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I was excited, and at the same time filled with trepidation, as Harley and I had flown home from France. Bea, our hostess at our favourite holiday resort, L’Abeille Nue, had introduced me to some members of her family. They had handed me a huge career break, or at least I hoped they had. 

“Many a slip twixt cup and lip,” My Mum would have said. I was scared that I might have counted my chickens as I loaded all the eggs into my only basket. 
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I am a solicitor. 

Three years ago, I, Juliet Evans, was a junior solicitor working for a small firm in the little town of West Malling. I had a boyfriend, Colin. We lived together in a flat, where we shared the rent.

You will notice that this is all in the past tense. Colin is now the ex-boyfriend.

Then the rumours, that had been circulating about the future of my employers, turned out to be true. The owner of the practice announced his retirement.  

A white knight, Phillips, Vine and Walker, PVW as they are known in the trade, appeared on the horizon. They were going to take over the office, caseload and some of the staff. 

After a weird interview, I was taken on and moved to the head office of PVW, in Maidstone. 

From that moment things accelerated. It was like I was on a free-falling rollercoaster. My life has changed beyond all recognition. 

I got invited to the Garden Party at the boss’s house. David Phillips has a huge bash the first weekend of June every year. Normally you have to be high up in the PVW hierarchy to get to mingle with the movers and shakers of the county elite.

I was there because I had told the HR woman at my weird interview that I sang in an all-girl barbershop quartet. The musicians booked for the event had let the hosts down and Mr Phillips had asked me if the Coiffeuses – the name is a French word for multiple lady hairdressers – could provide the musical entertainment. 

It was at that party, I first bumped into Harley. When I said bumped into, it was full-on boobs-to-belly contact. Not content with doing it once, I repeated the performance later in the afternoon after the show. I had become distracted and walked into the same guy again.

He made a joke of it and introduced himself. That was when I discovered the reputation my boss had as a joker was well deserved. I laughed, well you would if someone introduced himself as Harley, David’s son. 

As a forfeit for laughing, I agreed to a dinner date.  

Nobody, except my best friend in the office, noticed when the boss’s son and I took a long weekend break in France. What could have so easily have been little more than a dirty weekend, was the entrance to the slip road.

We had met Bea. 

I had become embroiled in the Abeille Nue music festival and ended up on stage with the Unknown Twins! If you don’t who I am talking about, ask any of the neighbourhood teenagers. Actually, make that young mums and dads. They will tell you about the Unknown Twins.

That appearance led to me being invited to bring the entire Coiffeuses line-up to the music festival the following year. 
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Fast forward twelve months and Harley announced our engagement to the world from the stage at his family garden party. It was the anniversary of our first meeting. It was also the final British appearance of the Coiffeuses. 

Two of the girls, Mary and Davina were moving with Mary’s job and the third, Helen had just discovered she was pregnant.

We had agreed that singing at L’Abeille Nue would be our final performance. We all wanted the bragging rights, “I sang at an International Music Festival, in France.” 

By the time we are in our dotage, we would be free to name the other artists on the bill that mid-summer’s night.

A festival that had top artists playing, and we were going to be on the bill. I suppose that sounds like an incredible step up from garden parties. There was one minor caveat. L’Abeille Nue is a naturist place. All the artists taking part were expected to comply with the dress code.  
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We had received sponsorship to represent the Borough at the French National Day of Music. We did short performances at a couple of locations in the city of Carcassonne as part of the annual ‘Fête de la musique’, to fulfil our ‘cultural’ obligations. Then we were off to L’Abeille Nue.

We did our set, in the gentle warmth of a high summer evening. It went pretty well, and then, as agreed, we ended the band on a high. 

Except, we were asked to sing backing for one of the stars of the event. No problem, a bit of fun, or so we thought.

The star in question was Lucifer Lightning. Luke, as his friends call him, is Canada’s biggest recording star, when Celine Dion, Neil Young and Brian Adams are out of town. He is also Bea’s uncle.  

Luke had recorded his performance and later released a CD, plus all that fancy download stuff. It is called Under a Summer Sky. The four former Coiffeuses are credited on the disc as backing singers. 

The disc hadn’t been a huge hit, but it had sold well enough to go ‘Gold’ in Canada. 

It would be fair to say that my dreams of being a Gold Disc recording artist had faded away long ago. For a short time, while at university, I’d been part of a folk duo that we thought was going places  but had gone absolutely nowhere. After that, music was just for fun. So, that accolade came as a surprise.

There was a little press speculation that J Smith and K Jones, credited on the recording, were the Unknown Twins. If it were ever proved to be true, the CD would probably go Gold in the UK too!

The nice thing about the crowd at L’Abeille Nue is that they keep each other’s secrets. Seeing as naturism is misunderstood by many people, they are all practised at not telling tales about people they have met.  

So that was it for the Coiffeuses. A chapter of my life apparently closed.
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On the Monday after that final performance, most of the former Coiffeuses flew home from France. Two of them had to be in school on Tuesday morning, teaching. The sponsorship had covered the cost of supply teachers, to cover the period Helen and Mary were representing the vibrant culture of the Borough to entrepreneurs and potential investors.  

During the week before the Fête de la musique, Bea had made a point of introducing me to her daughter, Pauline, and her aunt, Françoise, a very successful business.manager Pauline came across as a scary, younger version of Françoise. I also got to meet Bea’s cousin, and look-a-like, Elodie. 

With one of those wonderful sleights of hand things Bea managed so well, she got Harley sidetracked into something else. While I was ... well, I think I was, interviewed for a job. One I hadn’t applied for. 

Françoise and Elodie Lightning, besides being the wife and daughter of Luke, I discovered, are also his business managers. They informed me that the European end of Lightning Holdings needed a new source of legal advice and representation. Their existing advisor had announced her intention to retire.

Bea had recommended me as a suitable person for the role. 

Mind, it wasn’t the first time something like this had happened to me. I’ve had unsettling, off-the-wall, interviews before. My interview at PVW was weird. Mr Moore, my old boss had told Mr Phillips something to the effect that Juliet Evans had a special talent. 

Yes, that Mr Phillips, Harley’s dad and my current boss. I still haven’t worked out what he meant, but I’m not complaining. It has given me access to some interesting meetings. I would be introduced as Mr Phillips’ personal something or other. I had been involved in important commercial negotiations which were above the pay grade of a junior solicitor.

At first, I had not known how to take David Phillips. I had heard he was a bit of a joker, so when I was introduced to a client as his ‘Head of Client Relationships’ I assumed it was just his sense of humour. By the time he introduced me to another client as his ‘Situational Analyst’, I knew he didn’t joke about work. Soon after, I had come to realise that I was a valued member of his team.
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This is why I was experiencing all those conflicting emotions, as I sat next to Harley on the flight home.

In little more than a year, I had gone from Junior Solicitor, through various special roles, to Office Supervisor with a seat at the Partners’ Meetings. Without having once played the ‘Harley’ card.

I had been quietly confident of becoming one of the Partners soon after Harley and I got married. Then one day, in the future, I would become the Phillips of PVW.  

Now I had the promise of a client of such importance. An organisation that would expect to be handled at the Partner level. I would deserve to be made a full Partner for securing that client’s business. Especially as the Lightnings wanted me to be their personal point of contact. Except ...

Except that it was just a promise. The value of Lightning Holdings as a client might have been overstated. There was nothing on paper about my role. It could all crumble like pie crust. Except ...

Except for Bea!
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I had my action plan sorted out by the time we landed.  I was not going to tell anybody about the offer from Lightning Holdings, yet. That way, if it came to nothing, there was no evidence to hide. 

On Monday morning I would phone Elodie or perhaps Bea’s daughter, Pauline. They both worked in the Lightning’s office. It was a family business after all. I would have to see if we could thrash out a written agreement. One I could take to the Partners for them to accept or reject as they saw fit.

“You were very quiet on the flight, Juliet,” Harley asked, as we walked to where the car was parked. “Anything you want to share?”

“No, I’m just sad to think that my days with the Coiffeuses are over.” Well, it was true, just not the whole truth.

“What a way for it to finish, singing with Lucifer Lightning and the Unknown Twins! One day you’ll be able to tell our children all about it!” Harley had accepted my story.

“All about it? Including the fact we were naked at the time?” I teased.

“Yeah, why not? I hope that they will grow up to be comfortable in their own skin.”

“Out of interest, Harley my love, how many children do you see us having?”

“I was thinking we should stop at four or five.”

“We’d better start looking at people carriers. We won’t get them and all their musical instruments in the Porsche!”  One of us had to inject a little realism into this fantasy. 

“Then again, we might just get a dog!” Harley loved his hobby car. The thirty-year-old classic had probably never been someone’s day-to-day transport. The tiny rear seats, the noisy cabin, the expensive tyres and the mind-boggling cost of servicing made it an impractical car for popping to the shops or for the school run!

As I laughed at the shocked expression on his face, Harley guided the Prius silently into the night time traffic. The Porsche is just for weekends!

*****
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Mum and Dad were easy company over Sunday Lunch. I regaled Mum with tales of the Coiffeuses' final performances. In a pause, I watched from the kitchen window as Harley and Dad played in the engine compartment of the old Porsche. It was good to see Harley engaging with another man.

When we had started seeing each other I had hardly noticed it, but Harley’s low period back in the spring brought home to me that he had no male friends. Colleagues, acquaintances and well, he would chat with John, Helen’s husband. Apart from his father, the only man I have seen Harley having a conversation with was my dad.

It is not that he is anti-social or chronically shy. He had no problem being friends with women. He seemed to get on, in the short term, with Bea’s husband Rags and her brother Paul. Although he hasn’t seemed inclined to push either friendship further. The blow of losing his entire circle of friends in a single, tragic, boating accident must have had some long-term bad effect.

“So, will you be going back to the same place next year?” Mum’s question snapped me back into the kitchen. 

“I think we might well do, for a holiday, Mum, but not to sing.” I handed her the oven gloves. It was Mum’s kitchen, so she was in charge of all the cooking decisions. She stabbed the chicken a few times; checked the colour of the juices and slid it back into the oven.

“A few more minutes. I suppose there aren’t any photographs again.”

“There are a couple, I’ll show you and Dad after lunch.” 

If they were hoping for something salacious in the photos, my parents were going to be disappointed. Rags had found time to take some great pictures in between introducing the acts. Then, he has built quite a reputation as the photographer to the stars of rock n’ roll.

I don’t know if it was his skill at framing shots or great post-production skills but even in the most crowded shots, nothing untoward was visible. 

“Who is that girl standing next to you with a guitar?” Dad pointed at Jeni, smiling as I took the lead vocal for the male verse in Scarborough Fair.

“One of the professional musicians that come along to the event.” It was not that I didn’t trust Dad, it was up to Jeni if she disclosed her presence in a naturist setting.

“Oh, just she looks like one of the girls that the Sunday papers are always publishing pictures of. You look very focused. What do you think, Chris?”

“She looks like she was totally ... what was it the hippies used to say? Totally into the vibe? Something like that anyway.”

“I think that is a great way to describe it, Mum. It was a very intense few minutes.” I was glad she had deflected Dad away from trying to put a name to the other girl in the picture. 
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I got into the office early on Monday morning. Even Viv, Mr Phillips’ PA and the Partners’ Confidential Secretary hadn’t arrived. I had a few minutes to myself. I booted my computer into life, ready to send a message to the Lightning Holdings offices.

“Four hundred and twenty-seven unopened messages! I hope they don’t expect me to produce much today!” I selected create a new message and ‘Ping’. “Make that four hundred and twenty-eight.”

I glanced at the new arrival. Sent with High Importance. The subject line read, ‘Urgent and Confidential.’ The sender was Elodie Lightning.  

OK, I decide, I’ll read this one first.

“Welcome back.  We have just dispatched a package to you by courier. It should arrive at about 10:00. I suggest you avoid discussion about our meeting until you have read and digested this document. 

“The contents are commercially sensitive, to that end please do not share them with anyone outside of your firms’ Partners.”

It was signed simply, “El”, which was the name her girlfriend used. That suggested that I was still on the ‘Family and Friends’ list at Lightning HQ. 

With all my important early morning missions covered off, I got on with deleting e-mails. I sorted by ‘From’ and deleted everything from the Sandwich Lady, the organiser of the coffee swindle, and the Legal Executive who had decided that office morale would be improved by a joke-a-day. 

Then I started with internal emails. Subject, Re-Subject, Re-Re-Subject. I’d open the one with all the Res and many times it would contain a variation on a theme by ‘Thanks for your help, all sorted now!” Delete the whole chain.

The phone on my desk rang. An internal call. The clock on my screen said ten to nine.

“Hi, Viv!” 

“One day it will be someone else, Juliet. Then you’ll look silly.”

“The only internal call I get before nine on a Monday is from you.”

“I suppose. Are you free for lunch?” I am Viv’s confidante. 

“You tell me!” Viv’s position as Mr Phillips’ PA meant she often knew about things in my diary before I did.

“Nothing outside the routine. A catch-up with David at three. We will have time for you to tell me all about your holiday!”

“And Martin?” Viv had the most complex love life I’d ever come across, if you could call it love. Well, until Martin had reappeared.  

“In the park, lunchtime. I have to go, incoming.” The line went dead. Viv is a very busy person.

The little numbers in the corner of my screen changed, nine o’clock. I am in the first billing period of the day, I open an e-mail from a client, read it, respond and note my activity. My first twenty minutes of the day are billed to three different clients. The second only two. 

I have to respond to a request from a solicitor working against my client. Sending a para-legal to find the information requested in a file, reading through the document and sorting out the correct response. I dealt with one other simple request, I read through a pretty standard contract, just to make sure that no strange terms or conditions had been added.

My client on this one had been caught out in the past, when some unscrupulous ...swine, was the only word I could think of, slipped in a one hundred and twenty-day payment clause. This contract was pretty much the industry standard. I suggested that if he had done his financial checks and followed some form of due diligence, my client's contract was safe to sign.

Then the irony struck me; if, and I was still envisioning a very big if. A big, bold, block capital, in letters ten feet tall IF. 

If the package I had been told to expect, delivered what I hoped it would; I would be doing this sort of thing more often. ‘Would Jedro Paul really pull out of a concert at the last minute if there were Smarties instead of the M&Ms stipulated in the contract?’

*****
[image: ]


My desk phone buzzed. An internal call. “Miss Evans, Reception, we have a courier here with a package for you. He says it is confidential and he needs ID and a signature.”

“I’ll be right down.” I finished the message I had been working on. That made eight billing units and it was still only just ten. I had time to look through whatever had come from London. 

“Sign here, love.” I scrawled where he pointed “Have a good 'un!” He was out through the door. 

The package he had left for me was larger than some of the bundles I had sent out to barristers acting for my clients!

Lightning Holdings (Europe) Limited were right to have insisted on the confidentiality of this lot. There was a lot of very sensitive information in the pack.

In the past year and a half, the Unknown Twins had been the subject of some five hundred contracts. These included ones covering appearances, t-shirts, set design, video and recording contracts. They didn’t include the logistics, which were organised through the management company, roadies, trucks, equipment hire and customs agents. 

There were another half a dozen acts, each with similar contractual arrangements to be checked.

There was an impressively short list of court cases over the past two years. Only one had been awarded against the Lightning organisation. That was a case where the insurance company had insisted that the case went to court rather than accepting the negotiated settlement.

Flipping through the bundle, I found brief profit and loss accounts from the various ‘enterprises’. The Twins and Luke were the only acts making serious money. There was a significant income from a chain of music pubs, which bucked what I believed to be the current trend: that was something to look into. There were clubs in various European cities, all of the clubs supported live music. I wasn’t expecting to see that!

In addition to the pubs, the portfolio contained a couple of boutique hotels, both making steady profits.

The inclusion of a Recording Studio in St. Martin confused me. Was flagged by a sticky tab, no note, mind. At least it was in profit.

A quick internet search revealed that part of the Caribbean Island is administratively a Department of France. It even uses the euro as its currency.

Oh, and the Eden Gardens Naturist Resort near Measham, just north of London. That appeared to make a tiny loss each year. There was a post-it note on the page.

“Best not to mention this one, all above board, but part of the reason why we want you acting for us! El x”

I looked at the time, nearly mid-day. I had a lunch date with Viv and a non-billable hour or so with David Phillips. I’d better get on with some paying work! 
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“How was it?” Viv arrived a few minutes after I had sat down on ‘our’ bench. She had stopped to get a coffee to go with her sandwich.  I was having a reaction to an excess of fine French fare. I had a can of cola and a Cornish pasty. Heaven! I finished my first mouthful before answering.

“The last gig? Or the holiday as a whole?”

“If you are going to be awkward Juliet, I won’t tell you about Martin!”

“As if!” I laughed. “I just wanted to know where you wanted me to begin. You know me, an open book!” 

“Let’s start with the nudie place you and Harley seem to spend every other weekend visiting?”

“What about it, Viv?” I hoped I’d succeeded in keeping my face straight.

“Le Abbey New, what is it like?”

“Le Ab beel Noo,” I pronounced the name phonetically. “Rural, simple but clean and well cared for. They have a lovely pool and they keep bees in the orchard. You don’t think that Harley would take me anywhere less than special?”

“No, of course not!” Viv dropped into an uncharacteristic silence. However, we only had thirty minutes before I had to be back at my desk.

“That was why the Coiffeuses did their final gig at the resort. It went astoundingly well, and afterwards we got to do backing vocals for some of the other people. A wonderful way to wind up the group.”

“Were you naked the whole time?” 

‘Where was this going?’ There was only one way to find out, so I nodded “Pretty much all the time we were at the resort. Like most people, we put something on at dinner time and, of course, when we went out!” I didn’t push the conversation. Viv would reveal more after she finished the large bite of sandwich which she had just taken. 

While I was on one of the many development courses I got sent on, the trainer had talked about delaying strategies. Explaining how to win the time to think of an answer to a difficult question. He had shown a recording of some Prime Minister, a long time ago, the footage was in black and white! 

Asked a difficult question, the PM had responded, “I’m glad you asked that” and pulled his pipe out of his pocket. Tapped it on the ashtray, filled it with tobacco, tamped it down, lit it, and took a couple of puffs. Before continuing with, “A good question, well the Government’s policies are starting to ...”

That was the first time I had been aware of someone using the technique. As Viv slowly chewed,  she screwed up the courage to move on, I recognised how others had used the same manoeuvre to win time. 

Mr Moore, my old boss, would hold the sheet of paper with the answer on it in his left hand, and shuffle through the other papers in front of him, until he knew how to word his answer. Viv chewed on her lunch, swallowed and took a sip of her coffee.

“It is just that Martin and I are looking for somewhere to take a holiday.”

“Oh?”

“I wanted it to be somewhere neither of us has been before. So I suggested going to a naturist resort. Neither of us has any prior experience with them.”

“Viv!” I was stunned. She had been at the Phillips’ garden party and had an all-over tan! “What are you saying? Your tan?”

“A sunbed, at the gym.” She looked embarrassed. “I mean I’ve done lots of naked stuff on holiday, but they were singles, party holidays. That is why I can’t go back with Martin. They are not the type of holidays you take your partner on; unless you are into kinky stuff!”

“And Martin?” I must have been getting better at keeping a straight face.

“Family holidays in the Costas and the Algarve. He said he wants something that is pretty much ‘kids-free’. I jokingly suggested a naturist holiday. We had a chat about the concept and I convinced him it would be a shared first. He replied that he would be up for it. With the proviso that he could put something on if he was getting excited.”

“Well as long as you understand that, apart from the clothes, you are expected to behave as you would at ...” I groped for a comparison, “a spa resort!” 

“Do you think we would be safe as first-timers at Lab E Noo?”

“I’m certain you would be, and there are lots of places to visit in the area. So, if it all gets too intense, you can always get dressed and go on a trip.” I smiled at the thought, reading, dozing in the sun, swimming and a quiet conversation or slightly raucous joke-telling session with other couples as being intense.

I took a bite of my pasty and chewed while Viv absorbed the information. It was my turn to slow the conversation; or take it in another direction. I swallowed quickly. 

“Am I right to take it from this that you and Martin are still a thing?” 

I pushed our conversation in a more comfortable direction for me. Viv might be a good friend, but I’d rather be talking about the ins and outs of her love life than mine. Believe me, Viv’s love life involved lots of sweaty ins and outs she was all too happy to share. I, on the other hand, preferred to keep my intimate moments just that, intimate.

“I went with your advice, Juliet, and I took it slowly” A sly grin crept across her face. “Well at least for the first couple of times. God, he is the best ...”

I tuned out. I honestly didn’t want to know about the things Martin could do with an ice cube or a feather.

Suddenly Viv stood up. “We had better get back or I’ll be late!”

I glanced at my watch, sure enough, Viv’s lunch break would be over in a few minutes' time. How did she do that, she hadn’t looked at her phone or anything since we had sat down. I got to my feet and caught her up. 

“You can always say I stopped you to ask if there is much on the agenda for the Wednesday Meeting.” The Partners always meet after lunch on a Wednesday, then take the rest of the day off to play golf. Sorry, to interact with potential clients. A tradition that went back to the founding of the practice in the late 1950s.

“There isn’t much on it for this week. Why? Don’t tell me you are taking up golf too!” Viv gave me cause for thought. What was I going to do with my leisure time now that the Coiffeuses were no more?

“Can you put me down for an hour of their time, please, Viv?”

“What is the topic?”

“I’ll fill in the details after my meeting with the Boss this afternoon.”

“Are you keeping something from me?” 

“I hope not! I am trying to convince Harley to get a dog!” I enjoyed the puzzled look that played on Viv’s features all the way back to the office.

*****
[image: ]


“Welcome back, Juliet!” David Phillips looked pleased to see me. “How did the final show go?”

“It was a very special evening, one that I will remember forever. But now, I’m back, how were things while I was away?”

“Uneventful and I mean that in a good way. No unforeseen problems have arisen, and the clients all behaved themselves. I’m starting to worry that we don’t have enough action to keep someone with your talents engaged.” That last sentence, almost whispered, sounded like it was meant to be a private thought.

“Don’t worry, David, I can create enough action, as you put it, to keep myself amused.” A confused look crossed his face. Was I teasing him? What could I mean?

“I want to talk about a new client I may have for the firm, with the Partners on Wednesday.”

“You don’t need to bring taking on a new client to the Partners’ Meeting, Juliet.”

“This one does. It moves us into a new field of work as well as areas we are well respected for.”

“That sounds very interesting, young lady, are you prepared to disclose who we are talking
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