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      London, September 1943

      King’s Cross Station was cavernous, bigger than a cathedral, and filled with people.

      It was eight o’clock, which probably wasn’t that late in London where there were nightclubs and restaurants with fine linen tablecloths and silver champagne buckets where dark-suited men and women in fur stoles had supper after the theatre. In Durham, people didn’t roam about at night, because there was nowhere to roam to, apart from pubs and well, she didn’t know anyone who’d frequent a pub.

      But here in London there were positively hordes of people hurrying about, heads down, faces grim and unsmiling. Soldiers. Sailors. Khaki and navy everywhere she looked. An older man with a suitcase lifted his hat as he saw her glance in his direction. A woman juggled assorted luggage, two small children, and a baby on her hip.

      Next her attention was caught by two girls not that much older than herself in WAAF uniforms; hair rolled impeccably, arms linked as they marched smartly along. The blue serge was almost the same shade as her eyes and she thought that maybe she might join the WAAFs when she was old enough to volunteer, though they weren’t allowed to fly planes, which was a shame because learning to fly a plane would be thrilling.

      The longer she stood there, the more her eyes sought out the people who lingered, rather than rushed. Saying goodbye with embraces that went on too long: tense hands clutching at shoulders, sobs not quite swallowed up by the distant sound of a brass band and the cacophony of train doors slamming shut. She turned her head away from one young couple, the girl’s face almost obscured by her handkerchief as she wept in the arms of her corporal.

      She suddenly felt very small and very alone. Too scared to put one foot in front of the other, to choose a direction to go in. She had nowhere to hurry to, no one to linger with and the creeping suspicion that she’d made a terrible mistake. She was always getting scolded for being impetuous, though it was more than impetuosity that had made her jump on the London train with her mother’s ‘funeral’ fur coat around her shoulders and her sister’s two best dresses stuffed in her suitcase.

      By now they’d have found the silly, spiteful note she’d stuck behind the clock on the mantelpiece.

      I didn’t kiss Cedric. He tried to kiss me. I think it’s beastly that you refused to give me a fair hearing and instead expect me to be happy that I’m being shipped off to the back of beyond to join the Land Girls as soon as I’ve taken my Highers.

      Well, I’m not going. By the time you read this I’ll be in London having all sorts of adventures rather than seeing out the war shovelling pig muck, hoeing fields and wearing corduroy knickerbockers and horrid, clumpy boots.

      It might have been her rashest, most impetuous act. Oh, if only she stopped to think about the consequences of her actions…

      ‘Hey! Watch where you swing that thing,’ exclaimed a loud voice to the left of her.

      She whirled round to see two men carrying duffel bags. They were in uniform, but their khakis were crisper, sharper, and they wore their caps at a jaunty angle. One was fair, one was dark, but they were both strapping specimens of masculinity who didn’t look the least bit like their raw-skinned, pasty-faced British comrades.

      They were drawing level with her now as she stood there, mouth agape, because they were from that magical land of movie stars and Broadway and dancing girls in sparkling costumes and everything that was good and great and in glorious Technicolor.

      Then they walked right past her, joking in loud, breezy voices, and the fact that she was alone, without purpose and in the most terrible trouble didn’t matter any more. She rushed after them, suitcase banging against her legs. ‘Please! Oh, please!’ she cried, catching up so she could tug on a khaki-covered arm. ‘Please! I need you to take me to Rainbow Corner!’

    

  
    
      
        
          
             
          

          

        

      

       

      London, September 2003

      The girl stumbled down from the train at King’s Cross station, and stood there, eyes cast down.

      Somehow she was in London, though London might just as well be Africa or somewhere to the left of Mars. None of this could be real.

      The only thing that was real was the roll of money so thick she could barely clasp her fingers around it. She’d been holding on to it for so long that her hand had cramped up and sweat had reduced the outer notes to pulp. It didn’t even feel like money any more. It never had. From the moment she’d picked it up, it had been a ticking time bomb.

      There was a noise behind her and she shuffled just far enough that the man in the suit could get off the train too. Her eyes came to rest on the tips of his polished black shoes, holes punched into the leather to make a pattern. They were so shiny that if she looked hard enough she’d be able to see her reflection. She looked away.

      ‘Do you know where you’re going?’ She’d never heard anyone talk like that. As if each word mattered, not just things to be screamed or shouted.

      Words never worked for her. She stayed silent.

      She didn’t know what he wanted from her. Him with his beautiful voice and shoes and the suit – nothing good ever came from a man in a suit, she knew that much.

      ‘Where do you want to go?’ This time the words were sharp enough that she took one step away from him. She wrapped an arm round her midriff. Noticed the streaks of blood on her T-shirt, not red any more but dried to a dark, rusty brown. ‘Do you know anyone in London? Do you understand what I’m saying?’ There was a pause. ‘Do you speak English?’

      She shrugged.

      ‘God help me,’ he muttered. His hand almost came to rest on her shoulder. Almost, but not quite. ‘You’d better come with me, then.’

      She hadn’t ‘better’ do anything. She could take care of herself – except taking care of herself meant keeping as still and quiet as possible.

      She’d never thought about what the world might be like. Could hardly think about life outside that house, in that room, under that bed where she’d woken up this morning. But somehow she was in London with no idea of how she’d even got here.

      All she had was this man not quite touching her, talking to her like she meant something.

      ‘We’ll get a taxi,’ he said, and the hand that wasn’t quite on her shoulder flexed and she was moving her feet in time with his, even as her fingers twitched around the roll of notes again.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            1
          

          

        

      

       

      Present Day

      Even in Las Vegas, when a girl in a wedding dress walked into a bar, people turned to stare. The bride, minus groom, seemed unaware of the attention. She walked right up to the bar, put down her suitcase and hauled herself up on the stool next to Leo’s.

      It was then he realised that the gawping was less to do with the big, foofy white dress and everything to do with her beauty. Leo liked to think he was immune to beauty. He’d spent the last year in LA where you couldn’t even pick up a carton of milk from the neighbourhood bodega without seeing at least one woman who’d spent thousands of dollars on her appearance. A little nip here, a hell of a lot of tucking there.

      But this woman was so breathtaking that he was grateful she’d sat down next to him so he could gaze at each perfect feature on her face and marvel at the way they came together to form an impeccable whole. She’d had some work done, but it was very discreet. A few injectables, just enough Botox that she could still show emotion.

      Her honey-blonde hair was swept up in a fancy plaited arrangement and topped with a tiara. Leo could tell by the smug glint of the stones even in the dimly lit bar that the tiara was adorned with proper, honest-to-goodness diamonds.

      There were more diamonds sparkling on her ring finger, but no wedding band, which could explain why her cupid-bow mouth drooped at the corners. Though, when Leo caught her eye, she acknowledged his interest with a half-hearted twist of her lips.

      ‘Hello,’ she said in an English accent far more precise than his, as she settled herself more comfortably so the full white skirts of her dress floated around her like petals.

      ‘Hello,’ Leo said and before he could say anything else, the surly bartender who’d taken his sweet time before he served Leo was breaking the land-speed record to stand in front of her and wait expectantly for her to order.

      The woman eyed the collection of bottles behind the bar doubtfully.

      ‘Walked out on your husband already, did you?’ the bartender asked and she blinked.

      ‘I’m not married.’ Her voice was so neutral, it was beige. She gestured at the acres of tulle and silk taffeta around her. ‘Appearances can be deceiving.’

      ‘Runaway bride, then? You got cold feet at the last minute?’

      The woman set her shoulders back as if she were about to bristle and shut the man down, but then she smiled.

      Before she smiled, she was beautiful. But once she smiled properly so her blue eyes twinkled like her diamonds, she was absolutely fucking beautiful. It was all Leo could do not to drool.

      ‘Oh, darling,’ she said to the barman, who’d now stopped pretending to polish the glass he’d been holding. ‘Really, it’s too boring to talk about.’

      Though she seemed self-possessed as she sat there, her shoulders were so stiff that Leo’s ached in sympathy – as if it were a superhuman effort to hold herself upright when all she wanted to do was wilt.

      ‘So, did you break it off or…’

      She held up her hand in protest. ‘Please, no more questions. Not until I’ve had a drink.’

      ‘What are you having? On the house,’ the barman said as if he really thought he was in with a chance, despite his greasy, sparse hair coaxed into a sad little quiff, quivering chin and the fact that he was polishing glasses and serving drinks in a dive bar. Still, you couldn’t blame a guy for trying.

      ‘A glass of champagne, please.’

      He stared at her like she was speaking Martian. ‘We don’t serve champagne by the glass. We don’t got no champagne.’

      ‘Really? How extraordinary!’ She turned to Leo and shook her head, inviting him to share her disbelief. He shrugged and this time she rewarded him with a conspiratorial grin, before she turned back to the barman. ‘Well, what do you have, then, darling?’

      She made do with a dirty martini. She wrinkled her nose as she took the first sip and it was then that the barman realised that he was batting way, way, way out of his league because he started fussing over his bowls of tired-looking bar snacks and left her alone.

      They sat there, Leo and the woman, in silence and it wasn’t until she’d almost finished her drink that she turned to him. ‘I’ll be twenty-seven tomorrow,’ she said.

      He wasn’t sure where she was going with this or if he wanted to find out. Women who looked like her, women wearing that calibre of diamond, had to be nothing but trouble, but since when had that ever stopped him? ‘Happy birthday for tomorrow.’ He lifted his tumbler of scotch and gently clinked it against the side of her glass.

      She leaned in closer so Leo thought he might drown in the warm, sweet-scented nearness of her. ‘The thing is, darling, I made a vow I’d get married before I turned twenty-seven.’

      ‘Twenty-seven isn’t that old,’ he said. ‘I managed to survive being twenty-seven without getting married.’

      ‘It’s different for men,’ she insisted, glancing down at her engagement ring. ‘For women, twenty-seven is… well, it’s hard to explain.’

      Leo waited for her to at least try but she was twisting the huge rock on her finger so it shimmered in the spotlight above her and stars clouded his vision. ‘Look, you’re obviously having a bad day but…’

      ‘The baddest of all bad days.’ She held her hand in front of her and stared at her engagement ring as if it were responsible for all her current woes. ‘The baddest day since records began.’

      He hardly had to think about it at all. ‘You know, I could marry you. If you wanted?’

      This vision, this goddess, choked on a mouthful of martini. ‘You’d marry me?’ she asked once she’d recovered. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’

      Leo shrugged. ‘I used to be a boy scout. I still like to do a good deed every day.’

      She shifted on her stool so she was facing him, the whipped white froth of her dress brushing against the knee of his jeans. ‘You’re not married already, are you?’

      ‘No.’ He smiled at her confusion; tremulously she smiled back and he was starting to like this game he was playing even if he didn’t know the rules.

      ‘Do you have a fiancée or some girl who you have an understanding with?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Are you gay? Not that it really matters but…’

      ‘No!’

      She spread her hands wide. ‘Still, darling, this is all quite sudden. Give me one good reason why I should marry you.’

      There were a million and one lousy reasons – except being married was about the only thing he hadn’t tried. And this had to be fate – a gorgeous girl walks into a bar all ready to say ‘I do’ and the only thing she’s missing is the groom. He summoned the bartender with a lazy finger and ordered another whisky and a vodka tonic for her, as the dirty martini hadn’t been a great success. ‘Give me one good reason why not?’

      She shook her head as the barman placed a fresh drink in front of her. ‘Where to start?’

      ‘It’ll be midnight in a few hours. I thought you were on a clock.’

      She pouted a little, her gaze darting round for a more likely candidate. There wasn’t one. Only a couple of old men who’d been nursing a bottle of beer apiece for the last hour and a man in the far corner staring disconsolately at his empty glass like he’d just put his life savings on black and red had come up. Still, her eyes narrowed as she considered her options. 

      ‘You don’t have to marry me,’ Leo said and he had her attention again. ‘But let’s have a little drink and a chat and see how we both feel about it in an hour or so. Deal?’

      She picked up her glass and gave him another one of those smiles that made Leo want to find a puddle so he could drape his jacket over it for her. ‘Deal.’
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      September 1943

      The two GIs took some convincing. ‘Why do you need to go to Rainbow Corner?’ one of them asked. ‘One of our guys done you wrong and you got your dad waiting in the wings with a shotgun?’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ She stared up at him. He had olive skin and dark eyes, and at any other time she might have thought him quite dashing but not when she had the sneaking feeling he was mocking her as she stood there in her mother’s fur coat, with sturdy lace-ups and ankle socks, her vampy red lipstick all but chewed off now. Still, there was no reason for him to look at her as if he thought she was up to no good. ‘Oh! Oh! It’s absolutely nothing like that. It’s just, well… I’ve come all this way, from Durham… Do you know Durham?’

      They both shook their heads and smiled at her indulgently as if she’d been brought downstairs to say goodnight to the grown-ups.

      ‘Of course you don’t know Durham because it’s the most pitiful, boring place in England and I… I… we got bombed out and now I have no family and no home and so I decided that if I had to be destitute then I might just as well be destitute in London and I saw Rainbow Corner on a newsreel and the announcer said that it never closed, that they’d thrown away the key to the front door so they were always open for anyone who needed a place to go.’

      She was slightly ashamed at the fibs that tripped so readily from her mouth. But if someone didn’t know all the circumstances leading up to her flight from Durham, then it might show her in a very poor light. Certainly, the taller, ganglier GI with the shock of wheat-blond hair wouldn’t be looking quite so concerned.

      ‘You poor kid. That’s awful,’ he said, though she wasn’t a kid. As of two weeks ago, she was seventeen. ‘There’s no other family you could stay with?’

      She shook her head. ‘No. I’m all on my own now.’ She sighed and imagined she must look very forlorn. ‘I’ll simply have to learn how to fend for myself.’

      Meanwhile, his friend had a glint in his eye that she didn’t like. ‘You’d be better off finding the nearest YWCA than hotfooting it to Rainbow Corner.’

      Her face fell. ‘But the YWCA will be too much C and not enough Y.’

      This time they both laughed then the blond one said, ‘Come on, Danny. Been ages since we helped a damsel in distress.’

      ‘How old are you anyway?’ Danny asked.

      ‘Nineteen,’ she replied immediately, as if she didn’t have to think about it at all because she’d been nineteen for months and months, but he scoffed like he didn’t believe that either.

      ‘OK, we’ll take you to Rainbow Corner, but any more lies, then I’m going to start thinking you’re an enemy agent. Might take you to the nearest police station instead.’

      ‘Ignore him,’ the other one said as she huffed indignantly. ‘Got bawled out by our company commander last week. Been in a funk ever since. I’m Phillip, but everyone calls me Phil.’

      ‘I’m Rosem— Rose,’ she amended. He shot her a dazzling white smile and picked up her suitcase. Once they’d descended into the Underground, he paid for her ticket and found her a seat and didn’t even mind that her attention wavered between him and the brightly lit Tube carriage, the girl sitting opposite with a covetable, extravagant hat perched on her head, the grab handles swinging with the motion of the train, even the advertisements – so many new things to marvel at.

      It would all have been thrilling if she could only stop looking at her watch and imagining what was happening back in Durham. By now, they would have read her note. Shirley would say something hateful like, ‘Even when she’s not here, she manages to make an absolute nuisance of herself!’ Mother had probably gone to bed with one of her heads and Father would have locked himself in his study. They’d also realise she’d taken the fur coat and borrowed Shirley’s black crêpe de Chine and her pale blue taffeta, which would just compound matters.

      ‘What’s the matter? You’re too pretty to look so sad.’

      Rose blushed. No one had ever called her pretty before, though if she held her face a certain way and half-squinted, she thought she looked a little like Hedy Lamarr. Still, it didn’t do for people to think that you thought you were pretty. ‘That’s very kind but I’m not…’

      ‘You’d be even prettier if you smiled,’ Phil said, and she did smile then and he pretended he was about to faint though Danny grunted. Rose decided that it was best to ignore him.

      The next station was Piccadilly Circus.

      Simply walking up the steps that led from station to street was exhilarating. Of course, they’d turned off the lights and she couldn’t see Eros or the famous advertisement hoardings, but it took only seconds for the shapes and outlines in the murky night to shift into focus and become people hustling and bustling. Waiting for friends or sheltering in doorways as they lit cigarettes, queuing outside restaurants and nightclubs; there was an electric hum to their laughter and chatter.

      The lemonade-fizz of anticipation made Rose’s fingers twitch and her toes curl in her lace-ups. It was as if everything that was good and glamorous had converged on this one spot, including the gaggle of girls, all primped and preened, who were gathered on a street corner. ‘Hey, GI, need someone to jive with?’ one of the girls called out as she caught sight of Phil and Danny.

      ‘Give you a kiss if you get me into Rainbow Corner,’ another girl promised, checking Rose with her hip so she stumbled but before Rose could raise her foot or employ a sharp elbow, Danny had her arm in a firm hold and guided her forward.

      ‘You and trouble are on first-name terms, aren’t you? Here’s some advice, kid: have your night on Uncle Sam, then go back home.’

      ‘But I told you already, I was bombed out. I don’t actually have a ho—’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. Tell it to the Marines,’ he drawled as he hauled her through the thickening crowd, their progress becoming a slow crawl. ‘Go home or end up like them.’

      Rose followed his gaze to another group of girls standing on the opposite corner. They seemed harmless enough. Pretty, even, though there was a word for the sort of girl who hung about on street corners calling out to men she patently didn’t know. To think that she’d been accused of being fast for daring to attract the unwelcome attentions of fat Cedric, the bank manager’s son. ‘They don’t seem so bad. What’s wrong with them?’

      ‘The Piccadilly Commandos?’ he replied with a dry snicker that was a distant cousin to a laugh. ‘You’ll find out soon enough if you keep propositioning GIs at railway stations.’

      ‘Well, I like that! That not what I did!’

      ‘Cut it out, Danny,’ Phil said sharply as he pulled open a large glass-set door. ‘After you, ma’am.’

      Rose had dreamt about this moment for so long, but now she was preoccupied with bickering with that hateful man, then squeezing past a noisy group of American soldiers on their way out, then suddenly here she was…

      She’d left the drab, humdrum world behind – all that making-do and saving things for a best that never came. She’d lied and stolen and snatched herself away and accosted strange men to walk through a door and find herself in heaven on earth.

      Rainbow Corner.

      There was absolutely no point in having dreams if you didn’t do everything in your power to make them come true, Rose decided, as she gazed around her. Truthfully, she felt a little disappointed as she took in the huge foyer. There were the same official-looking signs pinned to the noticeboard in front of her that she saw everywhere she went. But there was also an arrow pointing east with BERLIN – 600 MILES inscribed on it. Another arrow pointing in the opposite direction that bore the words NEW YORK – 3271 MILES and an American flag hanging proudly from the balcony above, reached by a sweeping staircase. If Rose stood very still and tried to block out the sound of people talking and calling out to each other in that smooth easy way that Americans seemed to have, then she could hear the distant strains of a band playing something swingy and infectious. That was where she wanted to be…

      ‘Rosie?’

      Phil tugged gently at her sleeve to pull her to the reception desk manned by two women in dark grey uniforms. She hung back as Phil and Danny signed in and asked if the rumours of hot showers were true. Rose could still hear the band; she swayed on the spot, one foot tapping out the rhythm, until she became aware of the two women looking at her quizzically.

      ‘Hello,’ she said in what she hoped was a confident voice. ‘I’m with them.’

      ‘Would you believe this is Phil’s kid sis come all the way from Des Moines?’ Danny treated both women to a look Rose couldn’t see but one of them, an officious-looking brunette, smiled.

      ‘I won’t be any trouble,’ Rose said. ‘Honestly, I won’t.’

      The other woman, who looked even more officious, seemed unconvinced. ‘She sure has a funny accent for that part of the world,’ she said drily.

      ‘Yeah, she’s kind of pretentious.’ Rose hissed through tightly clenched teeth. How dare he? ‘She’s hoping to bag a duke while she’s here.’

      Suddenly getting into Rainbow Corner didn’t seem nearly as important as punching Danny hard between his shoulder blades, but both women laughed. ‘I think there’s an earl playing billiards – best keep your sister away from him.’

      ‘Thank you. Thank you ever, ever so much. You won’t even know I’m here,’ Rose promised, as Phil led her away. She grinned up at him. ‘That was touch and go for a minute.’ She turned to Danny. ‘Thank you for your help,’ she added stiffly.

      ‘Don’t mention it, kid,’ he said, touching his cap in mock salute. ‘See you later.’

      It was a relief when he shouldered his way past them. Phil was hoisting up his duffel bag too. Rose would be fine on her own because everyone said that the Yanks were very friendly and never stood on ceremony, and besides she was here under the protection of the American Red Cross so nothing bad would happen to her.

      ‘Well, it’s been very nice to meet you and thanks again,’ she said brightly but briskly. ‘I’m sure I’ll be perfectly all right now.’

      ‘It’s like that, is it,’ Phil said, his kind, open face closing off a little. ‘I thought we were becoming buddies.’

      ‘We were – we are. Really, you’ve been a brick, but you needn’t worry about me,’ Rose assured him with an airiness that she didn’t believe herself. ‘I’m sure you have lots of friends here you’d like to spend time with and I’d hate to cramp your style.’

      ‘More like you don’t want me to cramp your style,’ he said, shifting his bag. ‘Back home, we have a name for girls like you.’

      ‘I’m not trying to get rid of you. I’m helping you get rid of me,’ she explained. ‘So you’re free to, um, talk to other girls.’

      He flushed bright red. ‘I’d rather talk to you,’ he said in a rush. ‘I’d rather spend the whole eighteen hours before I go back to base with you.’

      ‘You would?’

      He nodded, a clumsy grin on his face. ‘Yeah, I would,’ he declared and he held out his arm so she could take it and led her up the stairs which, on closer inspection, weren’t as sweeping as Rose would have liked them to be.

      They danced to a swing band on the huge dancefloor, both of them dazzled by the lights bouncing off the brass section and trying not to bump into anyone, because there had to be at least two hundred other couples moving in four-four time.

      ‘Have you ever jived?’ Phil asked.

      ‘Not really, but I want to more than anything,’ Rose said, but there wasn’t room to do much more than a fast foxtrot. Phil danced with her until her feet were sore and her throat was dry but when he ground to a halt and stood there panting, she didn’t want to stop. ‘Do let’s stay for one more dance,’ she begged but Phil laughed and shook his head.

      ‘I heard a rumour about this place,’ he said. ‘If it’s true, it’s even better than dancing.’

      ‘I can’t believe that anything’s better than dancing,’ Rose said as he took her hand and hurried out of the ballroom and down the stairs. ‘What is it?’

      ‘I can’t tell you. It’s a surprise.’

      ‘I love surprises!’ In fact, Rose loved everything that had happened to her in Rainbow Corner. Even the contretemps in gaining entry, because those few fearful moments when she’d thought she was going to be tossed back to the cruel, unforgiving night made her appreciate being here all the more. ‘Shall I shut my eyes so the surprise is extra surprising?’

      ‘That’s a grand idea,’ Phil agreed and he was one of those people that you instinctively trusted and Rose knew that he’d lead her down the stairs and ensure that no one bumped into her. ‘Two more steps. Careful, Rosie. Then we just head down here and hey! Watch it, pal, lady coming through… you can open your eyes when I say… now!’

      Rose didn’t open her eyes immediately because she wanted to let the anticipation build just a little while longer and then she couldn’t wait and she opened them and, ‘Oh my…’ She thought she might faint or burst into tears or some heady combination of both. ‘Goodness me, I must be dreaming.’

      Like everywhere else in Rainbow Corner, the basement was packed to the rafters. There were people squeezed around small tables, more people crowded round the edges of the room, even lining the stairs as they clutched mugs and nodded along to the record playing on a jukebox and in the centre of the huge room was a soda fountain. A genuine soda fountain.

      Phil visibly puffed with pride at her reaction. ‘We have one just like it in Des Moines. More than one.’

      ‘It’s absolutely beautiful,’ Rose gasped, and Phil chuckled as if she was joking but she’d never been more deadly serious in her whole life.

      ‘Hey! Let’s grab that table.’ Phil was already pushing her down onto a chair, which had suddenly become vacant.

      Mindful that the money in her purse had to last until… golly, until she found a job, Rose decided to make do with a cup of tea and a bun. Surely that couldn’t cost more than a shilling?

      ‘What shall we have?’ Phil looked round for a waitress.

      ‘I’m really not that hungry,’ she lied. ‘I eat like a bird.’

      ‘You’ll be hungry once our food arrives, you’ll see,’ Phil promised. His hand closed over Rose’s as she reached for her bag. ‘What kind of guy dances with a girl for hours, then expects her to pay for her own chow? It’s my treat.’

      ‘That’s very kind of you,’ Rose murmured as the waitress approached.

      Once the waitress left, Rose wasn’t sure what they were going to talk about. Boys never had much to say, though in her limited experience that never stopped them talking one’s ear off.

      Phil fished for a packet of cigarettes from the breast pocket of his uniform. ‘Want one?’

      ‘Yes, please.’ She’d never smoked before but Rose let Phil light the cigarette for her then concentrated very hard on breathing the smoke out of the corner of her mouth in an insouciant fashion. How she longed to be insouciant! ‘So…’

      ‘You’re the prettiest girl I’ve seen in England,’ Phil suddenly blurted out. ‘I’m not saying it so you’ll put out, it’s the truth.’

      It was hard to be insouciant when you were blushing. The hand that was awkwardly holding the cigarette aloft started to nervously twirl a lock of hair until Rose heard a hissing sound before she even smelt the singeing. ‘Well, I don’t know if I’m that pretty,’ she said doubtfully. Also, she wasn’t entirely sure what putting out was or if she wanted to do it. ‘My hairbrush is in my suitcase and I’m sure I must look an absolute state.’

      Phil shook his head. ‘You don’t. You look pretty. Real pretty.’

      He was staring at her so unashamedly that she didn’t know what to say. ‘You look very nice too,’ she managed, which wasn’t altogether true. He was tall and strapping but also rather homely-looking and had an alarming gap between his front teeth, but he was one of the nicest people Rose had ever met. He reminded her of the golden retriever her best friend Patience had owned before the war. Prince had had the same look of happy devotion when you called him a ‘good boy’ or patted his head. ‘And you’ve been so sweet. Gone above and beyond anything I expected when I accosted you at King’s Cross.’

      Thankfully Phil didn’t have a chance to say how pretty Rose was again because the waitress was back. ‘There you are,’ she said, whipping a laden plate off her tray. ‘House special.’

      The house special was a mound of misshapen hot doughnuts. ‘The guys back at base call this place Dunker’s Den,’ Phil told her. He pushed the plate nearer. ‘Go on. Have one.’

      Rose was scared to touch them in case they weren’t real but when she reached out to take one of the deep-fried, sugar-coated apparitions, it was hot enough that she snatched back her hand and sucked her injured fingers into her mouth. She closed her eyes as the sweet, sweet, sweet crystals coated her tongue.

      Then she didn’t care what she looked like as she tore one of the doughnuts in half and crammed it into her mouth. It was hot and greasy and she closed her eyes again in a moment of still, quiet bliss and when she opened them again, Phil was beaming.

      ‘Have as many as you like,’ he said munificently. ‘Do you want something to wash it down with?’ Phil gestured at the two glasses that she hadn’t even noticed. They were full of an unappetising, effervescent brown liquid.

      ‘Is that root beer?’ she ventured.

      ‘No.’ Phil grinned, all teeth and gums. ‘Guess again.’

      ‘I haven’t a clue. May I?’

      ‘Knock yourself out.’

      Rose picked up one of the glasses and took a cautious sniff. The carbonated bubbles leapt out of the glass to tickle her nostrils. She sipped hesitantly and then it took every ounce of willpower she possessed not to screw up her face and spit it out. It tasted vile, like the most hateful kind of expectorant. ‘It’s lovely,’ she said and she must have sounded convincing because Phil let out a deep breath as if he’d been scared that she wouldn’t like it. ‘Delicious. What is it?’

      ‘It’s Coca-Cola,’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s going to help us win the war.’

      Maybe the US Army planned to spray it on the Nazi hordes instead of dropping bombs on them. ‘Do Americans drink this a lot? How extraordinary.’ Rose picked up her glass and tried to gulp down as much as possible, interspersed with bites of doughnut to get rid of the taste. It was a waste of perfectly good doughnuts.

      After she’d eaten all but one of the doughnuts and drunk the entire glass of Coca-Cola, which now sloshed around in her belly, Rose felt as if she was getting her energy back even though it had been such a long, eventful day. There was a restlessness that she couldn’t quell, which made her fingers drum on the table, and her teeth wouldn’t stop chattering even though she was as warm as anything.

      ‘Let’s go and dance some more,’ she said standing up so she could take off her cardigan and tie it around her shoulders. ‘That’s if you want to.’

      Many, many dances later, the band stopped playing and couples drifted off the dancefloor arm in arm. Phil said it was too late for him to find digs and so they floated like ghosts up the stairs and through the club until they found an empty sofa tucked away in a corner. It was hard to remember to sit stiff-backed with legs elegantly crossed at the ankle when Rose also couldn’t remember ever being so tired or staying up so late.

      As Phil described Des Moines, Iowa to Rose, which seemed to contain a lot of cows and cornfields and a department store, improbably called Younkers, it was a terrible effort to stifle her yawns and open her eyes again each time she blinked. His voice sounded as if it were coming from further and further away and it was harder to smile and say, ‘Gosh, that sounds interesting,’ at appropriate intervals, but it was important that she tried.

      She rested her head on Phil’s shoulder and she didn’t even care when he gingerly put his arm around her. ‘You can go to sleep if you like,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind. I’m feeling kind of beat myself.’

      Rose had to clench her jaw to stop herself from yawning. ‘Well, perhaps we could have a little nap,’ she suggested. ‘But only a little one, because I really do want to hear more about Des Moines. It sounds charming.’

      ‘It’s the finest place I know,’ Phil agreed, but he didn’t sound quite so perky as he had done and when he shifted on the sofa so they could both slump, it was a lot more comfortable. Then he shut his eyes and he fell asleep even before Rose did.
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      After they struck their deal, became maybe engaged, they introduced themselves. ‘Leo,’ he said. He had a firm handshake – she liked that in a man.

      ‘Jane,’ she said and once they’d got that out of the way, they could get to know each other.

      Although Jane already knew everything she needed to know from the thirty minutes she’d spent sitting next to him. Under the bar spotlights, she could clearly see the lines starting to creep around his eyes and his pretty, almost girlish mouth, which always seemed to be on the verge of a lazy grin, like smiling properly was too much of an effort.

      Even slouched on a very uncomfortable barstool Leo was tall and rangy, though Jane would bet that underneath his Ramones T-shirt there was the beginnings of a paunch from too much alcohol and takeaway food snatched from whatever place was still open when he was kicked out of whichever bar he’d been holed up in. Still, there was something sexy about him. Maybe it was to do with the way he looked as if he’d been round the block a few too many times but was still ready for the next adventure. If you got rid of the shaggy hair (the bleached ends were begging to be cut off), spruced him up and put him in a suit, it would make all the difference. There was darkness to him, but an uncomplicated darkness; back in the day he’d have been described as louche, and he was flirting shamelessly with her.

      ‘I’m not prying, that’s not my style, but whoever it was that you didn’t get married to… he’s a dick,’ he told her. ‘Obviously he didn’t deserve you.’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ she said. Her voice sounded muddied. They’d been drinking for an hour. Or rather he kept buying her drinks and she kept drinking them, though he was still nursing his second whisky. ‘I could be on the FBI’s Most Wanted List for all you know.’

      ‘You’re too beautiful to be a career criminal,’ Leo said.

      ‘How many career criminals have you met?’

      ‘Oh, loads and loads. You’re also too beautiful to look so sad,’ he told her quietly, but he had a way of looking at her as if she wasn’t just another beautiful woman, as if her heart were as beautiful as her face, that made Jane want to share all the sorrow festering inside her. Well, that and the four vodka tonics.

      ‘I spent three years with him. Three years! Then, in the space of five minutes, none of that matters any more.’ Jane was dangerously close to ranting. She pushed her glass away, straightened her shoulders and took a couple of deep breaths. ‘All because of a bloody patent application.’

      Leo frowned. ‘Come again?’

      ‘It’s too boring,’ Jane demurred, but she needed to give him some context. ‘He, Andrew, my… I always hated the word fiancé or intended, or betrothed. They all sound so…’ She couldn’t find her words today.

      ‘Naff?’ Leo suggested ‘Shall we just call him Mr Ex? Seems appropriate.’

      Jane nodded. ‘He was designing this face and voice recognition software that had all sorts of people excited: Google, Apple, the Chinese government – don’t even ask me to go into details because I couldn’t. He had venture capitalists chomping at the bit. Millions in seed capital. Then today, when we had fifty of his closest family and friends waiting on one of the terraces at THEHotel at Mandalay Bay, he gets a phone call to say he’s filed his patent applications wrong. Missed out a couple of circuit boards or chips or lines of code. Or forgot to write down his full name. Who knows?’

      ‘Hardly the end of the world though, is it?’ Leo obviously had no idea how catastrophic a bad patent application was.

      ‘Oh, it is. It couldn’t even wait a couple of hours for us to get married. He had to leave there and then. I’m a very understanding person.’ Jane put a hand to her heart, which wasn’t thrumming as frantically as it had been. Before, it had felt as if it wanted to burst free from her chest, worm its way out of the boned bodice of her dress and lie on the ground, limply beating. ‘But I have my limits and he was so cold, uncaring of my feelings…’

      ‘I told you that he didn’t deserve you,’ Leo chimed in. He was still staring at her with those soulful blue eyes, though generally she didn’t think that blue eyes could be soulful. ‘I can’t believe he cared more about Google or the Chinese government than he did about you.’

      ‘I didn’t mind him being driven. I quite liked it. Being the sole focus of someone’s life… well, it’s just too much pressure, but I never expected him to leave me at the altar, or as near as damn it. Said he had to go to New York to sort it all out and that getting married was no longer a priority. Then he left without even saying goodbye.’ She picked up her discarded glass and drained the contents. ‘It’s not a very nice feeling to know that you don’t matter to someone you were planning to spend the rest of your life with.’

      ‘Oh, now you’re looking sad again. I’ll get you another drink,’ Leo said. He signalled the barman and pulled out another wrinkled ten-dollar bill from his back pocket. Jane wasn’t even sure that he was listening to her, really listening, or if he just liked the way her lips made shapes as she spoke.

      But then he turned back to her, looked at her again and his mouth hung slightly open, like he’d forgotten that by some fluke of nature and the attentions of two very good plastic surgeons her features – eyes, nose, mouth and the rest – were arranged in a very pleasing fashion. ‘God, you are so beautiful. I’d love to paint you.’

      ‘Really? Why would you want to do that?’

      ‘Because I’m an artist,’ Leo said and he held out his hands so she could see the speckled blobs of blue and yellow paint. ‘An impoverished artist. I mean, is there any other kind?’

      Jane hadn’t the heart to tell him that there was. That she knew artists who got paid millions and millions of pounds for pickling dead animals or spray-painting graffiti tags on the walls of the homes of rap stars, so she nodded. ‘Does that involve lots of starving in garrets?’

      ‘Yeah. I have to sell my body to buy paint,’ he said and he leaned in closer. ‘Problem is that my body isn’t up to much and paint is so expensive. See! I knew I could make you smile.’

      ‘You keep going and I might be able to muster up a giggle,’ Jane said, and then she did giggle, because it was impossible not to. She glanced at the sliver of platinum around her wrist. The hour was up. While Leo wouldn’t be her first choice, or her second, or even a choice at all if her circumstances hadn’t changed quite so drastically, she could do a lot worse.

      He had a sense of humour. That counted for a lot. He was easy going. He was also unreliable. Shiftless. Feckless, but he didn’t have what it took to hurt someone like her.

      ‘There is another way you could make me smile,’ she said.

      Leo leaned in close enough that her skin prickled and she could smell the faint tang of whisky. ‘And what would that be?’ His voice was smoky and low and he had a way of looking at you as if you were the only girl in the world. Jane was sure he’d left quite a lot of women sobbing into their pillows. She’d never been much of a crier though. ‘I think I would still like to get married. Are you game, darling?’

      For one moment, Leo looked utterly panic-stricken, as if they’d been dating since high school and living together for at least five years and she’d hit him with a positive pregnancy test and an ultimatum. He took a couple of deep breaths. ‘OK. Yeah. I did offer, didn’t I?’ His words, which started hesitantly, ended with a lot more conviction and freed Jane from her fretting. ‘Got to try everything at least once, right?’

      ‘Oh, definitely.’ She clasped her hands together. She’d be his Vegas anecdote. The crazy tale he’d tell about the wife he met in a bar and married an hour later. That was fine with her. She’d been worse things than a cautionary tale against marrying in haste. ‘You do have your passport on you, don’t you?’

      Leo said he did and he even paid for the cab to the Cook County Marriage License Bureau. As they waited in line with the other couples – some drunk, some unlikely and a pair of teenagers who looked like they’d just skipped out on their senior prom – Leo solicited opinions about the best wedding chapels.

      ‘How do you feel about an Elvis impersonator?’ he asked once the special licence had been tucked away in her handbag.

      Jane shook her head. ‘Nothing that clichéd,’ she said firmly. ‘Nothing tacky. No hula girls. No neon. Absolutely no Elvis impersonators. Somewhere tasteful.’

      Leo googled ‘tasteful Las Vegas wedding chapels’ on his phone and eventually they found a chapel with a gazebo – ‘apparently they replace the lilies every day’ – and a cancellation.

      When they got to the chapel, although they hadn’t even discussed tactics, they marched straight up to the gum-snapping, middle-aged receptionist and Jane started to haggle, because everyone knew that you never paid the ticket price. After she’d gently explained that in a way, a rather large way, she and Leo were doing them a favour by taking the empty spot, Leo moved in for the kill. ‘Sorry that we’ve just rocked up at the very last minute,’ he said. ‘I bet you’re sick of looking at girls in white dresses all day long.’ He leaned over the desk so he could drop his voice; let his eyes linger on her crêpey cleavage displayed in plunging leopard print. ‘Listen, I’ll let you into a secret – if I hadn’t already promised myself to this one, I’d be getting down on one knee right about now.’ He gave the receptionist just a mere flicker of the insinuating smile that he’d given Jane and she knocked another fifty dollars off the price, handed them a ring binder and told them to pick their vows.

      Moments later they were standing in front of a glib man with an orange tan, alarmingly white teeth and a rusty brown combover who asked them to hold hands.

      Two hours ago they hadn’t even met and now they were about to promise to love and cherish each other for better for worse, for richer for poorer. I should have made them take that part out, Jane thought as she parroted the vows back to the officiate. Then Leo took her hands in his, and her eyes, which had been fixed on the lilies interwoven through the rails of the gazebo, focused on him.

      He smiled at her and raised his eyebrows as if to say, Well, here we are.

      Jane gave him the smile she’d promised him earlier, gently squeezed his hands, and maybe, for this moment at least, they both felt some slight connection; a little pull towards each other.

      ‘Repeat after me: “I, Leo William Hurst, take you, Jane Audrey Monroe…”’

      They’d chosen the traditional vows, as the laminated cards in the ring binder had veered heavily towards talk of souls entwining and completing each other. Getting married was one thing, but souls entwining wasn’t part of the deal. However now, as this stranger promised to honour her with his body, the sentiment behind the words touched something in her. Not for very long, but fleetingly, the words mattered.

      ‘Repeat after me: “I, Jane Audrey Monroe, take you, Leo William Hurst…”’

       

      Leo hadn’t expected her voice to tremble. Jane turned her pristine, perfect profile away from him, swallowed, and after that her words were as clear and crisp as drops of champagne. When she smiled at him, it wasn’t because this was a huge joke, a crazy Vegas night that he’d bore people with for decades to come, but because in this moment, in this tasteful gazebo, they understood each other. Two bruised people looking for a little comfort, some kind of distraction, and they’d found it with each other.

      For an extra ten dollars, the chapel had provided rings. Leo slid the thin band of silver-coloured metal onto Jane’s finger so it could nestle against her huge art deco diamond engagement ring.

      Then it was her turn to slide a matching ring onto his finger and they were still holding hands as they were pronounced husband and wife.

      ‘You can kiss now,’ the officiate reminded them. ‘You’re legal.’

      ‘We don’t have to kiss,’ Jane whispered at Leo. ‘Not if you don’t want to.’

      ‘Why? Don’t you want me to kiss you?’ he whispered back.

      They heard shouting from behind the gazebo. ‘I don’t want to harsh your special moment, but if you two could move things along…’

      ‘Let’s do this,’ Jane decided while Leo was still dithering. She tugged at the sweetheart neckline of her dress with one hand and primped her hair with the other. ‘Unless you really don’t want to.’

      He could hear doubt in her voice; see it clouding her eyes. ‘Well, we’ve come this far. Shouldn’t skimp on the final details.’ Leo very gently placed his hands on the curve of her waist. Jane looked up at him. He’d thought her eyes were blue, but they were green, maybe only blue in a certain light. She bit her lip like she’d been waiting all her life for him to kiss her.

      ‘You two really need to make this quick.’

      Leo turned to the man to tell him that they still had a minute on the clock and it was a pretty important minute, but Jane’s hand was on Leo’s chin so she could turn his face back towards her and it was simple enough to bend his head and kiss her.

      He was aware of the scrape of his stubble on her peony-soft skin, the firm press of her mouth on his. There was no time for it to be a good kiss or a bad kiss, but simply a kiss.

      ‘I don’t care if you are his mom, shut the fuck up! I’m marrying him, not you!’

      Jane and Leo broke apart so they could be hustled through a concealed door in the gazebo’s greenery. After a long walk down a corridor, the plush carpet designed to look as if it was strewn with red rose petals, and through another set of double doors, they were on the street.

      It was cold now because Vegas was a beautiful illusion: a glittering town hidden in the middle of the desert. The bitter, brutal heat of the day had given way to the callous chill of night. Jane crouched down and opened her suitcase to gently unwrap a Chanel jacket nestled between several layers of tissue paper.

      ‘Married in black, you’ll wish you were back,’ Leo said as she slipped it on.

      She grinned. ‘Bit too soon for the regret to kick in, darling.’ She straightened up on her perilously high spindly shoes. ‘I think it’s only fitting that we toast our union with a glass of champagne, don’t you?’

      ‘I do, but I spent all my money on cocktails and cabs and our marriage licence.’ Leo didn’t want to be that guy but he didn’t know how to be anything else. ‘Unless you…’

      ‘Not a bean. I was meant to be getting married today; I didn’t really think I’d need much cash and I don’t believe in credit cards.’

      ‘You don’t believe in them?’

      She shook her head. ‘Cash or charge every time.’ 

      All sorts of bells and whistles were going off in his head. He should have listened harder when she was talking about her ex. About the millions in seed capital. What else had she said? He couldn’t remember; he’d been too busy staring at her, but trying hard not to look as if he was staring. But now he remembered what she hadn’t said; she hadn’t talked about love or a broken heart, which you’d expect from someone who’d been jilted minutes before her wedding, but Leo couldn’t find it in himself to care that much when Jane was suddenly beaming at him. ‘Paying for my own drinks sets a dangerous precedent, but I desperately need a glass of champagne so we’re going to find someone who’ll buy me one. In fact, let’s make it a bottle.’

      The wedding chapel was on the main strip and she was already heading for a shimmering beacon of glass and neon in the near distance at a speed Leo wouldn’t have thought possible. He had custody of her vintage Louis Vuitton suitcase and quickly caught up with her. Oh, this one was trouble. Caps-lock trouble. The tech-genius fiancé and the venture capitalists and the guff about patent applications could all be bullshit and he might well wake up hours from now in a bathtub packed with ice and minus his kidneys. All he really knew about her was that she was going to be twenty-seven in less than two hours, unless that was a line too. She smelt sharp but sweet like blackcurrants and he really wished he could afford to get her a bottle of vintage champagne.

      ‘Darling, please don’t look like you’re having buyer’s remorse.’ Jane managed to look reproachful even as she strode with a wobbling gait. ‘I’m going to be an exemplary wife.’

      Even if she did end up taking his kidneys, she was beautiful and funny and had what his great-aunt would call gumption. ‘Are you going to make me breakfast every morning and iron my shirts and talk me up at the annual Rotary Club dinner dance?’

      She shook her head. ‘I think we can do a little better than the local Rotary Club… Why is it that building doesn’t seem to get any closer, no matter how long we keep walking?’

      ‘It’s perspective,’ Leo said and he told her about the effects of the reflection of the neighbouring buildings on the glass tiles and Jane listened, kept him talking, until they reached the monolithic temple of steel and mirrors. It was a casino with its own ecosystem: hotel, several fine-dining restaurants, two of them Michelin-starred, high-end boutiques and row upon row of slot machines flashing and whirring as people sat glassy-eyed in front of them, feeding handfuls of coins into their gaping maws from huge plastic cups.

      Jane did a slow circle, eyes narrowed. Then her nose twitched like she could actually smell the money. ‘Platinum Bar,’ she announced, grabbing Leo’s hand and dragging him towards the bank of escalators. There was a gleam in her eye that hadn’t been there before. ‘I’ll do the talking, darling. You just watch for my cues.’

      Yeah, this was going down in the annals of all the wild nights that Leo had ever known. Number one with a bullet, eclipsing even the night he’d found himself on stage in front of fifty thousand screaming fans in Tokyo to introduce his best mate from art college’s band. The aftershow had turned into the kind of drug-fuelled orgy that Leo thought only happened to members of poodle-haired cock-rock bands of the late eighties.

      Or the night he’d flirted with a French girl in the Williamsburg bar where he was working between commissions. After closing, they’d nicked two bottles of vodka, walked all the way to Central Park and talked about life, love and what made them cry. Watched the sun rise. Kissed like it was the end of the world. He’d woken up the next morning on a bench, one of New York’s finest shaking him back to bleary consciousness. The French girl had stolen all his money, except a ten-dollar bill on which she’d scrawled Je t’aimerai toujours in lipstick.

      This night was shaping up to be beyond all those other nights, and all because he’d had nothing better to do than get married to a beautiful woman because it would make a great story.

      If you didn’t have great stories, then you were living half a life.

      And the story Jane was spinning to Tom and Paula, Barbara and Hank was a tale of triumph over adversity, laughing through the tears, love over the barricades.

      ‘I can’t believe the airline lost all your luggage,’ Barbara gushed. She and her husband, tubby, silver-haired Hank who looked as if he’d been shoehorned into his tuxedo, were in Vegas with their best friends Tom and Paula to celebrate their thirtieth wedding anniversaries. Within five minutes, Jane had gleaned that the four of them had been best friends since high school, had even got married together – ‘that’s one of the most adorable things I’ve ever heard’ – and Tom and Hank owned a very successful chain of winter sports shops.

      Barbara and Paula, who never missed an episode of Downton Abbey, were enthralled as Jane told them Leo had been cut off by his family, who were such old money that his grandfather had been an equerry to one of the King Georges, for marrying Jane, who was a nobody. ‘My folks think that if your family aren’t listed in Burke’s Peerage, then you’re beyond the pale,’ Leo admitted cheerfully, because he was her straight man. The Ernie to Jane’s Eric. The Desi to her Lucy. ‘Love is more important than being heir to a dukedom, right?’

      The two older women sighed and even Tom looked a little misty-eyed. Barbara patted Leo’s hand. ‘It’s like something out of a novel. You nearly a duke, Jane an orphan…’

      ‘Oh, orphan is such a dramatic word. Honestly, the car crash happened years ago,’ Jane said, but then she stared off into the middle distance and held it for three long beats until a waiter approached with a huge bottle of champagne. It wasn’t a Methuselah but it might have been the next size down. A Nebuchadnezzar? ‘Oh no, you mustn’t. It’s terribly, terribly sweet of you, but really we can’t, can we, baby?’

      Leo shook his head. ‘Couldn’t possibly accept this,’ he said stuffily. ‘We appreciate the gesture, but absolutely not.’

      Jane cast her eyes down, shoulders drooping ever so slightly, and sighed.

      ‘Now, you listen,’ Hank said rather forcefully. ‘We’re going to toast you two kids and you’re going to have a drink with us whether you like it or not.’

      ‘Darling, what do you think?’ Jane asked Leo as if she deferred to him in all matters, when no one had ever deferred to him in his life. She turned to Barbara. ‘He gets so proud and British.’

      Leo squirmed under their collective, condemning gaze. ‘I do. I can’t help it but I refuse to argue with my beautiful bride when the ink’s still wet on the marriage contract.’

      There were smiles and glasses of champagne all round. They even ordered another smaller bottle just before they left and insisted that Jane and Leo stay and drink it.

      ‘It’s still an awfully big bottle of champagne.’ Jane stared at it with some trepidation. ‘What on earth should we do with it all?’

      ‘Get good and drunk,’ Leo said as he poured more champagne into their glasses. ‘Sound like a plan?’

      Jane wrinkled her nose. ‘I’ve never been good and drunk. Maybe the good bit…’

      ‘I’ve definitely been drunk. I can give you pointers.’ He’d been waiting to touch her again ever since they’d sealed the deal with a kiss. Now he gently nudged her with his elbow. ‘I bet you’re a fast learner.’

      She nudged him back hard enough that he spilled half his glass over his jeans. ‘Maybe I could teach you a thing or two as well.’

      It turned out that the only things Jane could teach him were the kinds of things she must have picked up at an expensive Swiss finishing school. She knew how to address a baronet, the correct way to serve oysters and how to buy the perfect thank you gift. ‘It’s very important to include a handwritten note. Very important. I’d be absolutely no use in a plane crash but if you get invited to lunch with
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