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About the Book

Polly Atkins is getting married.

And her older sister Bella couldn’t be more excited. Not only will Polly be home after five years in New York, but she’s coming back to marry the most perfect man on the planet, Dev. Dresses, cake, first dance … Bella can’t wait to get stuck into the arrangements.

Polly’s best friend Grace is just as excited. She can’t wait to walk down the aisle behind her childhood ally, especially as the stylish Polly wouldn’t dream of dressing her bridesmaids in anything but the best, which will make a welcome change from the ‘mum-wear’ she’s adopted since her second child was born.

The only person who doesn’t seem to be bursting with enthusiasm is Polly. Which is why, before things can get any more out of hand, she calls the whole thing off. And there’s no way she’s going to tell them why. Some secrets are best kept hidden.

But she’s reckoned without Grace and Bella, who are determined to get Polly and Dev back together if it’s the last thing they do. After all, solving someone else’s problems has got to be better than dealing with their own …
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Holly McQueen has wanted to be a writer ever since discovering that the nuns at her junior school would let her off maths homework if she wrote a story instead. After unexpected detours via law, magazine journalism, and even musical theatre, she began writing her first novel in 2006. Holly lives with her husband in London. She still avoids maths. There Goes the Bride is her fourth book.
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The Glamorous (Double) Life of Isabel Bookbinder

The Fabulously Fashionable Life of Isabel Bookbinder

Confetti Confidential
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For Laura
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Thanks even more than usual to Kate Elton and Gillian Holmes for their patience, for steering me in the right direction, and for their excellent taste in romantic heroes.

And thank you to Clare Alexander, not only the best agent but also the best co-conspirator on the cake front.



 



	From:
	PollyWollyDoodle@hotmail.com



	To:
	Julia247@yahoo.com



	Date:
	24 December 2011



	Subject:
	Help




Dear Julia

I know it’s Christmas Eve. And I know you’re halfway up a mountain in Colorado right now, wowing your half-million nephews and nieces with your snowboarding prowess. It’s almost ten at night here, so you’re probably right in the middle of your afternoon ski. So I’m really, really sorry to disturb you.

I’m only emailing because you said I should always get in touch when things are not good. And things are not good just now. They’re not good at all.

I’ve just run out on my sister’s Christmas party. I know, I know – I’m getting good at running out on things, aren’t I? And you’re probably thinking, Oh, that doesn’t sound too big a deal. Polly’s told me all about her sister, Bella, and I can’t say I’m surprised she’s done a runner from a Christmas party of hers. Especially if Bella’s annoying boyfriend was there (he was) and especially if her mum was getting tipsy (she was) and especially if Bella and her dad were engaging in competitive one-upmanship over the best way to heat up sausage rolls (they were). Anybody would make a sharp exit from a party like that!

But none of those things was the reason I left.

The surprise guest was the reason I left. Bella invited Dev.

That’s right. Dev.

I’ve no idea what she was thinking. Actually, what am I saying? This is Bella we’re talking about. I know exactly what she was thinking. That one look at Dev and I’d realise the error of my ways, and the wedding would be back on before you could say, ‘Canapés, champagne, and a sit-down buffet for a hundred and thirty!’ This is the way my sister’s mind works. Something goes wrong, you just pull your sleeves up and fix it. I call off my wedding to the love of my life, she just pulls up her sleeves and fixes it.

But there isn’t any fixing this, Julia. There isn’t any fixing me. There isn’t any fixing the things I’ve done.

Oh shit, Dev is calling me. He’s calling me RIGHT NOW. I’m not going to answer. I’ve not answered his calls in six weeks. I don’t need to start now.

Oh, thank God, it’s stopped.

Look, if you do happen to get this, maybe you could give me a call? Drop me an email, even, with some of your much-needed pearls of wisdom? Either way, I’d be so gratef

OK, now Dev is calling me again.

This time he’s doing our code: two rings, hang up. Two rings, hang up. He used to do it when he was calling me from work and his landline number would come up Withheld. I have a habit of screening calls, you see – too many years spent owing people money or forgetting to pay my bills – but I’d always want to pick up if it was him.

I suppose, if I’m being honest, I want to pick up right now.

Maybe it’s because he did our code. Maybe it’s because it’s Christmas. Maybe it’s because he looked so lovely, standing on Bella’s doorstep, wearing the coat I picked out for him in the sale last January, and the checked scarf we bought to keep out the unseasonable cold when we spent this past Easter in Vermont. Maybe it’s because I feel so bad about running away from him earlier. About running away from him at all.

And there are things – you know, Julia, what things – that I owe it to him to explain. Seeing him tonight, even just for a couple of moments, seeing him all Dev-like and cosy in his coat and his scarf … it made me wonder if he just might understand after all.

Two rings again, now silence.

Right, here’s what I’m going to do. If he rings again, I’ll take it as a sign. And I’ll pick up. Even though you’re not here to advise me what to do, I’ll pick up. Just to talk to him. And maybe I won’t explain anything. Maybe I’ll just listen to his v

OK, it’s ringing again. Got to go.

Love

Polly x
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Tuesday 17 November

It’s going to be a busy few weeks, one way or another. Tonight my sister, Polly, is finally coming home, for good, after six years living in New York. She’s getting married on New Year’s Eve, barely six weeks from now, and as her official chief bridesmaid and unofficial wedding co-ordinator – not to mention the only person in my family with an ability to Get Things Done – I’m up to the eyeballs with plans and to-do lists, trying to settle everything from the exact shade of the roses in Polly’s bouquet to the first draft of the inevitably fraught seating plan.

Oh, and it looks like I’m one step closer to getting a baby.

These two momentous events – Polly’s long-awaited return, and my baby news – aren’t actually linked, by the way. I realise that I’ve made it sound as though my sister might be bringing back a baby for me all the way from New York, along with the cheap Kiehl’s products I’ve requested. Slinging the poor thing into the overhead luggage compartment on the plane, perhaps, or checking it in with her suitcases and waving it away as it trundles off along the conveyor belt.

I know. You may well frown. But it’s the kind of thing Polly might do with a baby.

Anyway, that’s irrelevant, because she isn’t bringing back a baby. (At least I hope she’s not; dear God, I hope she’s not.) It’s just that it so happens that earlier today I received a phone call from a woman named Samantha. She is an adoption social worker. And though we’ve not met before, from the moment she comes round for her initial visit later on this week, she’s the person who starts the process of deciding whether or not I am suitable to be given somebody else’s unwanted child.

On Samantha’s say-so, I could be judged to be either a) a kind, generous person who just wants to give a child a good home, or b) a sadistic monster planning to adopt a whole brood of needy children with the sole purpose of turning them out to work in the streets as beggars and underage prostitutes.

And convincing the social service that you’re in category a) rather than b) is a tough act to pull off, let me tell you.

Which is why, ever since the call from Samantha a couple of hours ago, my mind has wandered, for the first time in weeks, off Polly’s wedding preparations and onto all the preparations I’ll need to make to get myself and the flat ready for this visit. Food, mainly, is what I’ve been thinking about. What to serve up to Samantha, with her tea or coffee, that will send out the signals that I’m kind/generous/keen to give a child a good home and not sadistic/monstrous/an exploiter of the vulnerable. A Sicilian lemon drizzle loaf, perhaps, sharp with citrus and moist with butter, and the pleasingly retro coffee-and-walnut cake that my stepdad, Brian, always likes to make for visitors. Plus I could get my best friend (and professional pâtissier), Anna, to make her fabled chocolate cake. It’s made without flour so it’s actually more like a mousse than a sponge, turning slightly fudgy with the addition of ground almonds, and will serve me well if Samantha happens to be wheat-intolerant.

I know, it’s probably absolutely ludicrous to be thinking about what kind of food I can serve my adoption social worker, but thinking about what food I can serve people is pretty much my go-to state of mind. I own my own catering company, you see. It’s a pretty small affair – just me and, for the last year or so, Anna – doing dinner parties, buffet suppers or canapé events in my clients’ homes. But I’ve been building the business for five years now and these days it’s doing so well that sooner or later I’m going to have to take on more staff, just to keep up with demand. It’s called Bella’s Bites – Polly came up with the name; mind you, I went along with it, so I suppose I’m as much to blame for its terminal tweeness as she is.

So this is why planning the right menu for Samantha’s visit is really just professional courtesy. Nothing to do with me being an uptight control freak.

Anyway, I’m using up all my uptight control freakery on Polly’s wedding.

‘Babe?’

This is Jamie, my boyfriend, calling me from the living room.

Even though he’s not taken a massive amount of interest in the whole thorny adoption process just yet, I’m kind of hoping that – along with the trio of cakes – Jamie might be my secret weapon in impressing Samantha. After all, it’s the hardest of hearts that isn’t melted by his swoony Cork accent, and let’s face it, he’s not exactly tough on the eyes. He’s six foot four and gloriously chunky, with a handsome face, naughty chocolate-coloured eyes and a year-round outdoorsy tan, thanks to his work as a landscape gardener. Though he hasn’t done too much of it lately, so the tan is in danger of fading a little bit. When we first met, he was running his own firm, Keenan Landscapes. It’s how we met, in fact, when he was working on the garden of one of my dinner-party clients in Maida Vale. But over the past few months, Keenan Landscapes has kind of … fallen by the wayside. It’s the effects of the recession, mostly. Though I can’t really explain why the demand for chichi catered parties would have risen steadily while the demand for a hunky Irishman to come and mow your lawn, pressure-wash your patio and plant you some rhododendrons has plummeted.

I head through to the living room, where he’s sitting on the sofa with Wii football playing on the TV, and the upchuckers, or whatever the controls are called, in his hand. He’s in his usual scruffy state – ripped jeans, a crumpled T-shirt, and a three-day growth of stubble – but he gets away with it. If anything, the just-got-out-of-bed look just makes him even more swoony.

And yes, of course I wonder what a man as attractive as him is doing with me. I wonder this on a fairly frequent basis.

‘Hang on a moment, Bells,’ he says, even though he was the one who called me. He’s breathing in very sharply through his lips and teeth, putting every ounce of concentration he can into the game … then he falls back onto the plumped-up cushions, whooping with triumph, as his team scores the desired goal. ‘United three, Arsenal nil!’

‘Fantastic!’ I’ve learned, in the course of our two-year relationship, that Jamie is touchingly excited by any interest I show in his beloved Manchester United, whether it’s the real team or the virtual kind. (And, to be honest, whether it’s real interest or the virtual kind; he’s touched either way, even if he must know I’m occasionally faking.) ‘Did you want something?’

‘I was just wondering if you could drop me at the pub on the way to meet your sister? You’re leaving at seven-ish, yeah?’

‘The pub?’ I try to keep my tone non-judgemental. ‘I, um, thought you might be coming to the airport with me.’

‘Oh, come on, Bells, United are playing Bayern tonight. I want to watch the game with the boys.’

Ah yes, The Boys. The whole time I’ve known Jamie, he’s come complete with The Boys. They’re an ever-shifting group, nomadic in nature, but with a core set of defining characteristics that include: a persuasive Cork accent; a capacity for prodigious quantities of alcohol; and a slavish devotion both to their mothers and to Manchester United (not necessarily in that order). And they’re traditionalists, too: though they’re always perfectly pleasant to me when we meet, it’s pretty clear that girlfriends are not welcome on certain sacred grounds, namely The Pub, The Five-a-Side Pitch, and Old Trafford.

‘But, Jamie, you said you’d come to the airport to welcome Polly home.’ I don’t want to sound like a nag, but he did say this. Even if it was, almost certainly, under the influence of alcohol. ‘And to help me deal with my mother. You know how good you are with her.’

The flattery is half working, but I’m battling against the unbeatable lure of Manchester United.

‘And Grace might be there,’ I add, casually. After all, if flattery doesn’t work, appealing to his penis might.

I’m right, because his eyes light up. ‘Gorgeous Grace? The one you don’t like?’

This is unfair. I don’t dislike Grace, my sister’s lifelong best friend. It’s just … well, I always feel she has a bit of a problem with me. She’s one of those women – always was, in fact, one of those girls – who a lot of other women find it hard to take to. It’s not just that she’s extremely beautiful – or gorgeous, thank you, Jamie – although she does happen to be exactly that: tall, blonde, and still slender as a reed despite having had two children. It’s more that she’s just a couple of crucial degrees away from warmth. Not glacial, exactly. And not even – at least not when she’s making a real effort – chilly. She’s just kind of … tepid.

‘Yes. Gorgeous Grace.’

Jamie screws up his face, caught in a heart-rending struggle between spending the evening in the company of one stunning woman or twenty-two sweaty footballers.

The sweaty footballers win.

‘Yeah, but we’re playing Bayern, babe. It’s a huge game. Besides, you know your sister isn’t my biggest fan. You’re better off going without me.’

I know, from experience, that there’s no point arguing. ‘All right. But you have to promise, Jamie, here and now, that you won’t have a huge game to watch on Saturday.’

‘What’s on Saturday?’

I swear I’ve told him this three times already. ‘Samantha is coming round.’

‘Samantha …?’

‘The social worker. Remember, Jamie? I told you earlier? The woman coming to talk about the adoption?’

‘Oh, Samantha. Well, I remember that, babe.’ He leans down and kisses the top of my head. It’s such a long way down for him that I’m surprised he doesn’t put his back out. ‘Obviously I remember it! I know how important it is to you.’

‘To us.’

‘Of course! To us.’ He tilts my chin up so he can place a kiss on my lips. And very nice it is, too. He’s a truly excellent kisser. A full, soft mouth, he’s got; a thing I find knee-tremblingly attractive. Probably because it’s the opposite of my Evil Ex, Christian, who amongst his other crimes had the kind of lips that look as though they’ve been vacuum-packed.

‘And there’s more where that came from!’ he says proudly, when he comes up for air, and the two of us start heading for the hallway. ‘I’ll wait up for you, babe, to get back from the airport.’

‘Oh, there’s no need for that.’ Flattered though I am, I’d kind of been hoping for an early night. Not much chance of that, though, when Jamie’s in the mood for lurve. ‘I have to be up early in the morning. I’ve invoices to be doing, and I’ve got to start getting the flat shipshape for Samantha’s visit, and there are about a million calls I have to make about wedding stuff once I’ve finally made Polly take a few basic decisions …’

‘Christ, I’d forgotten about the wedding.’ Jamie’s face falls. Like most men, he’s not a fan of weddings at the best of times. And thanks to the fact that this one is going to be taking place on New Year’s Eve – one of Jamie’s high holy days because of the opportunity (nay, the necessity) of hanging out with The Boys and drinking his body weight in lager – it’s causing him even more distress. ‘No chance Polly might change her mind about the date, then?’

‘After all the work I’ve been doing? I tell you something, Jamie. Polly makes changes to her wedding over my dead body.’

Jamie pulls on his hooded top and gives me a salute. ‘Aye, aye, Big Sister.’

Polly is my half-sister, actually, not my full sister, but neither of us has ever bothered much with the distinction. It was the kind of thing we’d occasionally use, as children, to attack each other with – You ruined my Nirvana T-shirt, and you’re not even my real sister! – but the reality was, and is, that the ‘half’ has never mattered. The ‘sister’ part is all that’s ever counted. And even though she has been driving me round the bend recently, with her footloose and fancy-free approach to organising a wedding for a hundred and thirty, even though her footloose and fancy-free approach to life itself has driven me round the bend ever since I can remember … God, I can’t wait to have her back. I’ve missed her.

When I get to Heathrow Terminal Five, a little before eight thirty this evening, I can already see that Mum and Brian have beaten me to it.

Well, I can see that Mum has beaten me to it. She’s loitering in The Perfume Shop, spritzing one wrist with eau de Jennifer Aniston and the other wrist with whatever Sarah Jessica Parker smells of these days. There’s no sign of Brian, my stepdad, but he must have been dispatched on some Mum-centric errand. This is the way things work on Planet Atkins.

‘Is Brian here?’ I ask as soon as I reach her. ‘You haven’t left him in the car park, have you?’

‘Darling, don’t be ridiculous.’

Mum’s darlings are always theatrical, the kind Laurence Olivier might have doled out backstage at the Old Vic when he couldn’t remember the spear carriers’ names. But then, my mother is pretty theatrical herself. People often think she’s an actress, an impression she cultivates even though she’s really just the manageress of a jewellery boutique in Devizes. She’s still beautiful, even in her sixties, with the impressive height and olive colouring that Polly (but alas, not I) inherited, and she has a tendency to dress for the occasion. Today she’s stylish in navy cigarette pants, a neat beige mac and a little black beret over her (dyed) jet-black hair. It’s her Greeting-People-at-the-Airport outfit, inspired by Brief Encounter and Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca.

She kisses me on both cheeks. ‘We had a long drive up, you know, and we’re both in need of refreshment. He’s gone off with Dev, to find some decent coffee.’

Dev is Polly’s fiancé, and I’m really excited to see him. This is only partly because I’m keen to pin him down about which of my large-scale catering contacts he wants to try out to do the food at the wedding. Mostly it’s just because I adore Dev. We all do. Not only is he kind and sweet, and head over heels in love with my sister, but he’s also a hot-shot plastic surgeon who’s forever jetting off to some disaster-ravaged country with one of the many charities he works for, to treat burns victims or earthquake-hit orphans.

No, I’m not kidding. He’s pretty much Mr Perfect. Sorry – even better – Dr Perfect.

I don’t really like to have Jamie spend too much time with him at family events. Because let’s face it, anyone would look lazy and shiftless – actually, just a bit crap – in comparison.

‘And Grace? Has she come?’

‘No, she couldn’t get a babysitter,’ Mum sighs. ‘Such a shame. It would have been so nice to have her here. She’s such an asset. Lovely Grace.’ She casts an eye over my own, non-lovely appearance, and clearly finds it wanting. ‘Did you have a look at those diet sheets I emailed you?’ she asks, none-too-subtly.

Look, it’s not that I’m actually fat, OK? Well, not if your definition of ‘fat’ is, like mine, restricted to people who actually, visibly wobble when they walk. People with stomachs like mounds of jelly, and bottoms like overstuffed Chesterfields. I’m what my mother has always called, with ambiguous intent, ‘stocky’. It’s just that, what with a combination of my foodie job, my dwarfish stature, and the fact that my metabolism has seemed to go into reverse ever since I passed thirty-two (and rapidly haring round the bend towards thirty-three), I’m ‘stockier’ than ever.

‘No. I didn’t. I don’t diet, Mum. Diets are bad for you.’

She gives a little laugh, as if I’ve just said oxygen is bad for you, or that the moon is made of Dolcelatte. ‘Not the diets I do, Bella. The Zone, for example. I’ve lost eight pounds since last month on that!’

If she’s lost eight pounds since last month, it’s because she’s a functioning anorexic with a mortal terror of carbohydrates. But I don’t point out the obvious.

‘And you’ll want to look trim in your bridesmaid’s dress, won’t you? Especially as you’ll be standing next to Grace.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum. I can always put a paper bag over my head.’

Mum tuts at me in the way she does when our limited tolerance of each other has passed its tipping point. ‘Look, why don’t you go and help Brian and Dev bring the coffee? I’m sure Dev will want to chat to you about the wedding. And you can tell Brian he can come back down here and buy me one of these perfumes.’ She reaches for a bottle of Hypnôse and spritzes a toxic cloud of it in my direction. ‘Gorgeous, isn’t it? Very elegant. Very Mother of the Bride.’

I locate Brian and Dev only a few moments later, on their way out of Costa Coffee. Brian is juggling a paper Costa Coffee bag, a giant and rather sinister teddy bear with a blood-red loveheart on its tummy (certainly Mum’s doing; she’s a cuddly-toy nut, and almost no occasion is deemed unsuitable to be blighted by the appearance of one of the wretched things) and a huge bunch of shiny pink and silver helium balloons. Beneath them, Brian’s face is rather pink and shiny itself. In fact, he’s always been pretty balloon-like from head to toe, and he’s expanding even further with age.

Beside him, Dev is carrying the polystyrene tray of coffees. He’s nice-looking, rather than good-looking, a million miles from the himbos Polly used to have a tendency to date. He’s not as big or as tall as Jamie, but he’s a good solid six foot, and rather Clark Kent-like behind his glasses. He’s obviously come straight from the hospital because he’s in a mid-grey suit and blue shirt that work well with his colouring. (He’s only thirty-six but he’s already going just the smallest bit grey at the temples, probably because of all the hours he works. But it’s a good look on him.)

‘Bells!’ Brian’s already broad face broadens still further into a smile. He speeds up to reach me so he can give me a hug.

I hug him back and try to disentangle him from his cargo. ‘What are the balloons for?’

‘They were your mother’s idea. Look – they spell out “WELCOME HOME POLLY”.’

They don’t, actually. What they spell at the moment is ‘HOELOYMLOPLMEWEC’.

‘How are you, Bells?’ Dev leans down to give me a kiss on the cheek. He’s looking slightly greyer than usual; the stress of moving back to Britain, probably, and buying a house, and all the other crap that comes with relocating.

‘I’m fine. Though I could murder a coffee myself.’

‘And you must be starving!’ Brian shoves the Costa Coffee bag at me. ‘Have one of these muffins, please, Bells. Your mother will be cross that I bought them anyway, and the chocolate one is really rather good …’

It’s no wonder people always assume Brian is my real dad and not my stepdad. Even if it weren’t for our slightly unfortunate physical resemblance, there are other critical things we share in common. Our mutual love of – OK, obsession with – food being the most important of them. Brian runs his own teeny-tiny independent publishing company, with a staff of two (and a half, if Mrs Clegg from over the road remembers to come to work on a Tuesday and Wednesday), producing the kind of little gifty cookery books you find in National Trust shops: Jams, Jellies and Pies, Wonderful Ways with Wood Pigeon, that kind of thing.

‘Brian, why don’t I take Bella off to get a coffee while you take Marilyn’s cappuccino down to her?’ Dev suggests. ‘I’m sure she’s gasping.’

‘And she wants you to buy her some perfume,’ I warn Brian, who shoots off at the double at the thought of Mum waiting for him, in need of refreshment and gifts, leaving me and Dev to head back in the direction of Costa Coffee.

‘Right,’ I say, as we sit down at a free table a few moments later, with a latte for me. ‘There’s nowhere to run now. You absolutely have to decide whether you want the sit-down dinner or the luxury buffet.’

He blinks at me from behind his glasses. ‘I thought we were just sharing this muffin.’

‘For your wedding, Dev! I have two of my caterer friends on hold, waiting for your answer! And New Year’s Eve is an incredibly busy time, you know. You and Polly can’t take for ever to make every single decision.’

‘Oh. Sorry. Yes, of course.’ He breaks off a bit of the muffin and chews it. For a moment he looks so serious that he reminds me of Elvis, our long-deceased Labrador, the only dog in the known universe to suffer an existential crisis every time you threw him a stick. ‘Actually, Bella, I wanted to have a bit of a word with you about that.’

‘About the caterers?’

‘No, about the wedding. In general.’

‘Oh?’ This doesn’t sound good.

‘Well, you don’t think …’ he clears his throat, ‘… you don’t think Polly is getting cold feet, do you?’

‘Why would I think that?’

‘Because I’ve been thinking it. Well, I’ve been wondering. I mean, it’s nothing she’s said, so much as … I don’t know. She’s been so iffy about buying a house. Would hardly even look at any of the details I emailed her, let alone take a weekend to fly over here and look at any of them. I know she’s been driving you bananas about not committing to any of the wedding plans. She turned down Grace’s offer to come over to New York and help her shop for a wedding dress a few weeks ago …’

Irrelevantly – irrationally – I feel a familiar stab of jealousy that Grace was the one who might have ended up helping Polly find her dress, rather than me.

‘… and every time I’ve tried to talk about anything that might happen after the wedding – you know,’ he adds, with the smallest hint of embarrassment, ‘starting a family, or anything like that – she doesn’t seem to want to talk about it. I mean, I’m probably just being totally ridiculous …’

Actually, he’s not being totally ridiculous. Polly has always had the capacity for faffiness where her personal life is concerned. What about her long-term teenage sweetheart, Olly, dropped like a hot brick the morning of her eighteenth birthday party? Or that intense Swedish boyfriend she had for a while at university – Erik? Yorick? – with whom she was supposed to be travelling round the Far East at the end of her second year? Poor Erik/Yorick, abandoned literally three hours before their flight to Jakarta, on the Piccadilly Line to Heathrow. And seeing as Polly’s men seem never to get over being dumped by her, he might still be there, for all I know. Shuttling back and forth for all eternity in self-imposed purgatory between Hammersmith and Hounslow Central.

But this is Dev we’re talking about. Dev. A man most women would chop off their right arms for. (The fact that Dev would probably be able to reattach the arm, with the minimum of scarring, is an unexpected bonus.) A man who worships the ground Polly walks on. A man she worships right back.

‘Dev.’ I reach over the muffin crumbs and pat his hand. ‘Honestly. There’s nothing for you to worry about. You know what Polly’s like – planning anything just freaks her out. That’s why I offered to take on most of the burden of sorting out the wedding for her.’ Well, that, and the fact that, as I’ve already mentioned, I’m an uptight control freak. ‘It’s not cold feet, or second thoughts, or anything like that.’

Dev considers this for a moment, head on one side, in his most doctorly manner. ‘Well, you do know her better than anyone.’

‘Exactly.’ I glance down at my watch. ‘And I know her flight has just landed, too. We’d better go and wait with Mum and Brian. God forbid there’s no one there to witness Mum’s performance when Polly comes through the arrivals gate.’

We head for the shops, where Mum has stopped dousing herself in celebrity scent and irritating the staff at The Perfume Shop. She’s daubing on nail polish in Boots and irritating the staff there instead. Once she’s got the polish she wants, we all head for the arrivals gate and set ourselves up like some kind of battalion of Greenham Common protestors, pressed up against the barrier with the balloons and the sinister teddy bear.

This is where we are when the passengers of BA0178 from Newark to London start disgorging themselves through the swing doors.

And this is where we still are, almost an hour later, when we finally accept that one particular passenger of BA0178 from Newark to London – namely, my sister, Polly – was never on the plane after all.

*

By the time I pull up the van outside my flat, it’s long past midnight. There’s been a lot of noisy hysteria (Mum), quite a lot more growing anxiety (me, Dev and Brian), and a frankly rather dismissive attitude from Terminal Five’s police force, whose main advice – seriously – was to keep trying Polly’s mobile phone. As if we hadn’t just spent the last hour doing exactly this, and hearing it go straight to voicemail.

I tried a couple of Polly’s friends over in New York, who assured me that she’d been alive and apparently well when they’d met her for farewell drinks last night. Dev tried the neighbours in her apartment block, who assured him that they’d seen her getting into a cab with her suitcase, still alive and apparently well, very early this morning. Which of course sent Mum into a fresh paroxysm of hysteria that the cab driver could have raped and murdered her, or that one of these very neighbours could have raped and murdered her, and be trying to establish themselves a false alibi.

What with all these hysterics, both Dev and I finally decided it was best to take the second piece of advice from the police and all go back to our respective homes to see if Polly had just made a mistake about where we were meeting her, and headed straight there.

I have to say, I had my doubts. And even though I didn’t hold any truck with Mum’s hysteria, the chilling rape-and-murder scenario did keep creeping into my head on the drive back into London. Even more so after I’d taken Dev all the way to the new house in Wimbledon (no sign of Polly waiting there) and driven the lonely few miles back to Shepherd’s Bush by myself.

Which is why the last person I expect to see, huddled against the cold as she sits on my doorstep, is Polly.

I get out of the van, slam the door with surprising vigour, seeing as my hands have suddenly started to shake with relief, and stride across the pavement towards her.

‘Polly Abigail Atkins! Have you any idea …?’

But then I stop. She’s getting up to greet me. And she looks terrible.

Let me just assure you that Polly is, under normal circumstances, a knockout. Tall, unlike me, with abundant va-va-voom curves that land her just on the cuddly side of slim enough. Her skin is dusky, her hair falls in enviably shiny waves past her shoulders, and she has the kind of features, irregular and just a little bit too big for her face, that shouldn’t make her anywhere near as attractive as they in fact do. She may not have the perfect figure or the cool, serene beauty of her best friend (Gorgeous) Grace, but almost every man I’ve ever known has gone absolutely ga-ga about Polly. Throw in her penchant for sexy clothing – bum-hugging jeans, little skirts, off-the-shoulder sweaters – and well, you can just take my word for it. A total knockout.

But right now, she’s not so much knockout as washout. Her hair is pulled back in a scruffy ponytail, she’s wearing the kind of rumpled chinos that are beloved of a certain kind of American traveller, with a baggy grey hoodie and Converse, and even by the streetlight I can see that she’s pale, with bags under her eyes.

‘I changed my flight,’ she’s saying. ‘I landed at Terminal Three. I’m so sorry, Bella, if you were worried.’

‘We were worried sick. But that’s not the point.’ I stare at her. I would give her a hug, but I’m too angry. ‘Why did you get a different flight? Why didn’t you let anyone know? Me, or Dev.’

She takes a deep breath, and rests her hand on the handle of the suitcase that’s sitting on the step beside her. ‘I didn’t want to see Dev, Bella. And I don’t want to go to the new house. Can I stay here, just for the night, with you?’

‘Well, of course you can, but … Polly, what’s going on? Why don’t you want to see Dev? You’re marrying the guy in six weeks’ time!’

‘No, I’m not.’ Her voice is wobbly, but clear and determined. ‘The wedding isn’t going to happen, Bella. I’m calling it off. I’m not going to marry Dev in six weeks’ time. I’m not going to marry Dev at all.’
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As usual, Charlie is up at six. I feel my side of the bed rise a couple of inches as he hauls himself out from under the duvet, and then I hear, through a fog of sleep, that he’s started his customary twenty minutes on the elliptical machine. But I must doze off again completely, because the next thing I know, it’s almost six thirty, and I can hear him calling to me from our bathroom, above the noise of the shower.

Which is a lot, by the way. The noise of the shower, I mean. Being American, Charlie can’t tolerate the weak and weedy water pressure of the average British shower. Or the cramped size. It’s just one of those things where they make our efforts look pitiful; that, and fridges. And steaks. Oh, and winning track and field medals at the Olympics.

Sometimes, to hear Charlie go on about all the things that are wrong with this country, you can’t help but wonder why he chooses to live and raise his children here at all.

Still, I suppose I can’t really complain, because Charlie’s hard line on the shower front at least means that I start each day with a truly terrific bathing experience. The plumber’s bill might have been frightening, but it’s hard to begrudge when you stand in our glorious new walk-in shower, perfectly pressurised jets of steaming water tumbling down onto you, and wonder whether today you might use the space to perform a few yoga stretches, or some slippery jumping-jacks. It’s even more super-sized than our American fridge. And that’s saying something.

‘Grace? Honey? You hear me?’

I push open the bathroom door – it was only half shut – and pull my dressing gown down from the hook on the back of it. ‘Sorry?’

‘I said, we’re almost out of shower gel!’

‘Oh, right.’ I pull the dressing gown on. It’s a skimpy kimono one that I wear as a direct challenge to the huge white towelling monstrosity that also hangs on the back of the door. This (the monstrosity) is the one Charlie’s mother gave me three birthdays ago, when I was very pregnant with Hector. It was far too big for me even then, and I think my mother-in-law was secretly disappointed that I didn’t balloon to the size of … well, the size of an American shower, I suppose. ‘It’s on the Ocado order for tomorrow.’

‘Honey, I don’t think that’s going to cut it!’ Charlie yells through the swirling steam. Ever since he started his new job he has a tendency to speak this way – as though he’s trying to offload a million BP shares before the close of the Nikkei, rather than discussing the ins and outs of the weekly Ocado order. ‘Can’t you stop by the supermarket and pick some more up today? And get the yellow kind, OK? I think it’s lemon, something like that!’

‘Yes. I’ll get the yellow kind.’

‘The green one gives me a rash, remember?’

‘I remember.’

‘It’s still pretty sore, actually. It chafes every time I go for a run.’

Charlie’s new fitness campaign is another thing that’s roughly coincided with the start of his new job. Or maybe just with his turning forty-five before Christmas. It seems that practically everyone at MMA Capital, his new office, is either working out with an expensive personal trainer, or puffing their way miserably towards the London Marathon, and Charlie Costello will not be left behind. Anyway, I suppose I can’t really blame Charlie for his desire to join the marathon-running herd. I know how good it is to feel you’re fitting in. And how miserable it can be when you don’t.

‘Yeah, still pretty sore …’ he carries on, scrubbing under his armpits with the last of the current bottle of shower gel. ‘Actually, hon, maybe you could stop by the pharmacy this morning, get me some of that soothing dermatological cream? The one in the white box?’

One time, just once, I’d like Charlie to be the one who trudges round – sorry, stops by – the supermarket and the chemist and dry cleaner’s and the deli, identifying his prospective purchases solely on the basis of their colour. ‘Cereal, yeah, we need cereal, I usually have the cereal in the purple box … shirts, yeah, I’m here to pick up shirts, I think they were blue last time I looked at them … cheese, yeah, I’d like some cheese, I think we usually have the yellow kind …’

‘Could you pass me my towel, hon?’ Charlie taps on the shower glass to get my attention. ‘No, sweetie, not the white one. The white one leaves lint all over my skin. Pass me the blue one next to it.’

Wordlessly, I pass him the correctly colour-coded towel, and then I head back into the bedroom to start making the bed.

I don’t need to look over my shoulder to know what Charlie’s doing now: sucking in his stomach and then perusing his form in the mirror from various angles, as though he’s conducting some kind of alternative police line-up, with himself as both the officer in charge and the only suspect.

‘Can you get me a shirt from the closet, hon?’ he calls. ‘I’m running late.’

‘But it’s barely six forty …’

‘I have a breakfast meeting with Saad Amar at seven thirty. And I can hardly be late for the boss, Grace. Let’s wait until he at least makes me a partner before I start pissing him off, shall we?’

It’s the patronising tone that really gets under my skin, but it’s not the time or the place to start up a quarrel about it. Not, let’s face it, that it would get me anywhere. Charlie can no more see that he’s being patronising than a leopard can see he’s looking a bit spotty.

‘I know you can’t be late for the boss, Charlie,’ I say sunnily. ‘After all, I may not have a career, but I have responsibilities. I have things I can’t be late for too!’

‘Sure you do, hon.’ His tone of voice is the exact same one he used on Hector the other morning at breakfast, when he announced that he thought he might like to be a chicken when he grew up. ‘Oh, hey, have you booked the babysitter for tomorrow evening? You haven’t forgotten it’s the drinks do at work?’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’ How could I possibly forget? He’s reminded me almost every day for the past week. MMA will be celebrating some big deal they’ve just negotiated (to buy a hedge fund, or take over a hedge fund, or maybe invade a hedge fund for all I know … I’m sketchy on the details because Charlie never really talks to me about his work). ‘I’ve booked Kitty-next-door to babysit.’

‘Well done, honey.’ He gets down on the floor to add a few dozen sit-ups to his earlier abs routine. ‘Oh, by the way, when you make my packed lunch, can you put in some of that low-fat taramasalata for my vegetable sticks? The white kind, not the pink kind,’ he calls after me as I head out of the bedroom. ‘Thanks, hon. You’re a star!’

On days like this, it’s a total mystery to me how I ended up here.

The next hour is filled with a blur of hummus, eggs Benedict (the only thing my newly gastronome older son, Robbie, will eat for breakfast at the moment) and an apparent explosion inside my younger son, Hector’s, nappy. Then, before we can leave for school and nursery, there’s a good fifteen minutes of chasing Hector around the living room trying to get a fresh nappy on him, followed by a further ten minutes spent turning Robbie’s bedroom upside down to try and find his prized Chicago Bulls sticker book. As usual, as we hurtle out of the house at twenty past eight, I feel less like the boys’ mother and more like a well-meaning, but essentially clueless au pair.

That said, at least I look the part. You won’t find a yummier mummy than me anywhere in West London. I am blonde. I am slim. I religiously wear the designated uniform of designer jeans, Breton-striped tops, and smart-but-practical flat riding boots. I carry a Mulberry Bayswater. I could have stepped off the pages of the latest Boden catalogue – in fact, I can just picture it. Me in a Drapey Jersey Dress and Colourblock Wedges, strolling jauntily along a sunny beach, with that little side-box of cosy personal info printed a few inches above my head. ‘Grace: Favourite Hallowe’en outfit – a sexy witch. Best way to spend a Sunday morning – tea and toast in bed with the supplements; Childhood ambition – artist.’

Childhood ambition absolutely, categorically not ‘stay-at-home mother of such poor quality that actually more like well-meaning, but essentially clueless au pair’.

Look, it’s not that I don’t realise how lucky I am. I know plenty of people who would kill for my life; at least the way it looks on the outside. Certainly I know people who’d kill for my two beautiful children. And obviously I adore my boys with every fibre and sinew of my being. I mean, look at them: a couple of blond angels (well, one angel and Hector) that somehow I’ve managed to bring into the world and keep breathing ever since. How I’ve achieved this miracle is a mystery to me, but the proof of the pudding is in the eating, I suppose. I do have two healthy, happy boys, who aren’t (yet, at least) showing any signs of maternal neglect or deep-rooted dysfunction. Accidentally, it appears, I must be doing something right.

But when I take my eyes off Robbie and Hector, and just think for a moment about the rest of my life, it’s very, very far from the childhood ambitions I entertained.

And it’s starting to show, because I’m just plain wrong in the world I’m living in. I mean, I’m twenty-eight years old with a social circle entirely limited to over-forties. I’m a stay-at-home mother who still can’t make a proper shepherd’s pie. I’m not so much I Don’t Know How She Does It as Why Does She Even Bother?

It’s all very well doing the school run in my Breton-striped finest, but at the end of the day, I’m not really fooling anyone.

It’s a fifteen-minute brisk walk – very brisk, through the biting November wind – to Hector’s nursery, Tiny Tots, and then a further couple of minutes along the Fulham Road to St Martin’s, Robbie’s school.

We’re amongst the last to arrive, as we are pretty much every morning, the on-duty teacher flapping frantic arms at us to get a move on, otherwise the main gates will be closed, and we’ll have to ring the side bell and get the caretaker to let us in. Unlike me, the other stragglers tend to be the working mothers, who have my unending, uncomprehending admiration for the way they can get themselves and their children out of the front door every morning at all. Especially since the St Martin’s working mothers tend to have such impressively high-powered careers, the kind that require them to dress up in whip-smart suits and stalky-about heels, with neat, groomed hair and the kind of ‘minimal’ makeup that takes a good twenty minutes, and a full set of Shu Uemura brushes, to apply.

There’s one working mother in particular who always catches my eye, though, and as usual she’s here this morning, depositing her daughter before jumping, at speed, into the nearest passing taxi. Louboutin Lexie, I call her, because I know her name is Lexie, and because she’s always, but always, wearing the most incredible Louboutin heels. Though she’s just as minutely groomed as the other working mothers, this is where the similarity ends. Because Louboutin Lexie doesn’t pair her Louboutins with a power suit, no matter how elegant. Louboutin Lexie is rock ’n’ roll. Louboutin Lexie wears skintight cigarette pants and fabulous cropped jackets, cool printed tees and leather miniskirts. She spurns Mulberry’s entire handbag output in favour of absurdly impractical oversized clutches, or animal-print totes. She works – and this is only my imaginings, you understand – in some chic little art gallery somewhere in Soho or Shoreditch, selling incomprehensible art installations by Young British Artists, and pieces of graffiti by Banksy. And at the weekends, she hangs out with her equally fabulous friends – in hip little bars on Saturday nights, and in great big noisy family groups at the River Café on Sundays.

I know I sound just a little bit obsessed. But I want … I sort of want to be this woman. I actually think I should have been this woman. Louboutin Lexie is who I was supposed to be, I’m quite sure, from the art gallery career and the multitude of friends to the stunning wardrobe with the covetable accessories. I mean, I went to art school to do a Fine Art degree, and I was good at it too, until I dropped out at the start of my third year to marry Charlie. I used to have a multitude of friends, until they all began to fall by the wayside when I skipped ahead an entire generation and got pregnant with Robbie only a month after my twenty-first birthday. As for the stunning wardrobe and the covetable accessories … well, OK, I’m not sure I was ever anywhere close to Louboutin Lexie’s exalted level.

But maybe I would have been, if I hadn’t married a man who practically has a heart attack every time I attempt to deviate from middle-aged yummy-mummy-style territory. Who made a fuss when I turned up to a colleague’s promotion dinner in a pair of bright red patent platforms. Who split his sides laughing the (admittedly ill-fated) day I attempted to rock a pair of harem pants (I’d seen Jessica Biel looking fabulous in a pair in Grazia magazine, and as it happens, she’s one year older and a full dress size larger than I am).

I give Robbie his usual hug and kiss-on-the-tip-of-the-nose, and after he’s gone through the gates, I turn round and start heading back along Fulham Road.

I’m not quite brave enough to venture to a table-for-one at Café on the Green, where all the other (non-working) mothers hang out, but I’m damned if I’m not going to at least get a takeaway coffee before stopping by the supermarket in search of Charlie’s yellow shower gel. Pathetic but true – a smile and a friendly word with the nice Croatian girl who makes the café’s delicious cappuccino is probably going to be the highlight of my week.

Actually, that’s a bit unfair. Though usually that would be true, this week I do have another, much better highlight. My best friend, Polly, is getting back from New York, where she’s been living for the last six years.

Actually, she’ll have got back last night – I wanted to go to the airport to meet her, but I couldn’t get a babysitter and Charlie had to work late. Anyway, she’s getting married on New Year’s Eve – Christ, that reminds me, I really have to speak to her scary sister, Bella, about picking out our bridesmaids’ dresses – and moving into a lovely house in leafy Wimbledon with her even lovelier fiancé, Dev, so the next few weeks will hopefully be a happy blur of picking out her wedding dress and helping her with trips to John Lewis to choose carpets and curtains … Though to be honest, I don’t even need to do those things with Polly. Just having her back home again, being able to meet for a coffee in her lunch-hour, have a bit of a mooch around Selfridges, or just hang out and do nothing together … well, it’s the thing that’s been keeping my head above water for the last few months.

I mean, even if I hadn’t missed Polly as much as I actually have, having her home again is going to be a massive improvement on my current lonely situation.

Two minutes from Café on the Green, I’m surprised by the sight of someone waving at me from a row of parked Range Rovers. I realise with a sinking heart that it’s a Miranda.

Miranda, by the way, is the catch-all name for the kind of professional mummy I’m impersonating. It was a (rare) joke of Charlie’s to begin with: a year ago, when we first attended a St Martin’s open day, we were descended upon by, it seemed, no fewer than a dozen mothers called Miranda. They all had children called ridiculous things like Artemis and Ophelia, and they all wanted to know which other schools we were applying to, and whether or not our son was already reading chapter books, and were we thinking of having him join the after-school French club or was he more of a pottery and painting kind of boy …?

Even though it’s pretty obvious now that not all of them are called Miranda, Charlie’s joke has stuck.

Though actually, this one – the one climbing out of her Range Rover, over-excited Labradoodle in tow – really is called Miranda. Chief Miranda, I call her in my head, because she’s one of those queen-bee, Alpha women, rather like Charlie’s ex-wife, Vanessa. In fact, she happens to be close friends with Charlie’s ex-wife, Vanessa, as they live next door to each other in one of the swankiest streets in this area.

It doesn’t make for the easiest of relations between us, that’s for certain. But still – and rather pathetically – I want her to approve of me. Chief Miranda is one of the linchpins of society at St Martin’s, whereas my role in said society is … well, I’m just not exactly the prom queen round here, that’s all. While being a leggy twenty-something blonde might stand me in pretty good stead if I had a fabulous job like Louboutin Lexie’s, or if I fancied hanging out at some kind of mechanics’ garage all day, like the woman in the ‘Uptown Girl’ video, it’s a definite drawback in terms of getting ‘in’ with the Mirandas. While they all look totally fabulous for women in their early forties, they are, unavoidably, women in their early forties. And even though it’s not like I’m stupid enough to come and stand at the school gates in a micro-mini with a sign painted on my unlined forehead saying ‘And All This Without Botox!’, I’m still practically a gymslip mother around here. It’s not winning me too many allies.

Then, of course, there’s the fact that I’m a lot more shy than anyone ever gives me credit for. Bad at small talk. Nervous with chat.

Oh, and then there’s the third thing, probably the most important thing, that’s working against me: I’m She Who Must Not Be Named. I’m a second, younger wife.

The thing is that even though everyone who matters knows that Charlie’s marriage to Vanessa was over before he made a move on me, I’m not stupid. I can see how it looks. I was their son’s babysitter, for goodness’ sake. It was a great way to make extra money when Polly and I first came to London together – me to art school, she to university – and even though I was scared witless of Vanessa, she and Charlie quickly became my most frequent clients. But – as I was forced to swear to my extremely old-fashioned, uptight parents before they’d even agree to meet Charlie – he and Vanessa had been sleeping in separate rooms for months before he went to kiss me, as he drove me home after babysitting one night. And he’d moved out and hired a divorce lawyer before I finally reciprocated.

I suppose I’m pretty old-fashioned too. And I’m certainly not a home-wrecker. But like I say, I can see how it looks.

‘Grace Costello! Just the woman I wanted to see!’ Chief Miranda says. She nods in the direction of Café on the Green. ‘On your way for a coffee with some of the others?’

‘Um …’

‘Excellent. I’ll come with you. Would you take Jasper for a moment, please, while I get my bag?’

‘Jasper?’

She shoves the Labradoodle’s lead at me, which I take, only for Jasper immediately to bury his nose deep into my crotch and start whimpering excitedly.

Well, it’s nice to know someone round here likes me.

‘Actually, I’ve been meaning to have a word with you for a little while,’ Miranda says, taking back Jasper’s lead as we start on our way towards the café. ‘Your husband … Charlie, isn’t it?’

She knows full well that it’s Charlie. She knew him when he and Vanessa were still married, long before I, Shameless Grace the Husband-Snatcher, came onto the scene.

‘Yes, it’s Charlie.’

‘He works for the Amar family, doesn’t he? The owners of MMA Capital? Since he was made redundant from Farrell Christie Dench, I mean. Or maybe I shouldn’t say “made redundant”. I mean, it was more like being managed out, wasn’t it? Because he was pushing forty-five, and they were never going to make him a partner?’

Amazing that, despite being apparently unable to remember Charlie’s name, Miranda nevertheless has an extensive – and scarily accurate – knowledge of his recent employment history. Thanks, I have no doubt, to Vanessa.

‘Anyway,’ she carries on, ‘we on the fund-raising committee have recently got wind of a very interesting rumour about Saad Amar – you know, the eldest son, the one in charge at MMA – and I thought you might be just the person to help us out.’ She starts tying Jasper up outside the café, an agonisingly long process. ‘Louisa McCormack – do you know her? – she’s my vice-chair on the fund-raising committee, and she works with a family friend of the Amars at Goldman Sachs …’

I have the time, briefly, to feel deeply inadequate in comparison with Louisa McCormack – a top-ranked Miranda who manages to hold down a high-flying job and take a leading role in the all-important St Martin’s fund-raising committee. Oh, and no doubt make a cracking shepherd’s pie, too.

‘… and she’s heard that this Saad guy is looking at schools in London for his youngest brother. Ahmed? Mohammed?’ She flaps a hand, as if dismissing silent accusations of institutional racial prejudice that might be coming from either myself or, perhaps, from Jasper. ‘I don’t remember the details. But Louisa says that St Martin’s is absolutely definitely in the frame!’

I really have no idea how I’m supposed to react to this. ‘Right. Um. Well, that’s. Um. Great?’

‘Grace, don’t be thick!’ She pulls the door to the café open, and marches through without holding it open for me. ‘Don’t you realise what an amazing coup it would be for St Martin’s to have little Ahmed Amar as a pupil? When you think of the kind of welly the Amars could put into the fund-raising for the new science block, or the expansion to the art department … I mean, they’re billionaires, you know!’

I cringe inwardly as my nice Croatian waitress comes up to lead us to a table, and gives Chief Miranda an astonished stare.

You know, it’s a pity I can’t come and sit at a table here every morning, because it’s one of the nicest café’s I’ve ever known, with squashy sofas and the newspapers all along one wall, for people who are just having coffee, and cute little wrought-iron tables for people who are having their delicious-looking brunch dishes. At this time of the morning, though, the wrought-iron tables are full to bursting with mere coffee-drinkers – the Mirandas, who are regarding me now with their usual polite but frosty suspicion as I take my seat amongst them. There’s a lot of chat about upcoming Christmas holiday plans that I don’t feel quite able to join in with – most of their kids seem to have been enrolled in judo camp, or performing arts courses, so I think it’s unlikely the Mirandas will be impressed with my intentions to build a den in the spare room and keep the boys supplied up there with a constant stream of sugary snacks – until Chief Miranda finally turns back to restart her conversation with me.

‘Honestly, the last thing we want is the Amars deciding to send little Mohammed to St Thomas’s, or Arnold House. As if either of those needs the kind of financial boost we do! So if there’s any way you could get your husband to bring any influence to bear … well, it goes without saying how grateful we’d be. And there’d certainly be a place on the fund-raising committee in it for you, if you wanted?’

I realise, in this instant, that yes, I do want a place on the fund-raising committee. I want the Mirandas to include me. I’m being allowed to peek through this tiny chink in the doorway into their world, and the sight of it is whetting my appetite for more. Not just a position on the fund-raising committee, but inclusion in one of the Mirandas’ book groups, or an invitation to the Sports Day committee lunch …

And Charlie would like it if I were more involved at St Martin’s. He’s told me so often enough.

I furnish Chief Miranda with my brightest, most can-do smile. ‘Well, of course I’ll ask Charlie to see what he can do. Or maybe I could approach Mr Amar himself. We do have a company drinks party at MMA tomorrow evening,’ I add, only slightly inwardly cringing at how Stepford Wife-y this makes me sound, and secretly hoping Chief Miranda will be rather impressed.

‘Oh God, no, Grace, don’t do that.’ Miranda either doesn’t realise, or doesn’t care, about her astonishing bluntness. ‘You don’t know how to talk to these kind of people. I mean, you’ve never worked with people like that. Or am I wrong? I thought Vanessa told me you’d never really had a proper job.’

I can feel my cheeks start to tingle with embarrassment. ‘Right. Of course.’

‘Golly, Grace, don’t take offence! It’s not a criticism. I’m sure you would have had a terribly interesting career, if you hadn’t married and had children so young.’ She sips her coffee, enjoying this. And, I’m sure, taking as many mental pictures as possible so she can re-enjoy it with Vanessa on a later occasion.

Only a few minutes into my excursion into Miranda-land, and I’m already starting to wonder if I should return my visa and flee for the border. But I’m not going to let her put me off that easily.

I plaster a pleasant smile over my burning face. ‘Well, it’s been really nice having coffee with you, Miranda,’ I say, starting to gather my things and get to my feet. ‘I’ll get Charlie to do what he can.’

‘Oh, you’re leaving already?’

‘I’m afraid so. My best friend has just got back from New York, and she’s getting married at New Year, so I’ve tons of arrangements to help her with. And I’ve a million things to do in the house,’ I say, brilliantly making it sound as though I’m due to spend all day gainfully employed at the organic vegetable patch and Rayburn stove, rustling up tasty shepherd’s pies by the half-dozen.

Well, maybe not that brilliantly. Miranda doesn’t look all that convinced.

‘So you’ll get back to me about the Abdel Amar matter?’

‘I’ll get back to you about the … er … Amar matter. Bye, Miranda!’

As I leave, I can see through the side window that she’s already upped and joined the Mirandas at the table next to ours, and I can tell from the angle of their heads and the light in their eyes that they’re talking about me. No matter how hard I try, I know I’ll always be a tourist in Miranda-land.

Ten minutes later and I’m on my way to the supermarket, in pursuit of yellow shower gel, when my mobile rings.

BELLA, the screen flashes at me.

It’s Polly’s sister. The one I’m supposed to have called about the bridesmaids’ dresses.

‘Bella!’ I say, with as much jollity in my voice as I can possibly muster.

Look, it’s not that I don’t like Bella. It’s just that she’s incredibly hard work. And that no matter how much hard work I do put in with her, she never really seems to give anything back. I think she’s always been jealous of my closeness to Polly. Either that or she’s just one of those people who mistake my particular brand of shyness for stand-offishness instead.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I carry on, ‘I’ve been meaning to
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