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1.

‘I told you. It was the handsome professor.’ Alice Beeton shut the hardback library book with a satisfied snap. ‘Never trust a man with a dimple in his chin.’

The kettle trilled like an old-fashioned police whistle. Alice walked across the small kitchen to turn off the gas, releasing the cap so that it gasped, the boiling water inside fizzing.

Agatha barked once in reply, her bright brown eyes staring up at Alice who now took a china cup and two saucers from the cupboard, moving the remaining crockery a fraction to retain their pleasingly neat stacks. With a silver spoon, she measured out the precise amount of Earl Grey tea leaves from the caddy into the teapot, before filling it up from the kettle and placing a knitted cosy on top.

As a self-confessed addict of crime fiction, Alice loved the twisty plots, red herrings and scattered clues that invariably resulted in her outsmarting most fictional detectives – with the exception of Miss Marple, of course. She had a prized set of all eighty Agatha Christies (after whom she’d named her dog), but she’d run out of space for any more books.

Alice’s basement flat was never at its best early in the day, only brightening up when the sun was above the buildings opposite. Pulling up the Roman blind above the sink and peering up through the barred windows to street level, she noticed the weak grey shimmer of the December sky, but the ‘beast from the east’ that was predicted had yet to arrive. It really didn’t look like it was going to snow, but you could never be too sure. Nevertheless, it was definitely a day for a thermal vest.

On the table, trumpets of orange amaryllis that one of her grateful clients had sent filled the kitchen with a cheery dash of exotic colour, but despite everything being just right in her flat, it was hard to ignore the loud neighbours upstairs. She winced as that dratted son of theirs bounced a ball across her ceiling. She flicked on the radio, which was set permanently to Classic FM, and turned up the blast of Vivaldi as a riposte.

Agatha barked again and tipped her head to one side.

‘I’m doing it,’ Alice said. ‘Be patient.’

She poured the tea from the dainty spout into one of the saucers, topped it up with cold milk from the jug and placed it on the floor where Agatha lapped at it. But just as she was pouring her own cup, the ancient egg-shaped timer pinged. Alice jumped and put the teapot down. It got her every time.

She thought, as she often did, of how this small object brought her back to sitting on the bowed wooden counter in the kitchen of Hawthorn Hall, as Mrs Doulton taught her chapter and verse about running a kitchen and a household. Her memories had the same quality as those kodak prints of the time – faded and most definitely of a different era – but Mrs Doulton remained more like a feeling. The person who felt like home. Even now, five years after she’d passed on, Alice missed her old mentor and the person who’d been more like a mother than anyone else with an ache that she knew would never subside.

She slid on her oven gloves and peered through the clear glass door, but even without the timer she could tell from the delicious aroma that the biscuits were done to perfection. They were made to the precise recipe of her Victorian ancestor, the very famous Isabella Beeton – she of the Book of Household Management fame. Alice liked to live by the standards of her long-lost relative: neatness, orderliness, punctuality, and hard work. And of course, the satisfaction and comfort of home-baking.


Lemon Biscuits

INGREDIENTS – 1¼ lb of flour, ¾ lb of loaf sugar, 6 oz of fresh butter, 4 eggs, the peel of 2 lemons, 2 dessertspoonfuls of lemon-juice.

METHOD – Rub the flour into the butter; stir in the pounded sugar and very finely minced lemon-peel, and when these ingredients are thoroughly mixed, add the eggs, which should be previously well whisked, and the lemon-juice. Beat the mixture well for a minute or two, then drop it from a spoon on to a buttered tin, about 2 inches apart, as the biscuits will spread when they get warm. Place the tin in the oven, and bake the biscuits to a pale brown from 15 to 20 minutes.

Time – 15 to 20 minutes.

Average cost, 1s. 6d.

Seasonable at any time.



Dressed in her usual uniform of a sensible knee-length skirt, the thermal vest, a crisp white shirt and one of her many neutral cashmere V-necks, and her most treasured accessory – her Victorian spinner necklace — Alice prepared to leave the flat. Given the weather, she added a jacquard silk scarf for a touch of colour and warmth, wondering, as she often did, why it was that people always bought her scarves as presents. Was she really that boring? If her sister-in-law Sassy gave her another this Christmas, she was determined to actually say something for once.

She took a tin from her large collection in the kitchen cupboard and lined it with crinkly greaseproof paper before placing the cooled biscuits carefully inside. Whistling along to the cheery Handel melody, she stowed the tin in her leather satchel, then turned off the radio and put her slippers in the shoe rack by the door. She laced up her leather brogues, shrugged on her trustworthy Burberry mac and checked herself in the gilt oval mirror by the front door, raking her fingers through the fringe of her neat brown bob. She was perfectly presentable. But hang on … Alice did a double take. Was that the faint outline of a … good heavens! A moustache?

Unlike so many of the women she met, she didn’t engage in the lengthy and, in her opinion, mostly futile pursuit of fighting time. On the other side of fifty, but still feeling very much in her forties, she’d decided to make peace with her face shape changing, her waistline thickening, her hair showing off" rather more than the odd strand of silver now. But whilst she wouldn’t consider herself old, or vain by any stretch of the imagination, this new development simply wouldn’t do.

If she could muster the courage, she’d ask Jinx how to get rid of it. Although, once she gave her best friend even an inkling of an ‘in’ when it came to Alice’s appearance, she suspected the floodgates would open. Jinx had more lotions and potions and ‘hacks’ for beautifying oneself than Alice dared to count.

She took a deep breath and opened the door, steeling herself for the inevitable sight of discarded takeaway wrappers at the bottom of her steps, but for once the terracotta plant-pot-lined route up to the gate was clear.

Mr Mantis, the building manager, was coming down the wide stoop of the red-brick mansion house above her flat, sprinkling anti-slip salt onto the steps from a container that looked like a giant tube of Pringles. He was a little man – wiry and suspicious and always stooped over in his tatty leather jacket. He stank of cigarettes and cheap aftershave, and Alice didn’t trust him one little bit.

‘Miss Beeton,’ he said, elongating the ‘e’ with his whiney voice. ‘I’ve had a complaint, see. About your dog. Specifically about its barking.’ He looked pointedly at Agatha and then flicked his head in the direction of the ground-floor window above them, the slatted blinds of which now flicked closed.

‘Agatha doesn’t bark. She communicates,’ Alice replied, tightening the belt of her mac. ‘And, anyway, his son bounces his ball across the floor. You can’t imagine the noise. Consider the complaint doubled and sent back.’

‘If you don’t like living here, you could sell. I know people—’

‘I’ve told you before, Mr Mantis,’ she said, curtly, ‘I’m not selling. Now, good day,’ she added as she turned away, but not before noticing Mr Mantis’s eyeroll. The bloody cheek of it.








2.

Alice walked her usual route to Kensington Gardens, releasing Agatha from her lead, so that she could sniff her favourite spots along the avenue of sycamore trees. She found comfort in the familiar morning commute: the runners, the young mothers with their pushchairs, the scooter kids and a gentleman Sikh who she often saw walking with his stick. In the distance, the ducks took off, skimming the surface of the pond and up towards the sprawling branches of the bare elms and the white sky above. There was an icy chill in the air, and Alice shivered, retrieving her woolly beret from her pocket and pulling it low over her ears.

She didn’t usually allow rude people to bother her, but her encounter with Mr Mantis smarted. She’d dearly wanted to buy the ground-floor flat herself when it had come onto the market eighteen months ago, but the property had rocketed in value, and it was completely out of her budget. She’d re-mortgaged too many times and taken out too many loans over the years to help Jasper, and her line of credit was running out.

But it irked her that the spacious flat, with its stately period features, had been sold to such thoughtless neighbours who’d ripped the guts of it out, the endless building work causing no end of dust and noise. It puzzled Alice that they’d managed to get such a modern refurbishment in a listed building past the planning department. She didn’t trust for a second that they had the right permissions. And now, having removed all of the insulation, they had the gall to complain about Agatha. Agatha was a dream compared to most dogs. Well, compared to any dog, as far as Alice was concerned. It was most discombobulating to be complained about for just living one’s own life in one’s own home. It was most un-neighbourly. People just didn’t have any manners these days and, as Mrs Doulton had always insisted, manners were everything.

Sometimes, it felt as if the world was just changing far too fast. Take her neighbourhood, for instance. Alice had bought the bohemian basement flat before Notting Hill and its environs had become full of rich bankers. At the time, the half-derelict mansion block flat had been a bargain and she’d paid for it outright in cash from the sale of her mother’s jewellery. She’d kept only the Victorian spinner necklace from the box of shiny baubles she’d inherited and tried to stop minding so very much that Jasper, her younger brother, had got the whole family estate. She couldn’t fathom why her free-spirited parents had kept such an antiquated clause in their will, passing Hawthorn Hall down the male line. But then, they probably hadn’t expected to die in a helicopter crash, after one of their legendary parties, causing Jasper to inherit when he’d been a clueless eighteen-year-old. Thank God for Mrs Doulton, who’d stayed on to run the whole place.

The pull of Hawthorn Hall was always there, but it would never be Alice’s. And anyway, what would she do with it if it were? She wouldn’t want to rattle around in Sussex all by herself. Hawthorn was more suited to Jasper and his boys, although Sassy (or @yummymummyinthehall as she apparently called herself on Instagram) had no clue how to run the place.

Besides, Alice loved London. Though, at this time ofyear with the Christmas decorations up, it was hard to combat the feeling that her life hadn’t quite panned out as she’d hoped. As she crossed through the ornate, rusty-red Queen’s Park gate and waited at the lights, a threesome of London buses squished together at the stop opposite, the sides of each decorated with a variation of the same advert for the latest movie romcom, depicting a perfect family opening presents next to a roaring fire.

She’d always assumed that she’d have her own luxury house like the one in the advert by now. In her mind’s eye, she could perfectly envisage a hallway, a massive tree, the bannisters up the stairs decorated with ivy and lights, her brood of talented children jumping around in excitement; the comfortable, stylish drawing room filled with eclectic, arty friends; and in the centre of them all, pouring champagne, her husband, who she imagined was tall and mysterious – like a friendlier Captain von Trapp.

But this fantasy had somehow failed to materialise in any shape or form. She rarely pondered the fact that she was childless and single, but Christmas did rather serve to rub it in. Not for the first time, she wondered how it had all happened so fast – that her fertile years had passed in a flash whilst she’d been working. She’d assumed that if love were to find her, then it just would, despite Jinx telling her repeatedly that it wasn’t how it worked these days. She’d steadfastly refused to put up her profile online, finding the whole idea of dating a stranger utterly distasteful and embarrassing. But having failed over the last twenty years to meet even one single, eligible man, Alice had reluctantly concluded that Jinx might have been right all along.

The buses were on the move now and they drove off in unison on their route towards Clapham. The pedestrian crossing flashed, breaking her out of her reverie. She walked determinedly forward, pulling Agatha who wanted to say hello to a Labrador going the other way.

Her life was perfectly satisfactory, Alice reminded herself. Besides, in her experience, children were totally overrated and not nearly as rewarding as a dog. And she had her business.

Yes, right foot forward, she thought. There was work to be done.

Ten minutes later, Alice arrived at a cream Regency building. Its glossy black door had once been the portal to a gentlemen’s club, but the building was now full of offices. Like everyone else who crammed their businesses into the tiny spaces inside, Alice had chosen it solely for its prestigious postcode, just a stone’s throw from Berkeley Square.

Inside was far more utilitarian than the Doric columns outside might have suggested. Walking two at a time up the grey stairs with their reinforced steel treads, Agatha panting and hopping up beside her, Alice passed several offices until she got to the door with the frosted glass, which read, ‘The Good Household Management Agency’.

It had been Mrs Doulton who’d suggested the name for the agency since a book with ‘good’, ‘household’ and ‘management’ in the title had done very well for her distant relative. Alice knew that her old mentor would have been very proud that she’d been in business for over twenty-five years. Though probably, like Alice, she’d also be a little disappointed that in that time she’d failed to move into better, more brightly lit and spacious offices. They’d come close, of course, when the agency was doing well in the boom of the two-thousands, but the rent had sky-rocketed. And in recent years, the Covid pandemic certainly hadn’t helped.

It was a non-stop job supplying the carefully vetted domestic staff for her clients’ extravagant townhouses and sprawling country piles. Running the kind of high-end, event-filled life of the uber rich required good staff and Alice prided herself on supplying only the very best. Her old-fashioned Rolodex was stuffed with everyone from chefs, nannies, chauffeurs, estate managers, PTs and PAs, to mixologists, maids, gardeners and housekeepers, many of whom had been on her books for years.

She understood that for her clients, exceptionally high standards needed to be maintained and her staff knew that discretion was the key. No matter what the problem behind closed doors, staff from Alice’s agency were always on-hand to fix it.

‘Morning,’ she said, entering. ‘How are we?’

The cramped office contained two desks in the reception area – one for Helly and one for Jinx, and a green sofa. Alice’s office was through a glass divide, but she rarely ever closed the door.

Helly put down her knitting, the ball of purple wool falling off the front of her desk and spinning towards Alice’s feet.

‘Oh, Alice, quick,’ Helly said, and Alice grabbed the wool before Agatha got hold of it. Agatha considered Helly’s knitting to be a particularly fun game and had once managed to unravel a whole jumper.

Helly was in her early twenties and had the kind of modern cropped haircut that Alice had always wanted at her age but had never quite mustered the nerve to get. She had multiple piercings in her ears and a nose stud, although Alice had drawn the line at Helly’s septum ring in the office. With her deadpan voice and all the piercings, Jinx had worried Helly wouldn’t take to the work, but Alice had spotted a well-brought-up, organised young person with an old soul. And, despite Jinx’s initial misgivings, she had turned out to do her job surprisingly well.

Jinx was warming herself against the fan heater, and now turned around in a way that a starlet from an old movie might, her arms outstretched.

‘There you are. My baby, my baby,’ she said in a silly voice, scooping up Agatha and nuzzling her.

‘Good morning to you too,’ Alice said, pointedly, making Jinx laugh – the same deep, raucous laugh she’d had since they were children at school together. The kind of laugh that had got them into trouble with their teachers.

After their A levels, when Jinx had been off on multiple gap years, they’d lost touch, and in her early twenties, when Alice had been dealing with the fall-out of her parents’ sudden demise, she’d watched from afar as Jinx, armed with that very laugh and a swagger to match, had become an ‘It’ girl in London in the mid Nineties.

Always pictured in the gossip columns on the arm of some minor prince or playboy, Jinx’s first celebrity wedding to an oil magnate’s son had lasted all of six months. When Jinx had called out of the blue from the South of France, in floods of tears, explaining that she was penniless and humiliated, Alice hadn’t hesitated in helping her out. Husband number two had seemed a better prospect, but he’d turned out to be a rotter too. Husband number three had hardly been any better. And when husband number four had died unexpectedly in a hot tub – which Jinx hadn’t been in at the time – Jinx had cleaned up her act and declared that she was off men forever. It was then Alice had invited her to come aboard to help run the agency. From day one she’d been a natural, and in recent years had really come into her own, branching out into a very successful concierge service for their clients.

‘What on earth are you wearing?’ Alice asked, squinting at Jinx’s stripey taffeta dress with puffed sleeves. She looked alarmingly like a deckchair.

‘Don’t you love being old enough for things to come back into fashion?’

‘It’s very Princess Diana,’ Alice ventured, knowing the compliment would land with her friend, who loved the royals and had never really stopped being a Sloane Ranger – for whom the iconic Princess had, of course, been the main torchbearer. ‘But maybe one for spring? Didn’t you hear we’re expecting snow?’

‘Hasn’t the royal family been cancelled? I don’t know why you two still harp on about them,’ Helly said, not looking up from her knitting.

Alice, who along with Jinx had mourned profoundly the passing of the late Queen, was saved from entering a debate about loyalty and service when the buzzer sounded.

Helly leant into the comms screen.

‘It’s that girl for the interview,’ she said. ‘She’s early.’

‘Good,’ Alice said. ‘Bring her in.’








3.

Alice prided herself on being able to get the cut of someone’s jib (a favourite saying of Mrs Doulton’s) in lightning quick time. Her instincts were rarely wrong. You only ever had one chance to make a good first impression, and so far, this young woman, Enya Fischer, had done a superb job.

She was tall and dressed in a pinstriped, double-breasted charcoal-grey suit. The skirt was maybe a little on the short side, but paired with just the right denier black stocking. Not too thick, not too thin. Her hair – long and blonde – was tied back in a ponytail, but with care. Not a strand out of place, and expertly teased, Alice noted, no doubt in the correct way – with the pointed end of a comb. She had high cheekbones and the kind of dewy complexion that the young have but never appreciate, and large, serious grey eyes.

‘I love the way she has one black ear and one tan. What kind of dog is she?’ Enya asked, nodding down towards Agatha.

‘I’ve never been exactly sure,’ Alice replied, always charmed by people who took the time to notice her beloved dog. ‘We call her a Cojack – mostly Jack Russell, with a dash of corgi, I suspect.’

She didn’t mention that when she’d found Agatha, she had been the size of Alice’s hand, abandoned next to a large black bin. The fact that the bin had been on Buckingham Palace Gate had always made her entertain the fantasy that one of the royal corgis might have been in some way responsible for her existence.

But this morning, Agatha was acting far from royal and seemed to have completely lost her manners. As Enya reached out to pet her, she emitted a low growl and Alice looked sharply in her direction, noticing that the small dog was baring her teeth.

‘I’m so sorry. She’s never normally like this. Agatha!’ Alice said, picking her up. ‘Whatever’s got into you?’

She marched to the office door and put Agatha down, booting her gently towards Helly.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she apologised again, but Enya only smiled, revealing perfect white teeth.

‘Agatha. That’s an unusual name for a dog.’

‘Oh, after Christie. I’m an addict of crime fiction,’ Alice confessed. ‘Do you like to read?’

‘Oh yes, of course. Whenever I can,’ Enya said, and slid across her professionally printed CV.

The first big tick, Alice thought, as she put on her thick-framed reading glasses. Helly said that they made her look like Velma from Scooby-Doo but Alice liked them. She scanned the impressive list of Enya’s credentials and nodded thoughtfully.

‘You went to school in Switzerland?’

‘Yes, my parents lived there for a while. My father was German and my mother French, so I’m fluent in both,’ the young woman said, confidently, with only the very merest hint of an accent.

‘Good, good,’ Alice said, mentally adding some more ticks, before moving on. She’d been around the block long enough to spot when someone was fluffing up their CV like a feather pillow, but Enya seemed to have excellent experience under her belt. Placements that had undoubtedly given her that very refined, implacable demeanour. She was respectful and polite and not at all showy. An ideal candidate.

But at the same time, she was surprised that a woman like Enya would want to have a position as domestic staff, rather than a position in, say, a business of her own. Not that there was anything wrong with being in domestic service, and most of the people on Alice’s books were equally highly educated, but this Enya just seemed so very switched on.

That said, these days it was hard getting jobs that were well paid enough to allow a person to live in the lowliest of London postcodes, let alone the most prestigious. Being a live-in housekeeper came with many high-end perks as well as a very decent salary. And she wouldn’t mind betting Enya knew that.

‘Oh, and here are my references,’ Enya said, reaching into a smart Smythson attaché case.

One was from The Dorchester hotel on headed paper, the second sheet from an upscale ski resort in Klosters.

‘You ski?’

‘Almost since before I could walk.’

‘I’ve never been myself. I’m hopeless with heights,’ Alice said with a chuckle.

The phone on her desk now unexpectedly rang and she looked through the glass towards Helly, who shrugged, holding out the receiver. Helly knew full well that it wasn’t polite to disturb her during an interview.

‘What is it?’ Alice said rather snappily into the receiver.

‘Sorry, it’s just I have a call for you. She says it’s urgent and won’t be put off.’

Alice put her hand over the mouthpiece and smiled at Enya.

‘Would you excuse me, just a moment.’

She nodded to Helly to put the call through. ‘Alice Beeton speaking.’

The woman on the other end of the line — Camille Messent, as she now introduced herself – spoke good English, but so fast and in such a heavy French accent that Alice had to concentrate to keep up.

She smiled at Enya, who, politely pretended not to listen as she stood up and examined the framed illustrations from Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management.

From what Alice could surmise, the Messents’ current housekeeper had right this moment and wholly unexpectedly quit for personal reasons, which from Madame Messent’s tone didn’t qualify as a suitable reason at all. Left in a bind, she seemed rather frantic. Laura, her teenage daughter was already home from boarding school for the holidays and she had absolutely no time to supervise her, busy as she was with her charitable foundation for refugees and her husband abroad on business. The Good Household Management Agency had come highly recommended and, as she finally drew a breath, she asked if Miss Beeton could possibly help.

Alice was always glad when the agency had been personally recommended. There was no substitute for word of mouth. Jinx had been saying for years that they should advertise and expand, but Alice maintained that small and exclusive was her business plan, and she was sticking to it.

Alice assured Madame Messent that she’d see what she could do and put down the phone before apologising to Enya for the interruption.

‘I couldn’t help overhearing some of that,’ Enya said.

‘She was rather desperate. Being let down by staff at short notice is simply awful.’

‘I quite agree,’ Enya said. There was a small pause. ‘Miss Beeton, I hate to be presumptuous, but I’m free. Perhaps I could go? Didn’t she say she wanted someone right away?’

‘I’m not sure, I mean, it’s most irregular—’

‘Oh, I’m sure it is, but as you know I’m quite up to the task and I do speak French after all?’ Enya suggested, with a disarming smile. ‘Perhaps just a case of being in the right place at the right time? Aren’t you a believer in serendipity? I certainly am.’

Alice twisted her lips, feeling unusually put on the spot. Of course, Enya was right, there was a great deal in this life that relied on people being in the right place at the right time, but she and Jinx had put in strict protocols over the years to thoroughly vet their staff and there simply wasn’t the time to go through all the checks if Enya were to go to the Messents’ right away. But on the other hand, it was Christmas and as she quickly ran through the staff on her books who’d be available, everyone who sprung to mind was either already in a placement or on holiday.

‘I’m not promising anything. I need to make a few calls and to check out these references, so perhaps you wouldn’t mind waiting out there for a moment or two …’ Alice said.

‘Of course,’ Enya said, again with her lovely smile.

She really was very charming, Alice thought, smiling back and watching her close the door respectfully.

She logged onto her computer and checked the database, but Susie McTeary was with the family in Dubai and Paulette Cobin? Damn it, she was with her family in Antibes. So, actually Enya was looking like a very good candidate to send to the Messents.

She dialled the number on Enya’s CV and as she waited for an answer, turned her chair away and looked up at the framed needlepoint on the wall – one of the only things she’d rescued from Mrs Doulton’s room at Hawthorn. It had a picture of a home and in cursive writing was a famous quote of Mrs Beeton’s: A place for everything, and everything in its place.

Five minutes later, Alice joined Enya, Helly and Jinx in the reception area. Jinx had obviously told Agatha to stay in her basket, as Agatha gave Alice a distinctly ashamed look, then shuffled round and turned her bottom to the room.

‘They couldn’t have been more enthusiastic about you,’ Alice said, referring to the two calls she’d just made. The woman at The Dorchester, and indeed the woman at Klosters, had been very complimentary. ‘To be honest, I’m not really sure why you left either job?’

‘I want to run a proper household,’ Enya said. ‘Or run a household the proper way, to be precise. I can’t help noticing these lovely pictures everywhere,’ she continued, looking round. ‘They’re from Mrs Beeton’s book, aren’t they? I adore everything she wrote. Forgive me, but are you related?’

‘Distantly,’ Alice said, feeling a little flush of pride.

‘My grandmother had her book. She was given it as a wedding present. I think most women were in those days.’

Alice caught Jinx and Helly exchange a look. Alice could extol the virtues of her distant relative for hours and she knew it bored them both. It was rather an unexpected pleasure to encounter a fellow Beeton-ite.

‘You know, she was the first person to write out recipes with the ingredients, method and cost,’ Enya said.

‘I know!’ Alice exclaimed, possibly a little too enthusiastically.

‘Here we go,’ Helly muttered.

‘Before then, it must have been so hard to follow all those fancy French chefs,’ Enya went on. ‘She was very in tune with the times. Thanks to her, women everywhere were able to plan their weekly meals and budgets.’

Helly muttered something else, but Alice only caught the word ‘patriarchy’ and shot her a sharp look.

‘Such a shame that she was only twenty-eight when she died,’ Enya said. ‘That’s the same age as me.’

Alice looked Enya over again — a woman entering her prime – and felt a wave of sadness for poor Isabella Beeton. She’d been a businesswoman and entrepreneur and had written one of the most enduring, bestselling books of the twentieth century, but her husband had got all the credit at the time. She’d been the eldest of twenty-one siblings, so most of her childhood had been spent caring for them. In fact, there was no real evidence that she’d had the time to cook, or had particularly enjoyed it even, but that didn’t diminish her huge legacy and the book that Arthur Conan Doyle described as having more wisdom per square inch than any ever written by a man.

‘I never normally do this,’ Alice said, ‘but as your references are so good and as you’re here, perhaps, as you say, we should embrace the serendipity and you should go to the Messents’.’

Jinx raised her eyebrows in surprise. ‘That’s the easiest ride anyone has got from Alice,’ she said to Enya. ‘It must be Christmas. Let’s sort out that paperwork, shall we?’

Half an hour later, as Jinx gave Enya the Messents’ address, they all waved her goodbye, though Agatha slightly dampened the moment, by letting out a long, low growl, like a distant rumble of thunder. The silly old sausage.








4.

At eleven on the dot, Alice retrieved the tin of lemon biscuits from her satchel and declared it time for their morning coffee break.

As Helly put the kettle on for coffee, Jinx started opening the large pile of Christmas cards on her desk, carefully scrutinising each one. Alice often thought that she could probably offer a whole open university degree course on the etiquette of card-giving.

‘One from Terry, the window cleaner. Isn’t he sweet? He always sends a card. Oh, and look, here’s one from Shelley Van Oostrasburger, but not starring her in a full photoshoot this year … disappointing. In fact, I’d say a lot of these cards are decidedly less bling than usual.’

‘Glitter is really bad for the environment,’ Helly said, filling the cafetiere in the small kitchenette. ‘Plus, why use trees for something so pointless? Especially when no one believes in Christmas anymore.’

‘Bah humbug,’ Alice said, although perhaps Helly did have a point. Alice had received several half-arsed round robin Christmas emails, which really weren’t the same as a handwritten card. But Helly looked a bit put out, so Alice said more softly, ‘Have you decided what you’re doing for Christmas?’

‘Back to see my folks,’ Helly replied, unenthusiastically. ‘It’ll be a nightmare on the train to Leeds. If I can get there. There’ll probably be strikes. All the travelling makes me anxious.’

‘It won’t be that bad, surely?’ Alice said, trying to cajole her. ‘Once you’re there?’

Helly gave her a ‘you’ve-got-to-be-joking’ look. ‘You know my brother’s an idiot. I can’t stand him for more than a day.’

‘Talking of brothers, I take it you’ve been summoned to Hawthorn, Alice?’ said Jinx, propping up each card on the office shelves.

‘Yes. You don’t want to come with me, do you?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t get out of Richard’s shindig. Besides, you have no idea how irritating I find Sassy online. I don’t think I could manage her in real life.’

‘Her Insta is like, totally delulu,’ Helly said.

Alice grimaced.

‘If you won’t enter the twenty-first century and get on the socials, Alice, it’s your own fault you’re missing out on the goss,’ Jinx said as she took one of the lemon biscuits from the tin. Alice knew she ought to heed Jinx’s advice and get onto social media, but she really couldn’t see that any good would come of it. She liked her life being private. In Alice’s opinion, there was something so vulgar about people sharing the details of their daily lives, filtering pictures of their coffees, editing and cropping out anything realistic and saying that they were constantly ‘humbled’ and ‘blessed’. The world would be a much better place if people stopped navel gazing so much and got on with things that actually mattered.

‘So? Has Jasper made any money yet? Like he promised?’ Jinx asked pointedly, refusing to let the subject go, despite Alice’s best efforts. ‘Wasn’t Christmas the cut-off?’

There weren’t any secrets in the office, but it was uncouth to talk about money and Alice didn’t approve of washing one’s dirty linen in public, however upsetting and gossip-worthy Jasper’s antics might be. And anyway, Jinx hardly knew the half of it. She’d be horrified if she realised that Alice had taken out yet another loan to ‘tide Jasper over’.

‘I’m sure he’s got good news,’ Alice said, as if it were no big deal, hoping to God it was true. Fortunately, the door buzzer rang, saving Alice from another dressing-down from Jinx about how Jasper was her one weak spot and she needed to take a firmer stance. As if Alice didn’t know that already. She wasn’t stupid.

‘Oh!’ Helly clapped her hands and pressed the entry button.

Jinx glanced at Alice. They both knew that there was only one person who could raise a smile like that from Helly. And sure enough, a moment later, a young man came bounding through the door, holding his moped helmet and shaking out his dreadlocks.

Agatha jumped out of her basket, barked twice in greeting and ran little circles of joy as Jacques Lourdan bent down and gave her a tickle behind the ears.

‘Ah, so the wanderer returns?’ Jinx said, kissing him on both cheeks. ‘Let me look at you,’ she said, holding him by the shoulders. She towered above him in her tall heels, and Alice saw the lascivious glint in her eye. He was handsome and cute at the same time, and he damned well knew it.

‘Thought I’d swing by,’ Jacques answered, ducking out of her grip, smiling at Alice as he dipped his hand into the tin. ‘What have we here?’ He took a considered bite of the lemon biscuit as he kicked back on the sofa and put his feet up on the arm. It was no coincidence that he’d turned up at this time. Helly fetched him the best mug from the cupboard and poured him a coffee.

‘Nothing that will delight your sophisticated palette,’ Alice said.

‘Au contraire, these are very good, Miss B.’ He raised his eyebrows at her, and she felt a warm glow of pride. She was merely an amateur, but it was always gratifying when people – especially ones as talented as Jacques – liked her baking.

‘Was Japan as wonderful as you’d hoped?’

‘Did you really go to Kyoto?’ Helly asked, in an awe-laden voice. ‘Was it incredible?’

‘You’d love it,’ Jacques said, as ever, basking in being centre of attention. ‘I did this insane cookery course. The most amazing ingredients. Here, let me show you.’

He swung around off the sofa and retrieved his backpack, still chattering on about his travels and his course, and Alice smiled to herself.

He’d been the same since she’d first met him three years ago in the check-out queue in Harrods’ food hall. She vividly recalled how a man had pushed in front of him and when Jacques, rightfully put-out, had challenged him, in a firm, but charming way, the man had uttered a nasty racist slur. Jacques, unflustered, had issued forth a spectacularly articulate take-down involving an explanation of his French Guianese roots, his classical training and his love of world travel, arguing in fact that he had much better reasons for being in the food hall – ones connected to passion, rather than snobbery – and Alice, along with everyone else in the queue had burst into a round of applause. The old duffer had left and Alice had enrolled Jacques right there and then on her books as a freelance chef. She only hoped that one day he’d fulfil his potential and run his own restaurant. Or even just work on her books full time, instead of working for one of her rivals, Elite, as well.

‘Aha, here,’ he said, pulling out a leather pouch, bound with leather ties. He carefully unwrapped it, revealing a row of bottles, each in its own, even smaller, pouch. He gently pulled one out, the label of which was covered in Japanese writing.

‘Smell this.’ He wafted it under Alice’s nose.

‘Oh, goodness,’ Alice exclaimed at the pungent smell.

‘Concentrated lobster essence. It just takes a couple of drops, but the depth of flavour is …’ He kissed his fingertips.

Helly giggled as he put some on his little finger and let her taste it. Jinx rolled her eyes at the very obviously flirty move. Jacques had no idea of the erotically charged effect he had on Helly – indeed, the whole office. Alice suspected he left a trail of broken hearts behind him, but food was always going to be his first love.

‘Oh, wow,’ Helly exclaimed, covering her mouth at the shock of the taste.

‘Oh, I forgot – you’re not vegan, are you?’ he asked.

‘I am. Or was. I’m pescetarian,’ she blustered.

This was news to Alice. Helly didn’t seem to mind any of the ingredients Alice used in her culinary offerings. She’d snaffled half a tin of sausage rolls just last Friday. Jacques held eye contact with Helly for just the right amount of time to make her blush, then clapped his hands together and turned to Alice.

‘So, I was wondering, are there any jobs going?’ Jacques said, looking expectantly at Alice. ‘I am … how should I put this? A bit low after my trip.’

‘Nothing, right at this moment, but consider yourself officially on standby,’ Alice reassured him. ‘There’s always last-minute problems with Christmas parties.’

‘Yes, you’ll be top of our list,’ Helly said dreamily, before blushing again and turning away. Alice raised an eyebrow at Jinx, who smirked and Alice had to press her lips together to smother her own smile.








5.

It was already dark and cold when Alice slipped out with Agatha for an afternoon walk around the block. The fuggy London air she was used to had a sharp metallic tinge to it and her breath clouded in front of her.

She headed to the corner past the old school where, for a long time, the little girls in their boaters always used to run down the stoop and make a fuss of Agatha. But like everything else, the lovely building had been bought by developers and now had a gold plaque on the front wall in Russian.

It often seemed to Alice that the people on the streets in this square of the A-Z were from every corner of the globe. On any walk, she might hear one of a dozen different languages – Korean, German, Spanish, Arabic. The Koreans in their platform trainers and puffa coats, the older European businessmen in long camel coats talking into their cell phones, the younger ones in brogues with their bare ankles showing (a pet hate of Alice’s). But they all had one language in common: money.

The shops here were exclusive and expensive. Places that she, even with the fortunate background she’d had, could never afford to shop. But she knew many of the staff and drew a nod from Karl, a security doorman standing in a smart black coat outside a jeweller.

She ducked down a side street, passing a dry cleaner. She cupped her face against the window and waved to her friend inside. Shilpa waved back and slipped around the counter, past the rails of plastic-covered clothing, and opened the door.

‘Alice,’ she said, ‘what a delightful surprise.’

‘I’m not stopping,’ Alice said, hugging her old friend. ‘How are you?’

‘Oh, the usual,’ Shilpa explained, with an exasperated sigh. Alice wondered how she could cope with the smell of chemicals, or the noise of the key cutting machine on one wall, which Agatha now took exception to, whining and hiding behind Alice’s legs.

Shilpa called across to where her husband was grinding the metal and he stopped and waved to Alice.

‘You busy?’ Alice asked.

‘Run off our feet. Everyone wants everything yesterday. I swear they get ruder. I’ll be on my knees by Christmas.’

Alice knew what Shilpa meant. Plenty of the very rich people she’d met could be charming, but some, including lots of those who’d recently snapped up prime real estate around here, expected their whims to be catered for without realising that greasing the way with common courtesy was the most efficacious way to get things done in a hurry. The sense of entitlement some of these people had, in Alice’s view, was an outrage.

She continued on her walk towards the library, shops giving way to grand houses, and played the nosy game that always amused her – rating the wreaths on each door and the Christmas trees in the front windows. In one garden, a cherry tree was lit up with thousands of lights, which Alice stopped to admire as Agatha sniffed around the base of the plane tree set into the wide pavement. The shutters in the bay window were open and there was an equally impressive sparkly tree inside. Her imagination was already racing ahead with the different scenarios she could imagine for the occupants: getting ready for their Christmas parties, concerts and ballets, the excitement building.

She still craved that magical feeling she’d had as a child, when the anticipation of Christmas had given her stomach aches and sleepless nights, which had, over time, evaporated to something ephemeral and hard to grasp – like a remembered smell. She still sought out a whiff – a wisp of something she could hold onto – because she still believed. Not necessarily in all the religious stuff, although she liked singing carols, but in that magical feeling of Christmas, of being safe and warm and cosy and part of a family.

She would start on her baking for her trip to Hawthorn tonight, she decided, pulling on Agatha’s lead. That would undoubtedly put her in the Christmas spirit. Because, as her great ancestor always said:


In December, the principal household duty lies in preparing for the creature comforts of those near and dear to us, so as to meet old Christmas with a happy face, a contented mind, and a full larder; and in stoning the plums, washing the currants, washing the citron, beating the eggs, and MIXING THE PUDDING, a housewife is not unworthily greeting the genial season of all good things.



She must remember to pick up the spices on the way home. And after their annual Christmas lunch, Jinx had promised to help her shop for her nephews. Unlike Alice, who second-guessed her decisions the whole time, Jinx was an expert when it came to present shopping — especially if she was spending someone else’s money — and in particular when she’d had a few glasses of wine.

A sleek black Bentley drew up beside her and its window slid down.

‘I thought it was you,’ said the driver. ‘Do you fancy a lift?’

Alice smiled. Massoud had been on her books almost since the day she’d started the agency.

‘Oh, how lovely to see you,’ she said. ‘And thank you, but I’m only walking Agatha to the library.’

‘Hop in.’

‘It’s only around the corner.’

‘It’d be a pleasure. Come on.’

He got out to open the passenger door for Alice and Agatha with a flourish. Alice laughed, seeing that he’d put on his cap just for her. His bushy black moustache hid his smile, but his eyes twinkled as he touched the peak of his cap.

‘Ma’am,’ he joked.

Scooping Agatha up, she climbed in. ‘You behave,’ she whispered to her dog.

She’d been in Massoud’s limo a few times, but it never failed to make her feel special. The sudden silence, the
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