companion would not forget.

‘David!’ Ruthlessly Melissa snapped his attention from the departing Thalia, who swayed away in a fair imitation of The Girl from Ipanema. ‘This is Polly Cameron, who’s practically my oldest friend.’

Polly forced her lips into a smile she couldn’t get as far as her eyes, hoping she didn’t look as old as Melissa made her sound.

‘And Polly, this is David Locking-Hill, who’s been a widower far too long. He was married to Angela – such a wonderful person.’

Why was it, thought Polly, that whenever people are described to you as wonderful you know you’re going to hate them? But at least she wouldn’t have to hate Angela in person.

‘But you’re just the one to cheer him up,’ went on Melissa, oblivious to the fact that David was being more than adequately cheered up by the charitable Thalia. ‘You were so amusing at school.’

Certain that she had sent two people on the road to true love – or at least to a pleasant evening – Melissa strode off. She took her work as a hostess very seriously.

Polly licked her lips and racked her brains. But fogged by medication and fever in equal amounts, even the common civilities deserted her, let alone the sort of witty epigram which Melissa assumed she could produce to order. Thalia was a very tough act to follow.

‘As a conversation stopper that introduction should win a place, if not first prize.’ David, prevented by his good manners from chasing Thalia across the room, grasped the nettle. ‘Can I get you another drink?’ He glanced down at Polly’s almost full glass. ‘No? Then let’s sit down.’ To his credit, his sigh was inaudible.

A moment later Polly, perched on the end of a slippery chaise longue, found herself forced to look her reluctant companion in the eye. His fortitude was infectious.

He had the stern good looks which had ruled the colonies for generations. He had thick, fly-away eyebrows above greeny-grey eyes which reminded Polly of the sea in winter – cold, and somewhat uninviting. A hawk-like nose and the sort of chin designed to take life on fitted in with the picture of rocky Britishness. A rather splendid throat, with just the right amount of Adam’s apple, rose from the collar of a gleaming white shirt. His mouth was unnervingly noncommittal: he either had no sense of humour whatsoever, or had one which was so dry, so subtle, that only true wit would activate it. But his tie, which, to fit in with the rest of him, should have been ‘old-and-very-spartan-public-school’, owed more to the influence of Sir John Harvey-Jones than an Alma Mater.

Polly felt like a shaggy Shetland pony asked to stand in for a racehorse on Derby Day, and had about as much chance of keeping David amused for the required ten minutes as the pony had of getting into the winners’ enclosure. Being naturally uncompetitive, she decided to sit back and enjoy the view.

Something about David’s overt cleanliness was rather appealing. Most of the unattached men Polly came across were artists or craftsmen. Bearded, ponytailed and earringed, they were right-thinking, left-voting and had an odour of honest toil about them which could be as oppressive as their pessimistic predictions for the planet. David could obviously be trusted not to go on about the ozone layer in mixed company.

‘That woman you were talking to just now is very beautiful,’ said Polly at last.

‘Very beautiful,’ he agreed.

She was not really surprised that he didn’t add that she was an air-head, had been divorced three times, or that her breasts stayed upright even when she lay down, but part of her was disappointed. Of course he was too much of a gentleman to indulge in such bitchiness, and shame at her own mean spirit left her quite unable to think of anything else to say. Fortunately, he was not similarly affected.

‘So how do you come to know Melissa?’ He managed to sound genuinely interested. Give the man a merit mark.

Polly sipped her tepid Perrier. ‘We were at school together and lost touch completely, but then ran into each other by chance.’

‘Oh, where?’

‘In Tesco’s.’ Hardly the most exciting location in the world, but the truth.

‘Oh?’

‘Mmm. We were both looking for balsamic vinegar.’ She hadn’t the energy to describe the eldritch shrieks of recognition, the frantic scanning for signs of ageing in each other’s faces, the furious exchange of data on the past fifteen years. ‘But they hadn’t got any.’

David looked down his crooked nose at her. ‘How interesting.’

Nothing in his voice, and not the merest twitch of eyebrow or mouth revealed his sarcasm. But there was no way that Polly could have missed it.

She closed her eyes briefly. It was totally understandable. He was probably planning to sue Melissa under the Trade Descriptions Act. And quite right too.

It wasn’t his fault they’d been thrown together any more than it was hers. No doubt she was part of a long string of single women produced as understudies for Wonderful Angela. It was only fair that she should keep him at least mildly entertained, just until dinner. Especially when it was because of her that the most attractive woman in the room had been dragged away from him.

She made a vague, disparaging gesture with her hands. ‘Not really, but it was fun catching up with Melissa. She told me she and Sheldon moved back to this area from London about a year ago. We exchanged telephone numbers and she said she’d invite me round for a meal.’

Polly had been surprised by Melissa’s enthusiasm for a friendship which had only ever been lukewarm. Polly was too much of a rebel for Melissa’s liking, and Melissa had embraced the jolly-hockey-sticks philosophy too wholeheartedly for Polly. Melissa really cared if the school lost an away match and was one of the few girls who wore her school uniform correctly, and actually possessed all the numerous items of games kit. Melissa had probably felt sorry for Polly, still unmarried and obviously not very well off, and had invited her out of kindness. Polly, happy to be single, content to be poor, fervently wished Melissa hadn’t.

And the invitation had been for a meal, not a banquet. And Polly, weakened by a nasty complaint and a course of antibiotics, found herself promising to come. By the time Melissa had added, ‘There’s someone I’m longing for you to meet’, it had been too late to back out.

‘So here I am.’

‘I see.’

They regarded each other until the goad of middle-class politeness kicked in and he restarted the conversation. ‘Those are magnificent beads you’re wearing.’

He went up a degree in Polly’s estimation. She had a passion for flamboyant junk jewellery and the string of huge, amethyst-coloured glass beads nearly reached her waist. With them went a pair of earrings as lusciously vulgar as South African grapes.

Remembering that Melissa’s taste in jewellery inclined towards the tiny but genuine, Polly had added the beads to her discreet black dress specifically to annoy her hostess. Unfortunately, they were incredibly heavy. Which was probably why someone had given them to a jumble sale.

‘Thank you.’ She gathered the beads into a bundle at her cleavage to ease the weight on her neck. ‘So how do you know Melissa?’

‘She was a friend of Angela’s. They did charity work together.’

‘Oh. Which charity?’ Please God it was something Polly could approve of, and not some home for rehabilitating fraudulent pension-fund managers.

‘I’m afraid I can’t remember.’ There was a pause as he thought how to continue this unpromising strand of conversation. ‘Do you do any charity work? Or don’t you have time?’

Polly considered her reply. She certainly spent a great deal of her meagre spare time working for nothing, but she didn’t really consider the fight to prevent half of Laureton High Street being pulled down as ‘charity’ work. Something about him suggested he might not be as sympathetic to this controversial cause as she was, and decided not to mention it.

She smiled somewhat blandly. ‘I support as many charities as I can. Oxfam, Save the Children, Help the Aged . . .’

A glimmer of something told her she may have been rumbled, and David Locking-Hill did not think she was on a score of committees and spent every spare minute selling raffle tickets. ‘You mean you buy their Christmas cards?’

‘Not at all. I always make my own Christmas cards.’

He allowed himself to look surprised. ‘How very – enterprising.’

Even in her weakened state, Polly couldn’t resist a little gentle teasing. ‘Yes, it’s amazing what you can do with stick-on stars and glitter.’

She was rewarded by a shudder so well controlled a less observant person might have missed it. She went on: ‘The secret is to buy the envelopes first, otherwise you can never get them to fit. I’m just passing that on, in case you’re planning to make yours next year.’

‘I’ll make a point of remembering. Thank you.’ He had got himself under control. He answered perfectly seriously, not even a nostril twitched.

Feeling that she had at last gained the conversational upper hand, she pressed on. ‘Do you do much in the charitable line?’

He nodded. ‘I make a point of having at least one charitable thought every day.’

‘Oh? About anyone in particular?’

‘Yes. Tonight I’m going to try very hard to think nice thoughts about Melissa.’

Polly had her faults, but she was not slow on the uptake. ‘A lot of women would take offence at that remark,’ she said cheerfully, to make it clear that she was not one of them.

‘Would they? Why?’

‘Because it implies you’re annoyed with Melissa for interrupting your conversation with’ – she searched for the name – ‘that beautiful woman. Thalia, was it?’

‘Does it?’

‘Of course. You were annoyed, weren’t you?’

‘My dear Polly – I may call you Polly?’

‘It is my name. On the other hand, I’m not too sure about being “your dear”.’

‘As I was saying . . .’ He chivalrously ignored her lapse into feminism. ‘If I was annoyed at being interrupted, I certainly wouldn’t tell you.’

Polly chuckled. ‘You wouldn’t need to. Your body language is very clear. But don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t in the least offended. I shall be struggling with charitable thoughts myself.’

‘Oh? Why?’

‘Because in order to be introduced to you, I was dragged away from a very interesting discussion on education.’

David Locking-Hill, rising to his feet, froze. ‘The implication being . . .’ He was spared from having to finish his sentence by the maid announcing in a high, anxious voice that ‘Dinner is ready’.

Polly smiled. ‘Exactly.’

David regarded her from his great height and offered his arm. Polly, anxious not to offend him further, stood up and leaned on it.


Chapter Two
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David performed his part of the ceremony with a detached efficiency. He ushered Polly to her place, put his hand under her elbow at exactly the right height and pulled out her chair at exactly the right moment. It was a racing certainty that he would never leave your left hand sawing frantically at the air as he held your coat. His manners were immaculate. But Polly wasn’t at all surprised when he allowed Melissa to claim his attention, leaving Polly to take in her surroundings with disbelieving awe.

She could see why Melissa shied away from intimate little dinners. It would be easier to be intimate in a school cafeteria. Melissa’s dining table was so shiny and so vast it could easily double as an indoor ice-hockey rink – perfect for dull winter evenings.

But in spite of its size, very little of the mahogany surface was on view. Melissa had managed to bejewel it with enough candelabra, wine coolers, bon-bon dishes, flower arrangements, cutlery and glasses for a small hotel. Each place setting could furnish the average family with a knife, fork and spoon. And one sip out of each glass would have most people well on the way to drunkenness, let alone over the legal limit for drivers. She must be Thomas Goode’s best customer.

On the other hand, on discreet, closer inspection, Polly discovered the table had leaves and could probably be reduced to half its size without much difficulty. There was no real need for Melissa to do things on such a massive scale.

Except that making things smaller was not Melissa’s way. Polly remembered that from their schooldays. If she ever permitted herself such a vulgar thought, Melissa’s motto could have been ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it’. Melissa always had the best-equipped pencil case, the shiniest leather satchel, the most expensive hair brush, looking glass and comb set with its own manicure ‘pochette’, and made sure it was noticed. Hiding her extremely lavish pocket money under a bushel was not a good use for it.

Melissa had obviously changed very little since those days. Her glasses were crystal and perfectly polished, but over-cut for Polly’s taste. The silver was fiddly and too ornate. The flower arrangements were too high for comfortable, cross-table conversation.

And gazing around at the array of beautiful women and prosperous-looking men, Polly could see Melissa was still eager to be friends with those whom she considered the ‘right’ people. When at school, Polly hadn’t recognized Melissa’s anxiety to chum up with certain girls as social climbing. It was only now she realized that the girls in question either had titles of their own, or had titled parents.

She dimly remembered unkind digs about people ‘smelling of the shop’, which upset Melissa very much. Polly could never understand why – she thought shops smelt heavenly, of freshly ground coffee, newly baked bread, or scent. It was only the ironmonger’s which sold bone meal loose by the pound that smelt unpleasant.

The happiest day of Melissa’s schoolgirl life had been when her father received a knighthood in the New Year’s Honours List. ‘Her mother’s a lady at last,’ commented one acid-tongued young nymphet. ‘Which is more than can be said for yours, dear,’ replied another.

Polly cast her gaze up the other end of the table. Sheldon, Melissa’s husband, was admiring Thalia in an annoyingly obvious way.

Polly wondered about Sheldon. Why had Melissa married him? Had she given up the hope of a title and settled merely for a substantial entry in Debrett? Sheldon could surely provide that, otherwise he had little to recommend him. His neck bulged over the top of his collar, he had fat hands and it seemed he only had to see a woman in order to pant after her.

There was no accounting for taste, of course. He may have swept her off her feet. In his younger days he may have had a sort of dashing charm. Or he may have had an eye for the main chance. Melissa was a splendid catch – her wealthy father’s only child and the sort of woman who lurked behind successful men, goading them on to stardom. Perhaps he was relying on her to get him a title, as Melissa’s mother had for her father.

Whatever their reasons for marrying, she hoped Melissa was happy with him. Melissa may have been – and obviously still was – extremely bossy and overbearing, but she had a deep streak of kindness which deserved better than a fortune-hunter. At school one winter, when Polly was confined to the san with a persistent cough, Melissa had rung up her mother and demanded that Polly be sent Melissa’s entire collection of Georgette Heyers. Polly had never forgotten the joy of having enough to read.

‘How do you do. Hugh Bradley.’ The carrying voice broke into her reminiscences, and a long arm reached across the space until her hand met it halfway.

‘Polly Cameron.’ Surreptitiously she rubbed her fingers.

‘Your other half here?’

Polly straightened her cutlery and unfolded her huge linen napkin. ‘No, I’m not married.’

‘Divorced, widowed, cohabiting?’ Was he checking for availability, or just making conversation?

‘No. I’m single. Is your wife here?’

She smiled warmly, knowing he’d have to have elastic extensions in his arms and legs if he’d planned to fondle her knee, or play footy-footy.

Hugh nodded and inclined his head up the other end of the table. ‘Thalia – sitting next to Sheldon.’

‘Oh.’ Lucky man. Polly waited for him to come up with another opening gambit.

‘So what do you do?’

Her luscious earrings had started to hurt. She discreetly removed them as she considered which of her many answers Hugh would like best. ‘Waitress’ was too blunt and missed out other aspects of her career, like washing-up. ‘Salad maker’ would involve far too much explanation. It would be nice to declare herself to be a potter, but until she made her living from it she wouldn’t. ‘I work in a wholefood cafe,’ she said, opting for simplicity. ‘What about you?’

Before Hugh could tell her, they were interrupted by the maid. She tottered in, staggering under the weight of a pile of huge soup plates. She put one in each place, and Polly discovered that they were cold. Another maid, possibly the twin sister of the first, followed with a tureen of soup, which she doled out over the flinching shoulders of the guests.

Polly watched in agony lest a drop, or even, heaven forbid, a ladleful go astray and ruin hundreds of pounds’ worth of sartorial elegance. Fortunately, although diminutive, the maid was an accurate ladler. But by the time everyone was served and Melissa had ordered people to ‘dig in’, the soup was as cold as the plates.

Hugh, forgetting he was about to give Polly a potted life history, added a large quantity of salt to his crème de stock cube and dried parsley and scooped it up in three large spoonfuls.

Polly was impressed. Here was a man who didn’t care about the finer points of etiquette, and had a hearty appetite. ‘Would you like mine?’ she asked him. ‘I’m not very hungry.’

‘I’m ravenous,’ Hugh confessed. They both checked that Melissa, pushing her soup spoon delicately away from her, was too engrossed in a conversation about antiques with the man on her left to notice them swap plates. Hugh then dispatched Polly’s soup with the same speed he had disposed of his own. ‘Been playing golf all day.’

‘Golf?’ What could she possibly find to say about golf? Nothing. ‘So, what did you say you did?’

Hugh was obviously dying to tell someone about the difficulties he’d had getting out of a bunker and, thwarted of his opportunity, became noncommittal.

‘Oh, a bit of this, a bit of that. Basically, I suppose you could say I was in property.’

Polly, wondering vaguely if this was grammatically possible, said, ‘Oh?’ in a suitably interrogative way.

‘Yah.’ Hugh scraped optimistically at his empty plate. ‘I’m working on a rather neat little deal in Laureton. Do you know it?’

‘Yes.’ Polly did indeed know it. She lived in it and loved it.

‘Then you probably know that row of shops currently held up by scaffolding and fly posters?’

None better. She walked past it every day and thought about it often. She rested her elbow on the table, her beads clutched in her hand. ‘Yes.’

‘Then I think I can promise you a definite improvement in that area. A very big improvement.’

‘Oh?’ This was ominous news. So far the council hadn’t found a buyer for those buildings, and while they were still searching for one the Laureton Action Group were desperately raising money so that they could buy and then preserve them.

‘Have you bought the buildings, then?’ she asked.

But Hugh winked at her, tapped the side of his nose and refused to be drawn. He was obviously delighted that having caught her interest he could leave her in suspense. Polly wanted to hit him, or give him a good kick on the shins. Prevented from relieving her feelings by courtesy to Melissa and her inability to reach his shins, she lapsed into a dignified silence.

The maids gathered the plates inexpertly on to their arms. Polly, whose nerves were already at breaking point, longed to help – partly to keep Melissa’s china intact, and partly to get on to the side of the green baize door where she was most at home. She had had many jobs in her time, quite a lot of them to do with catering, and Melissa’s staff obviously needed some sorting out.

The meal ground endlessly on. Polly took off her beads and hid them in her bag. She felt she was in a sort of social Disneyland, a theme park. Except that it was all very real to everyone else. It was only she, the outsider, who found the whole thing ridiculous. Hugh, having disposed of Polly’s chicken in beige sauce and vitamin-free vegetables, found a more receptive audience to his bunker story on his right.

Some strange radar told David that Polly was now his responsibility, and he smiled at her, surprisingly warmly.

‘Do you play golf?’ she asked.

He shook his head.

That was a plus. ‘So what do you play? I mean, what do you do to keep fit?’

David shrugged. ‘I don’t have much time for keeping fit, I keep busy instead.’

‘And what do you keep busy at?’

‘I’m a wine merchant.’

‘Is that a lot of fun?’

David was obviously used to keeping his feelings concealed behind a mask of good manners, but the mask flickered. ‘Not always.’

‘Oh.’ Polly was disappointed. ‘So it’s not all likening wines to freshly laid tarmac and old wellington boots?’

He shook his head. ‘You’re confusing what I do with being a television presenter talking about wine. I sell it.’

‘But at least it’s intrinsically pleasant. You could be selling surgical appliances or chemical lavatories.’

He nodded gravely. Polly had a hint that he might have a sense of humour after all. ‘I could. And what do you do?’

Really, thought Polly, I ought to think up an answer, something calculated to end the conversation in one succinct sentence that she could trot out in situations like this. Polly hated talking about herself, and she particularly hated talking about her job to people who had no notion what it was like to work in a kitchen. She talked about her pottery only to those she knew well, or who were artisans themselves and would understand.

‘Nothing very exciting,’ she said. ‘Oh look, here comes pudding.’

Pudding was a pale mousse surrounded by a scarlet coulis and cream. It had probably looked stunning when it had appeared on Masterchef, but had obviously lost something in the translation.

‘Consuela, dear.’ Melissa’s tone was as acid as the pureed strawberries. ‘I thought I had explained about the cream being dotted on to the coulis? You remember? Like the picture?’

Consuela, who had her own defences, bobbed a curtsey. ‘Yes, madam.’

Melissa started muttering to Thalia about the impossibility of getting good staff across her left-hand man. Because of the vast distance between each place, her complaints must have been clearly audible to Consuela and her sister. Polly cringed, picked up her spoon and approached her mousse.

She was wondering if she could force Hugh into telling her what his plans for the shops were when she became aware of David at her elbow, trying to catch her attention.

‘Sorry, what? I was miles away.’

‘I said, Melissa is trying to catch your eye.’

Polly looked towards Melissa, who was talking to Thalia, and back at David. ‘Is she?’

He nodded. ‘She wants you to withdraw.’

Polly had the feeling she was in a play, and didn’t know her lines. ‘Me? Why? What have I done? Did Melissa see me give Hugh my dinner?’

She must have said something funny at last, because David was smiling. ‘Not just you, all the ladies.’

The word ‘ladies’ rang a warning bell. ‘Do you mean . . .? No, you can’t possibly.’

David nodded. ‘I’m afraid Melissa intends to leave the gentlemen to their port so you girls can have a good gossip.’ Not a muscle moved as he waited for the explosion.

Polly sat perfectly still. Anger, indignation and simple disbelief formed into a bubble which must surely burst. But somehow she kept it down. She didn’t have the energy for a scene, and if Melissa was in dire need of enlightenment this was not the time or the place for her to be enlightened.

She regarded David as if the situation was somehow his fault. His serious expression mocked her indignation. For a moment she caught a glimpse of something behind the well-cut suit, the polished good manners, and saw a man she could be attracted to. But when she looked again it had vanished. His mask of respectability had descended to conceal whatever it was as if it had never been.

A thread of disappointment stirred in Polly and, recognizing it, she smiled to herself. Was Melissa’s attempt at match-making having an effect? Or was it that she wasn’t quite ready to turn into an eccentric old lady with only cats for company? Otherwise why on earth was she imagining there was more to David than a well-pressed shirt and nice tie?

She made a quick reconnoitre of the other men in the party, to see if any of them stirred her spinster soul. But no – they confirmed her conviction that being single had to be the best option. The last embers of a long-damped-down flame – a flame which had never burned strongly in the first place – had flickered again briefly before dying for ever.

Polly rearranged her collection of untouched glasses contemplatively, but not even a matching set of cut-glass water goblets, surely a wedding present, was enough to tempt her into marriage.

‘But before you go -’ David caught her attention again.

‘Yes?’

‘What is it that you do for Oxfam, Save the Children and Help the Aged so enthusiastically?’

She would never see him again. It didn’t really matter if her answer embarrassed him. It was his fault for asking such a personal question.

She smiled. ‘Where do you think I buy my clothes?’ Make of that what you will, she thought. Melissa’s eye hit its mark. Polly rose to her feet with the other women and followed them out of the room.

As a body they went upstairs, presumably to tidy themselves after the exertions of the meal, although nobody seemed to have a hair out of place. The range of ‘little’ Jean Muirs, Caroline Charleses and Ronald Kleins looked as wonderful as ever. But Melissa always had managed to make people feel their hair needed combing and their socks pulling up, and these women were probably no exception.

But Polly had no desire to see how much mascara had landed under her lower lashes or what had happened to her hair. The discovery that she looked as if she’d been involved in a brawl and had done so for the past two hours would be an unpleasant shock best avoided. To aid her in this, she always brushed her hair and wiped under her eyes with a tissue before facing a mirror, rather than after.

Polly had intended to tell Melissa exactly what she thought of her antiquated notions of hospitality. If she hadn’t seen it for herself, she would never have believed that people still separated men and women in such an out-dated, sexist way. It was high time Melissa and her friends joined the twentieth century.

But supposing they didn’t want to? She could quite possibly be in the very heartland of the feminist backlash. They might turn on her, hold her down on the bed and varnish her toe nails, or pinch her until she confessed that looking after a man was indeed the only career for real women. She shuddered. No, if they genuinely felt that port shouldn’t be drunk in mixed company, who was she to try and convince them otherwise?

A Persian cat dashed out of Melissa’s bedroom as Polly got there. The cat had apparently been caught taking an illicit nap and had covered somebody’s coat in hairs.

‘Oh, it’s mine.’ Polly saw her coat being held up in horror, and recognized the hairs as coming from her own cat. ‘It doesn’t matter, really.’

‘It does matter,’ contradicted Melissa. ‘She knows she’s not allowed up here. I’ll get the girls to brush it for you.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Polly firmly, twitching her coat from Melissa’s manicured grasp. ‘The girls will be busy. I’ll do it.’ And then I’ll go home, she added silently. Why didn’t I think of that before?

The women regarded her, somewhat surprised.

‘Have you all met Polly?’ said Melissa, suddenly wondering if inviting Polly had been such a good idea after all. ‘We were at school together. Only, unlike me, she’s managed to stay single.’

The women nodded and smiled, agreeing with Melissa that singleness was an unfortunate condition.

‘Very wise,’ said one. ‘Husbands are so time-consuming. Not to mention children. One never has a minute to oneself, organizing everything for them.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Thalia. ‘Being married is a full-time career.’

Polly smiled, but didn’t ask what happened when that career comes to an end as the children leave home and your property-developer husband, no keener on preserving a once-beautiful wife than he is on preserving once-beautiful buildings, leaves you for a model which is easier to maintain. A few other skills might come in useful.

Though to be fair to him, Hugh-in-property may not have been that kind of developer at all. She may have been making quite unfair assumptions about what form his ‘big improvement’ would take. He may be planning to restore the buildings.

To her relief, the women reverted to the conversation they were having before her coat interrupted them.

Thalia went over to the full-length mirror. ‘I finally got David to agree to it. And he’s going to supply the wine. Goodness knows how I managed to talk him round.’

Thalia regarded the reason for his capitulation in the mirror with a sigh of satisfaction.

‘I thought Hugh and David were at school together,’ suggested the woman who Polly had been talking to about education. ‘Perhaps that was why he agreed to do it.’

Thalia’s beautiful eyes narrowed and Melissa broke in quickly, sensing the approach of an awkward atmosphere.

‘You have got the perfect house for it, Thalia. If you want any help give me a buzz. I’d be delighted.’

‘Just bring a party, Melissa dear,’ said Thalia, ‘And get them all to spend lots of money. I intend to make an absolute fortune.’

‘Of course you will. It’s such a good cause.’ Melissa ran a comb through her hair and obediently it bounced into place. ‘But if there’s anything else that I can do, just let me know.’

Melissa’s trying too hard, thought Polly, just as she had at school. If only she could be convinced that kind hearts were indeed worth more than coronets, and stop chasing up the rungs of the social ladder, she might be very much happier. In this set she was highly vulnerable to the sort of snubs she had endured at school.

Polly brushed at her coat. She would wait for a chance to slip out of the house unobtrusively. If she did the decent thing, and said her goodbyes and thank-you-for-having-mes, everyone would fuss and it would take her ages to get away. Melissa might even insist on someone – probably David – driving her, and she didn’t have the strength.

She waited until everyone had geared themselves up for another hour or two of scintillating chit-chat with other people’s husbands and had started to waft downstairs on a haze of duty-free scent.

‘I won’t be a moment, Melissa. I’ll just tidy myself a little.’

‘I always find long hair so difficult to manage,’ said Melissa, looking at her and implying that Polly found it almost impossible.

Polly sniffed Melissa’s bottles, wondered if she washed her brushes every day, and glanced at her watch. She replied to Melissa’s shrill enquiry from the hall that yes, she was quite all right, she was still trying to do something with her hair, and heard the drawing-room door close.

When she felt sure they were all sitting about Melissa’s beige sofas, speculating which of their friends was sleeping with which other friend’s husband, Polly tiptoed downstairs.

She felt as if she were bunking off school and remembered how at this stage she always collapsed into giggles, and a reminiscent bubble of hysteria threatened to break her cover. When she got to the front door she stopped wanting to laugh and only wanted to get out. She might as well try and bunk off from Alcatraz: the array of locks and bolts would have kept Fort Knox burglar-proof. Melissa’s insurance company must have taken a lot of heavy losses to insist on such security. Either that, or she and Sheldon were extremely attached to their possessions.

But whatever the reason, Polly knew she’d never get them all undone silently, and before the chaps returned from whatever secret ceremony they were performing in the dining room. And it would be terribly undignified to be caught running away.

The door was a lot taller than she was, with a bolt right at the top. A sensible person would retire to the drawing room, vanquished. But Polly was no quitter and she badly wanted to go home.

Unfortunately there was nothing so useful as a chair in that elegant hall, only a polished table and a marble pillar topped with an expensive, professional flower arrangement.

She considered the door, the table and the flower arrangement. She chose the flower arrangement. Lifting it carefully and placing it on the floor, she eased the pillar away from the wall and walked it the short distance to the door. Then she hitched up her skirt and got her knee on to it, levering herself up until she could reach the top bolt.

Bingo! Methodically, she worked down each specimen of modern security systems which fortunately were all well oiled and squeak-free. Then she clambered off the pillar and was about to replace it and the flowers when she heard the scraping of chairs and raised voices from the dining room.

Determined that she was not going to be caught with her dress round her thighs and the objet d’art askew, she made a run for it, and using both hands managed to hit on the right combination of latches to get the door open.

Unfortunately, it caught on the mat, which meant she had to drag it back until the opening was wide enough for her to get through. Unknown to her, she was not the only one anxious to cross that elegant threshold. The door was open a bare six inches when three ragged tom cats flew, like greyhounds from the traps, through the door and up the stairs, sending the flowers crashing to the floor.

Hypnotized, Polly saw them flash past and then flew in the opposite direction, somehow forcing her body through the tiny gap. Her bag hooked on the door handle, and as she freed it a yowl from Melissa’s bedroom told her it was now the scene of a feline gangbang. Melissa would probably issue her with a paternity suit. Too bad. She had escaped. She wrenched the door closed and made for her car.

A vicious January wind threw rain at her, and the thick gravel conspired with her high heels to trip her up as she stumbled across the drive.

Any minute the front door would open and she would be discovered leaving the scene of the crime, covered in confusion and circumstantial evidence. Where were her bloody keys? In despair, she leant against the car next to hers to have a really good look.

Instantly, its headlights went on and a high-pitched scream tore into the winter night.

‘Oh, damn!’

Then, as her fingers closed on the keys, a wedge of light shone from the front door. The mat had obviously caught again, just giving her time to get into the car and switch on the engine.

Someone came down the steps as she reversed at full speed out of her parking space. She flicked on her headlights and lurched down the drive, gravel spurting from beneath her wheels.

‘Melissa will never speak to me again.’ A small urn fell over as she took a corner too fast. ‘And a jolly good thing too.’ She reached the road and started to laugh.
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