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Chapter
One 

 

 


Harriet scrolled back to
the top of the page and reread the email that she had spent the
last 40 minutes writing. She flipped screens between her email
and the original from her accountant to make sure that she had
answered all the questions that had been asked. Her finger
traced across the screen as she read the email aloud. It
was a style that she had performed as a child and was so natural to
her now that it would be a hard habit to break. Friends and
colleagues had often mocked her on this childlike habit
but, to Harriet, it was as normal as breathing. She thought of
Elizabeth at the office who had laughed when she first saw Harriet
read emails this way and suggested that Harriet could never hide an
affair. Self-consciously she pulled her finger away from
the screen. Harriet had stopped reading. She smiled to
herself; it was simply not possible to read the email without her
finger tracing the text as she read each word out.

 

After she had finished
checking the email and the two file attachments, Harriet sat back
in her chair and clicked on the ‘Send' button. Naturally, at
least to her, she said the word send as she did so. Harriet
cupped her hand around the back of her aching neck and closed her
eyes. Body and mind now started the wind down process after
completing the task of sending her business accounts to her
accountant. It wasn’t hard work, not really, but it was rather
tedious and painstaking. This was only the second time that
she had submitted the accounts and it involved a lot of
reading notes to make sure that she had performed every part of the
task correctly. It was easier than last time and would
hopefully become second nature one day.

 

Harriet opened her eyes
and rolled her head to loosen stiff muscles. She selected the
various programmes that she had been using and closed them
down. She felt proud; hopefully that wasn’t premature as the
accounts had yet to be signed off but no, she did feel that she had
done a good job and that her father would have been proud of
her. The business had been his and had done well, but he had
passed away nearly two years ago and Harriet had inherited
it. Since she had taken over the business had grown, so much
so that she was being advised to open a second office near the
harbour where business was very much in demand. It was an exciting
prospect but Harriet was aware of the pitfalls of growing the
business without proper care. To Harriet, this was Dad’s
business and there was no way that she would do anything to risk
it. It was her homage to him. Angus, the accountant, had been
advising to the point of near bullying that now was the time to
expand or become stagnant.

 

She closed the last
programme, a spreadsheet and inwardly felt the relief of a job well
done.  There was a light tinkling sound like butterflies
brushing against delicate crystal wind chimes and a quiet, relaxed
voice said, “Well done Harriet, I bet you’re glad that’s finished
and yes, your father would be very proud, very proud
indeed.” 

 


Harriet smiled as she
recognised the voice of her aunt Felicity, Fizz to her friends and
lifted her gaze to the screen.

“Hi Aunty
Fizz. I hope so,” she said softly, all her energy seemed to
have disappeared.

“Why wouldn’t
he, my darling, and I am too. Now, you haven’t eaten yet and
its nine o’clock, you should eat.”

“What? already? I didn’t realise the…” Harriet
glanced at the clock on the wall. It was showing 3 minutes past
eight. Had it stopped? “Nine Aunty? My clock says
eight,” she queried.

“No darling its
nine o’clock,” said Aunty Fizz, as she lifted her wine glass
to her lips. 

Harriet heard a loud
cackling laugh from somewhere behind her aunt.

“It’s eight
o’clock at home Fizz, you forgot the time difference. How many
of those have you had?”

“What?” said Aunty Fizz, and her eyebrows
creased. 

Harriet recognised the
voice in the background and smiled. “Hi Aunty Tess, how are you?”
she called out loudly.

“Still smarter
than my sister,” came the distant voice which broke into
laughter again. 

Meanwhile, Aunty Fizz
leaned her head through the computer screen, until her arms were
resting on Harriet’s desk and looked for the
clock. Realisation hit her. “How stupid,” she
scowled, “of course it is.” Then she too
laughed. Not as heartily as her sister but as the joke was on
her that was to be expected.

 

Harriet excused herself
and ran down the hall to the kitchen to get herself a glass of wine
too. As she closed the fridge door her Aunty Fizz suggested
that she turn the oven on and reheat the lasagne as it would take
half an hour to warm through. Her aunt’s voice sounded as if she
was standing next to Harriet rather than coming from the computer
screen in the lounge. Harriet took a gulp of her wine and
turned the oven on to warm up.

“That needs to
be higher darling, 180C is fine,” Fizz advised
conversationally. 

Harriet turned around and
looked at the oven dial. She had mistakenly set it to 120C.
“Thanks,” Harriet replied, and walked back into the lounge and sat
down at her computer. There was no sign of her aunt but
Harriet could hear scrabbling noises. “Is everything
alright?” she asked as she took another sip. The chilled
wine was warming a path down to her stomach and she realised that
she was actually rather hungry.

“Yes dear,”
came her aunt’s reply although it sounded oddly distant. “Where is
it?” she muttered.

“What’s the
matter?” came the voice of Aunt Tess, sounding
closer.

“It’s ok,
thanks,” said Fizz, quickly.

“What are you
looking for? Have you lost something?” Tess’s voice was louder
now.

“It’s ok, thank
you!” replied a rather testy Aunt Fizz.

Harriet looked at the
screen for any signs of what was happening. She could hear all
sorts of noises but could only see the cream-coloured wall of the
family villa’s wide lounge.

 


“Where’s your
wine? What have you done with your glass? Have you broken
it?  Get up Fizz, come on, you’ll cut yourself,” said Aunt
Tess. Despite the concern that Aunty Fizz might have hurt herself,
Harriet could not help smiling at her bossy Aunt Tess. She could
just imagine Aunt Fizz getting flustered and defensive that
“Takeover Tess” had spotted this opportunity to get involved. Tess
was convinced that she had to be involved in everything because she
always knew best and was the only person that she could rely on to
do anything properly! The sisters were as alike as chalk and a
rotovator and even though Tess had been this way all her life, her
sister had always seen any involvement from Tess as a sign that she
was not as able.

 


“I’m
fine! I’m hardly likely to cut myself when I haven’t broken
anything. Am I!” Fizz’s response was maybe a little more
brusque than necessary. “Why don’t you go and top up your glass or
something. Your cheese straws are burning.”

 

It all sounded rather
uncomfortable between her aunties as usual, Harriet
thought. Aunty Fizz was certainly sounding flustered and
Harriet thought it best to be patient and not intervene. A
head appeared at the bottom of the screen and rose quite slowly as
Fizz got up from the floor. She still wore a frown and was
looking a little bothered as she sat back down at her seat. 
Harriet was about to ask if she was ok when Aunty Fizz’s eyebrows
lifted. It was a light bulb moment of realisation and was
immediately followed by Aunty Fizz’s head coming through the screen
and looking around. “Ah,” was the single sign of
understanding, as Aunty Fizz’s hand reached through and grabbed at
her wine glass which was sitting next to the PC speaker. She
took a large gulp.

“Sorry Aunty, I
didn’t know it was there,” apologised Harriet somewhat
quizzically.

“I must have
left it there when I looked at your clock dear,” said her aunt, as
she looked around from left to right. Judging by the lack of
comment from Tess, this had all gone unnoticed and Aunt Fizz
winked. Harriet smiled back.

 


“Angus is
absolutely right, you know,” continued Fizz, soberly. “Your father
never got to this point, where his finances were looking so strong.
I know you’re worried but in your position now he would be looking
to expand, it makes sense.”

Harriet’s eyes closed and
she nervously bit at her top lip. “I know, I know,” she said
wearily. “Angus won’t stop going on about it. The business finances
are strong but what if I get it wrong? There are so many things to
consider.”

“Yes I know,
I’ve considered them all too. I know you don’t need business advice
from me.” Fizz chuckled. “Suppose you did open a new branch, even
if things didn’t go to plan, and I can assure you they will, your
reserves are good enough to close it and return to the one office
with no real harm done.”

“Yeah, they are, so it’s about time I got brave and started
looking.” Harriet’s shoulders dropped as the weight of this
decision fell away.

“Please don’t
think that I’m interfering, Harriet.”

“I never do Aunty Fizz. It’s nice to have a second opinion.”
Harriet shook her head slowly. She straightened up in her chair,
and changed the subject. She had had enough business for one
day.

 


“So you’re at
the villa I see? I bet it’s lovely in Vallaques right now, isn’t
it?” asked Harriet, sipping at her wine.

“Yes, it’s very
pleasant. I told you we’d be here.” Then just in case,
she added “I did tell you, didn’t I?” Fizz looked around again,
obviously for her sister.  Harriet giggled, “I think so, sorry
I’ve been so busy, I can’t remember but, I’m sure you
did.” 

 


Her Aunt leaned closer,
conspiratorially. “I’d never hear the last of it if I’d forgotten
to tell you. Oh, darling, you forgot to put the lasagne in the
oven.”

“Oh
crikey,” said Harriet and she ran into the kitchen.

 


Returning with her glass
topped up, Harriet sat down. “Actually, you did tell
me,” she remembered. “Aren’t Ffion and Eilydh with
you?”

“That’s right,
and Tabitha. They’ll be here tomorrow. I thought I
had.” 

Aunt Tess appeared next
to Fizz and offered her a cheese straw. Tess then pushed the
container through to Harriet, who accepted it eagerly.  “I
love your cheese straws Aunty Tess.”

“Careful,
they’re still hot,” said Tess. Tess looked at Harriet appraisingly
and then back at her sister. “She’s very beautiful, isn’t
she? Really beautiful.” The ladies both beamed at
her.

“Umm, excuse
me. ‘She’ is here you know,” Harriet chided, smiling back
at them.

“She has
Henry’s eyes, don’t you think?” mused Fizz.

“Yes. Yes
you do Harriet,” Tess said thoughtfully as she studied Harriet’s
face. “We miss him terribly too.”  Her smile and the warmth of
her voice touched Harriet. She did miss her father but didn’t
realise that it was that obvious. Mind you, this was her
aunties and nothing got past them.

 


They continued chatting
as they ate the cheese straws, talked about the business and
reminisced about Harriet’s father, their brother Henry. Aunt Tess’s
hand came through the screen and gently brushed a strand of hair
away from Harriet’s face. “You really are so pretty my dear,” Tess
repeated, and then suddenly more animated, she said, “Ooh Harriet,
you’re on Youbook, aren’t you?”

“Yes I am,
why?”

“You must have
entered that competition, surely?”

 


Both Harriet and Fizz
looked at her quizzically. “Competition?” said Harriet.

“Yes, yes!”
Tess responded impatiently. “You must have seen it, it’s all over
Youbook. Everybody’s talking about it.” Fizz looked up at her
sister, for an explanation.

“I’ve been so
busy getting all the accounts sorted that I haven’t really paid
much attention to Youbook. Elizabeth’s been looking after the
business Youbook account this last week or so. Is it some sort of
business competition?”

“Very much a
personal one,” Tess chuckled, shaking her head. ”You’ve seen it,
Fizz, haven’t you?” Fizz shook her head slowly and Harriet pulled a
questioning face.

 


“Oh my gosh!”
exclaimed Tess eagerly. “Oh, you have to enter, you’d win hands
down!” It was Fizz’s turn to be impatient with her
sister.

“Spit it out
Tess, what competition?!” It was a bit like role reversal. Fizz was
being impatient whilst Tess was looking uncharacteristically
flustered. Harriet looked at Fizz.

 


“It’s
everywhere! All over the media. Oh wait,” Tess looked intently from
one to the other. “You two are winding me up aren’t you?” Harriet
shook her head slowly but Fizz was on this like a Greek banker on a
10 euro note.

“Are you sure
you haven’t imagined this?” Fizz said sweetly but with a very
mischievous grin.

“Of course not!
Don’t be absurd.” Tess looked hurt and off balance that anyone
could even consider that she might have made a mistake. She dropped
the idea and quickly moved on. “Youbook are running a competition
to find the most beautiful woman in the world.”

Harriet rolled her eyes, “Sounds lovely.“

Tess ignored her and
carried on. “The prize is absolutely eye watering. I can’t believe
neither of you have heard of it. I think that pretty much all of
Youbook’s advertisers are getting involved. Apart from a cash prize
of a million pounds, there’s a new car, holidays and all sorts of
other giveaways. They say that all in all the prizes will be worth
millions. They’re calling it ‘The Beauty of Youbook’.”

 


“And it’s not
even a little bit sexist!” Harriet said disparagingly.

Fizz, who had been just about to take a drink, snorted into her
wine glass

Tess shot her an icy glance but she hadn’t finished her sales pitch
so she carried on. “Every day, more and more of their advertisers
are adding prizes of their own. It’s huge!!” From the blank faces
that stared back at her like two shop manikins, she could tell that
she hadn’t won over her audience and was starting to get
annoyed.

 


“Of course it’s
sexist! It’s advertising! If you two would stop acting like
princesses for a minute and more like grown-ups…”

Fizz and Harriet
exchanged mock grimaces, which didn’t exactly improve the
situation.

“Oh for God’s sake!” Tess spat. “Go ahead if you want to start your
own suffragette movement. When you’ve finished, why don’t you cure
world poverty? Meanwhile, one pretty girl with more brains than you
two will be set up for life and have enough left over to do
something useful and make a difference.”

 


Fizz’s eyebrows went up
but Harriet just shook her head. “That sounds a bit crass, not
really for me.”

”Its millions
for doing nothing Harriet.” Tess went on, unable to accept that
neither of them appreciated the logic of her argument. “You cannot
change the way you look and if someone’s willing to give you
millions of pounds worth of prizes, I’d say ‘Thanks for the money’!
Someone sure will!”

“So what would
Harriet have to do for this?” asked Fizz, trying to calm the
situation.

“Just enter,
pretty much. There’s probably a photo shoot at the end and if the
winner managed to say ‘I love Youbook’ I’d say everybody wins,
wouldn’t you?” Tess’s face had reddened, a mixture of embarrassment
and disbelief that they couldn’t see that she was right.

 


Aunt Tess definitely
believed in it and judging by the look on her face, Aunt Fizz was
quickly warming to the idea too. This made Harriet feel even more
uncomfortable. “Excuse me for a minute,” she said and left the
room.

“Where’s she
off to?” blurted Tess, looking like she’d just been
slapped.

Fizz put her hand gently
on her sister’s arm, “She’s just getting some more wine, she’s
embarrassed, that’s all.”

 


Harriet came back into
the room carrying her wine glass. “Thanks for the vote of
confidence Aunty Tess, but it’s not really me,” she smiled. Tess
made a little noise and left the room.

“She’s got a
point you know, Harriet,” said Fizz softly. “But I know what you
mean.”

Harriet changed the
subject, “So, how long are you there for?”

“As long as it
takes basically hopefully just a few days. Tabitha, Eilydh and,
Ffion will make a difference and the more that they can help; the
quicker we’ll be finished.”

 


“Is it some
kind of problem?” Harriet tried to remember. She knew that there
was something big going on that needed extra pairs of hands but it
was witch stuff, and she’d never taken much notice of that kind of
thing.

“Oh,” Fizz
sighed. “It’s an on-going problem that’s got worse lately.” With
her eyes half closed as if in resignation she carried on. ”Things
are getting a bit chaotic right now,” she said wearily.

“Oh, that sounds ominous?”

Aunt Fizz broke her reverie. “Oh, it’s all getting a bit ugly, much
more so than usual but we’ll sort it out. It’s nothing that we
haven’t dealt with before, just on a bigger scale.” Fizz looked
tired and a bit preoccupied, Harriet thought. It wasn’t her usual
demeanour. Aunty Tess seemed the same as usual though so it must be
ok. Maybe her Aunt Fizz was just tired from the
travelling.

 


Harriet noticed very
faint flickering shadows dancing across the wall behind her aunt
and wondered what Tess was doing. Obviously whatever it was, she
was running around at her usual breakneck speed. ”I don’t think you
actually told me what you’re doing down at the villa,” Harriet
enquired as she sipped at her wine.

Her aunt waved her hand
to dismiss the comment.

“Oh, it’s
nothing much, don’t worry,” she said. Fizz finished her own wine,
leaned back in her chair and called out, “Was there any wine left
Tess?”

 


After a moment Tess came
back into the room carrying a bottle and poured generously into her
sister’s glass. Behind them the faint shadows flickered across the
wall. They obviously weren’t caused by Aunty Tess running around
then, thought Harriet absently. Tess topped up her own glass and
turned to Harriet. “Harriet darling? Now I don’t want you to be
upset with me or think that I’m interfering. Well, I suppose I am a
bit.” Fizz muttered into her wine glass but her comment was still
audible. “Leopard… spots.” Tess gave her sister’s arm a little
slap, obviously embarrassed.

 


“I’m guessing,”
said Harriet, stiffly, “those entries can be made by a third
party.” It was rhetorical. If Tess thought something was a good
idea, it would take more than wild horses to keep her away from
doing something about it. “What happens now?”

To her credit, Aunt Tess
did look more sheepish than well, a sheep. Her cheeks were flushed
but that could have been the wine. “Well, that’s the beauty of it,
if you’ll pardon the pun. The rest of the world are the judges. The
winner will be the person with the most ‘Loves’ at the end of the
competition, minus however many ‘Loves’ they had in the first
place.

 


I’m sorry Harriet, I
wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t know that you’d win,” Tess
apologised.

“Whoa! What do
you mean, you know I’d win? You’d better not be telling me that
you’ve rigged it? It’s bad enough without cheating, if witchcraft
is involved I could never forgive you for that!” Harriet felt the
blood rising in her veins. Her face darkened into a scowl and she
gulped at her wine. Tess flinched as if she’d been punched in the
stomach, all the wind knocked out of her. In fact both sisters
looked equally aghast.

 


Harriet felt guilty for
even saying the words. It had been a defensive reaction and she
felt bad. There was no excuse for this slight of her aunt’s
character and she apologised as quickly as she could. “I’m sorry
Aunty, that was wrong of me, I know you wouldn’t do
that.”

“I know I can
be a bit bossy and a bit like a bull in a china shop and yes, I am
a witch. A white witch. I am very proud of that but I would never
do that.”

Fizz wrapped her arm
round her sister, “She knows Tess, she knows.”

 


The outburst was very
much out of character for Harriet. As the conversation went quiet
she reflected on why her reaction had been so profound. It was easy
to suggest mitigating circumstances, reasons why her emotions had
gotten the better of her and excuses for being so unkind. For all
her brash exterior, Aunt Tess was as honest as the day was long and
she obviously loved Harriet more than anything else. At this moment
in time, Harriet wasn’t considering whether her aunt could forgive
her so much as whether she could forgive herself.

 


Work had been very busy
lately, almost frantic in fact. Two large deals finalising and
submitting her accounts had all been very emotionally draining. For
ages now her sleep had been troubled as she had woken in the night,
with worries of what to do for the best. Should she carry on as she
was doing - which was very nice thank you - or should she take that
giant leap and open a second branch? Had her outburst been a
mixture of tiredness and drinking wine on an empty
stomach?

 


She had overreacted.
Harriet knew that it was due to sheer embarrassment. It felt to
Harriet that just by being in the competition she was saying to the
world that she believed that she was prettier than others. In her
mind she thought everyone would think that she was eager for easy
fame and riches. She knew there was no way that her aunts, as
doting as they were, would ever use their powers in such a
way.



There had been a direct
line of witches throughout her family tracing back thousands of
years and apparently going all the way back to the first witch.
Harriet had been told the first witch’s name many times but it had
never been anything that had stuck in her mind. It had no relevance
in her world. This ancient line of witches and witchcraft had been
passed from generation to generation, from female to female. The
line had been broken with Harriet’s father, being obviously
male.

 


Over the years, Harriet
had occasionally and briefly considered whether it would have been
better to have been part of this rich lineage or just to be an
ordinary person such as she was. It was rather academic, she was
what she was, and whilst some of the things that her aunts were
able to do did seem quite amazing she wasn’t naive enough to
believe that it came without cost. She was very happy with her lot
and therefore very happy not to be a witch. On an everyday level it
didn’t even matter that her aunts were witches. It seemed only
occasionally that the two worlds interacted in such a way as to
show the differences.

 


One of Harriet’s fondest
memories was of her sixth birthday. Apart from being about the
earliest birthday party that she could remember, it was the
birthday cake that stole the show and probably her earliest memory
that her aunts could do things that other aunts couldn’t. The cake
looked like a lot of other birthday cakes, obviously homemade,
covered in garish icing and on this occasion, made to look like a
face. What had been truly amazing, and had still given Harriet the
giggles for many years hence, was the face.

 


There was no way that her
aunties could ever be mistaken for each other. Aunty Tess had quite
a round face topped with quite unruly and spikey brown hair. She
was reasonably tall and relatively muscular. It wasn’t that she was
overweight by any means, instead she had the appearance of someone
who was used to manual labour or worked out at the gym. Aunty Fizz
on the other hand was shorter and rather petite, with an elfin
shaped face and soft, curly hair which just looked altogether more
feminine.

 


Somehow, the face of
Harriet’s birthday cake looked like both of them at the same time.
When it was brought into the room the cake was actually singing
happy birthday to her and it sounded just like her aunt’s voice,
although she couldn’t have told you which one. Before the little
six year old could even consider the horrors of plunging a knife
into a cake that looked like her relatives the cake had simply
divided itself to exactly the right number of pieces, so that
everyone at the party had a slice.

 


It wasn’t the only time
that Harriet had witnessed her aunt’s magic, in fact, there had
been so many occasions that looking back it was impossible to tell
what had been magic and what hadn’t. Although her aunts had been
increasingly more discreet as Harriet got older, their magic seemed
so commonplace that it felt ordinary. They probably didn’t even
know when they were doing it themselves, she thought.

 


It was all a little bit
awkward for a while and the three women said little as they
continued to drink their wine. Fizz was the first to break the
silence. “The competition is what the competition is and if Tess
hadn’t put you forward, someone else would have done. Let’s see
what the world has to say.” Fizz’s voice took a more serious tone.
“There is something a little more important my darling and it may
just be the wine talking but there are a lot of bad things going on
right now. Please promise us that you’ll be extra
careful.”

“I’ll be all
right,” said Harriet.

“No, these are
difficult times. More so than usual Harriet and we need you to be
extra careful for us whilst we’re away. Will be back soon but until
then just be safe.”

“Listen to her
Harriet,” said Tess warmly. “That sort of thing is Fizz’s
speciality. Just be mindful eh?”

 


“We should
arrange for us all to come here for a little holiday,” said
Fizz.

“Mm, that’s a
great idea Aunty Fizz,” Harriet replied, sipping her wine
wistfully.

“We’ll organise
something when Tess and I get back.”

“Sounds great.
It will be really nice to spend some time with you two.”

“Let’s drink to
that!” Two wine glasses came through the screen of Harriet’s
monitor and she chinked her glass against each of them. They all
laughed. Behind them, faint shadows danced across the wall. “Don’t
forget to put all those candles out safely,” Harriet chuckled.
“Talk about me being safe, I don’t want you two burning down the
villa before I get there.”

“What candles?
We don’t have any ca-” Fizz started to say but, Tess’s hand
squeezed her arm tightly.

“Oh yes, Lord
knows how many I lit. I’ll blow them all out now. Night Harriet,
sweet dreams.”

“Umm, yes, good
night my darling, sleep tight. We’ll speak soon,” Fizz added
quickly and both women blew Harriet a kiss as the screen went
black.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

 

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


The little “tada” sound
didn’t wake her. Unlike pretty much everything else, that wasn’t
because it was afraid to do so. It just didn’t. It had a message to
deliver, sure, but it was a machine. Its task at this moment in
time was to make a little noise to let you know that you had a
message. Whether you took any notice or not was completely
irrelevant to the little machine’s existence. One day, when the
little machine’s journey through space and time met the brick wall
of certainty, it might change its outlook, but maybe
not.

 


About half an hour later,
as Angelique was slowly starting the transition from wonderful
dreams in which she was the only person in the world who was not
staff, and into the reality of another day where she was considered
to be the most beautiful girl in the world - as voted for by the
world - everything was as near to bliss as it was possible to
get.

 


Angelique stretched
lazily under the duvet, stretching her arms and legs out in a star
pattern. She loved this time when the temperature in her bed was
perfect. Wrapped within the cosiness of the duvet with no
particular reason to do anything. Through half opened eyelids, she
could see the bright slivers of daylight where the curtains met. It
looked like it was another beautiful day.

 


Her mind slowly,
sleepily, began to think of how best to start this day. Maybe
breakfast in bed? That was always a favourite. Maybe slowly sliding
in amongst the bubbles of a steamy bath before breakfast? Possibly
- and it was only possibly as at this point, this idea sounded a
little more energetic than she felt - the fresh, invigorating zing
of a shower? She began to imagine the smell of fresh coffee, a
light buttery croissant and the juiciness of some fresh fruit.
These thoughts were starting to make her feel hungry and she didn’t
want to deny herself that pleasure. So it was either breakfast in
bed or a hot shower before breakfast. The bath sounded nice but it
would take too long.

 


Standing in the shower,
as it rinsed away the tropical oils of her body scrub, Angelique
remembered another reason for favouring the shower instead of the
bath. Her public needed her. This made her smile. It was going to
be a perfect, perfect day, she could just feel it. Her public, her
adoring public, would have to wait a little longer. There was still
at least an hour of personal pampering left to do plus breakfast,
and she wasn’t going to rush that. They would have to wait. They
would wait of course, she was worth it. After all she was the most
beautiful woman in the world - as voted for by the world. She
sighed in contentment as she applied her moisturiser.

 


Golden hair, perfect!
Make up, perfect! Clothes, perfect! Satisfied, Angelique smiled
back at herself in the mirror and picked up her phone as she made
her way downstairs for breakfast. She was busy considering all the
many ways in which her whole life would be perfect after she had
won the competition. She imagined the immaculately dressed and
perfectly attentive staff constantly busying themselves to attend
to her every whim. She pictured the heel of her Jimmy Choo shoe
sinking into the 2-inch-deep pile of cream fluffiness carpeting the
lift from her penthouse apartment as the stainless steel doors
softly closed behind her. No, glass doors! Stainless steel was so
dated, she corrected herself.

 


As the lift doors
silently opened she would hear the soft purr of the engine that her
chauffeur had already started. She would glide gracefully towards
the waiting Ferrari. Her nose crinkled in thought. Ferrari? Maybe a
little too racy, make that a Bentley. Convertible of course! Make
that one of each, she corrected again, as she fine-tuned her future
life.

 


Come to think of it, why
was she thinking of just two cars? There was little doubt that all
the prestigious car manufacturers would be insistent that she
accept their finest models in homage to her beauty. She was being
honest - and why not, after all now was the time to speak freely,
before the press started hounding her, following her every move,
begging her for a comment on this, that or whatever and generally
trailing in her wake like the frothy bubbles left by her speedboat.
She’d have at least one of those as well, but where to moor it?
Cannes, Nice, Monte Carlo or maybe even Venice? God, there was so
much to think about.

 


That upstart, Cindy
Materelli, should really be thanking her for taking over the lead
in this competition. She probably wouldn’t but Angelique was
willing to be magnanimous on this occasion. She had quickly blown
Cindy right out of the water but Angelique was a nice person and
anyway, it was the world who had decided that she was the most
beautiful.

 


By the time that
Angelique entered the kitchen she was feeling pretty good about
herself and her future prospects despite the pressures that would
accompany her fame. She comforted herself with the knowledge that
she had no choice. If you were chosen, you were chosen, it was as
simple as that. She had no doubt that she would be chosen,
obviously. Oh well.

 


In this world,
Angelique’s world, there were very few things that would dare to
cast a shadow on her day. No individual or thing would willingly
consider what would be such a suicide mission without having been
guaranteed some sort of witness protection programme was in place.
Yet the day was clearly feeling brave. Coffee had been brewed, that
was obvious by the empty jug. But there was none left now and no
sign of that stupid housemaid Sojka to make more. Angelique’s brow
headed south as the corners of her mouth raced each other to her
chin.

 


Even for the most
practised individual it’s not easy to stamp whilst wearing 4-inch
heels. Angelique however deftly demonstrated her skill as she
stamped her way to the oven. With a yank that could rip the arm off
of a koala bear, she threw open the oven door. There was no waft of
heat to greet her! No rich, warm buttery smell! No
croissant!

 


At this point the fridge,
had it been able to register emotion, would probably have screamed
or at least turned off the interior light. By now, the existence of
the small plate containing a slice of honeydew melon was not going
to be enough to pacify Angelique and she slammed the door shut so
hard that the whole kitchen shook. Within one short minute the face
of the most beautiful woman in the world had transformed to
resemble a vulture with a mouthful of vinegar.

 


She sat at the kitchen
table, drinking the coffee that she had been forced to make herself
from scratch and biting into a slice of toast with as much ferocity
as an alligator chewing a tourist’s leg. This was not the start to
her day that she had pictured. She sipped at her coffee as she
picked up her phone, her left thumb stabbing the button to open the
screen. She needed to see how many new ‘Loves’ she had gotten since
the last time she looked. Like any young woman, self-conscious and
emotionally delicate, she needed the warmth that can only come from
knowing that the huge majority of the world recognised you as the
most beautiful.

 


‘You have a
message!’ the little screen showed, and the smile of eager
anticipation began to soften her face. ‘Please log into your
Youbook account for more details’.

Angelique tapped at the
screen with her left thumb as she drank her coffee, which was
already starting to taste much, much nicer.

 


As her Youbook page began
to load on the little screen, Angelique glanced at her profile
picture and she wondered whether it needed updating. It had been
her profile picture for at least a week now and a girl needed to
stay fresh she thought. For her public, of course. She looked
across to the latest message, expecting to see a smaller version of
her profile picture and the proclamation that she was ‘The most
beautiful woman in the world’, followed by the total number of
‘Loves’ that she now had. It would be a ridiculous figure, one that
she couldn’t even begin to say such as a squillion or whatever came
after a billion.

 


The face of the
apparently most beautiful woman in the world smiled warmly back at
her. Large green eyes beneath a fringe of chestnut brown hair and a
smile so warm that it could melt icebergs. Next to the picture,
underneath the ridiculous title of ‘Most beautiful woman in the
world’, was the name ‘Harriet White’. Underneath that was a very
large number followed by the word ‘Loves’ and a button for you to
add your own love. Below that was a line that said ‘Use this link
to view the leader board’.

 


History is
littered with examples of situations resolved and lives saved by
nothing more than one simple action. The little phone’s life was
saved by two simple actions today. The
first of which was the tender, white knuckled clutch of Angelique’s
left hand, in much the same way that an axe would carefully part
your hair on its way through to splitting your skull. The second
simple act was the fact that Angelique’s right hand was currently
busy propelling the coffee cup on a one-way trip into the
wall.

 


 


The same Youbook message
had also appeared on Harriet’s phone and had yet to be discovered.
The reasons were quite different but the impact, in time, would be
no less dramatic. At this moment Harriet was hard at work in the
office, trying to cope with the huge number of new clients wishing
to register and wondering what had caused the sudden flurry.
Between the deluge of phone calls from personal clients wanting to
sign up and the corporate clients hoping to benefit from the
association - with unbeknownst to Harriet, the most beautiful woman
in the world - the phone was ringing nonstop. But business was
business and this sudden popularity was pretty
fantastic.

 


Although she was
concentrating on the task in hand a part of her mind had reached
the conclusion that expansion was a must. She was already searching
for prime locations, considering timescales and costs and
considering the impact on her team here at the office. She would
have to spend a lot of time at the new office, to get things
organised, recruit the right staff etc. Secretly she feared that
she would never be able to build a team as good as her current one.
She’d promote Elizabeth to manage this office, that didn’t even
require thought. Elizabeth really was her right-hand.

 


Harriet looked over at
Elizabeth commanding the reception desk and hoped that she was just
as good. Professional, welcoming and as, clinically efficient as a
factory worker hearing the end of shift bell. A series of fast
flashing lights snapped Harriet’s attention to the front window. As
she looked up from her computer monitor the flashes intensified in
speed. Outside the pavement was full of people, every one of which
seemed to have a camera. Some with short fat lenses, some with
longer thinner lenses, but every one of them emitting enough
stroboscopic lights to paralyse a field of rabbits.

 


Harriet instinctively
ducked behind the shield of the PC monitor. Her mind scrambled to
make sense of what was happening. Still hiding behind the monitor
she looked around the office, expecting to see the looks of
surprise and confusion similar to the one that she wore. Instead
she saw Anna and Zoe intently focused on what they were doing.
Fingers thrashing around on their keyboards like hamsters on a hot
plate. She looked around to the left and saw young Tommy busily
feeding the photocopier. Tommy’s eyes met hers and he grinned,
pantomimed wiping sweat from his brow, winked and gave her the
thumbs up sign.

 


Harriet could only stare
back. Her eyes wide and her jaw slack, giving her face the comical
look of a goldfish attempting to swallow a hen’s egg whole. Tommy
laughed. Harriet simply couldn’t understand what was going on. Why
the office seemed to be under attack like this - that was how it
felt to her, under attack – and she sneaked a peek at the front
window. The crowd was still there, cameras poised. Feeling like the
startled commander of a small group of soldiers who had no idea how
they had been ambushed by so many attackers, she yelled to her
second-in-command.



“Elizabeth! Please!” she squealed and darted for the safety of the
small kitchen at the rear of the office. She crouched low and
quickly zigzagged between desks in an attempt to avoid the camera’s
sniper assault. Elizabeth duly followed her though without the
darting, zigzagging or crouching.

 


When Elizabeth entered
the kitchen, Harriet was leaning against the sink and was
noticeably shaken. Elizabeth didn’t really understand this reaction
and simply put it down to the speed and scale of events. It was a
little bit alarming at just how fast the paparazzi had mobilised
and descended on them but it was pretty inevitable,
considering.

“Coffee?”
Elizabeth asked, far too nonchalantly. She didn’t wait for a
response as she grabbed the kettle and was now standing next to
Harriet, filling it from the tap.

Harriet still hadn’t
responded as Elizabeth turned the kettle on, picked up two clean
mugs and spooned in coffee and sugar. She looked back at Harriet
who had stopped doing the egg-swallowing-goldfish thing and now
looked more like a goldfish after the event that was only now
trying to work out why he’d just done that. Elizabeth raised an
eyebrow, inviting her boss to explain her actions.

 


It took a little bit
longer for Harriet to compose herself enough. Her confused mind was
not only trying to understand what was happening and why but now
added to that was the question of how Elizabeth seemed to be taking
it all in her stride. “What the…” Harriet started. Noticing
Elizabeth’s blank look she was beginning to understand that
Elizabeth knew more than her. Come to think of it, Tommy seemed to
know as much as Elizabeth too.

“I’m missing
something aren’t I?”

Elizabeth, who was
beginning to think that this confusion was contagious, continued to
look at Harriet, expectantly.

 


Harriet’s face had always
been fair, even pale. Her porcelain white complexion emphasised her
full red lips to maximum advantage, but right now she looked even
paler. Elizabeth put her hand gently on Harriet’s forearm. “Are you
okay?”

“You saw them, right?”

“Oh yeah,” Elizabeth chuckled.

“Why?” was all that Harriet’s confused little mind could say to
that. As Elizabeth stirred the coffee, Harriet’s mind raced through
previous conversations and emails. Was this something else that she
had forgotten? She had so many things going on in her mind right
now that the only explanation that she could find was that
Elizabeth had organised some sort of PR campaign and the knowledge
of it have gotten buried in Harriet’s mind under everything
else.

 


“I think
that’ll be the competition, don’t you?” Elizabeth sipped at her
coffee as she looked at Harriet, waiting for the penny to drop.
Harriet wasn’t silly, she was very smart. A little too innocent at
times, even naïve, but you never had to tell her something twice.
Well, that was until now, thought Elizabeth.

“What competition?”

It dawned on Elizabeth that Harriet really didn’t know. So, if it
wasn’t Harriet that had entered the competition herself, who on
earth could have done it? Elizabeth’s own penny dropped. “Have you
spoken to your aunts recently?!”

“Yes, a few days ago. They’re away at Vallaques.” Harriet sipped at
her own coffee, as she remembered. She started to smile as she
recounted the incident with the lost wine glass and how Aunty Tess
had... It seemed that they both had a penny now.

 


“No!” Then in a
somewhat quieter voice, “Youbook?”

Elizabeth nodded. The
dots have been joined together now and the picture was complete.
Harriet instinctively felt her clothes for a pocket and her phone.
It wasn’t there. It was on her desk. Elizabeth guessed what Harriet
was looking for and could tell by her demeanour that Harriet was in
no rush to leave this sanctuary to get it and so she
volunteered.

“Is it on your desk?”

“Yeah. Thanks,” said a resigned Harriet. Elizabeth put down her
coffee and went into the office.

 


“Thank you,”
said Harriet as she took the phone. Her finger swiped at the
screen. ‘You have a message’ said the little panel and Harriet
tapped at the ‘Okay’ button.

Elizabeth had picked up
her coffee and was standing next to Harriet as they both looked at
the phone. It was a mass of scrolling text. Apparently the little
box that told that she had a message was not to be taken too
literally. Harriet quickly scrolled through the messages and was a
little surprised to see that there wasn’t one from either of her
aunties. That was probably for the best, she thought.

She searched for the
latest message from Youbook. Somehow she couldn’t bring herself to
open the message. She looked at Elizabeth. Elizabeth just shrugged,
there wasn’t really anything she could say and she knew Harriet
well enough to appreciate how she was feeling.

 


Harriet’s arm slumped to
her side still holding the phone. Elizabeth, feeling her friend’s
discomfort, put her hand on Harriet’s arm.

“You like
roses, don’t you?” Elizabeth asked cheerily.

Harriet, still dazed by
the whole thing, answered mechanically, “Yes, they’re
lovely.”

“Jolly good. We’ve got pretty much an office full now.”

They looked at each other
and then in perfect synchronisation, they burst out
laughing.

 


To some people the worst
thing in the world is the realisation that it is Monday, and no,
it’s not a bank holiday. To others, it’s the knowledge that their
bank account is empty or that the saucy text message that they have
just sent has mistakenly been sent to their boss instead of their
partner. For Angelique, her worst thing in the world was much, much
worse. These things were trivial compared to being publicly told
that someone was more beautiful than you.

 


Quite apart from the fact
that this was obviously a blatant lie - some sort of conspiracy,
dreamt up by God knows who just to humiliate and belittle her -
this was public! It made her a laughing stock, a virtual gargoyle,
a pariah! Angelique would much rather have contracted the plague
and died in excruciating pain, as long as she looked good doing so.
This wasn’t right. Any sane person could see that. It was vicious,
it was untrue and it was horribly mean. She needed revenge. She
needed to right this wrong and someone had to pay - with money! No,
money was good but it would have to be a lot… no, it was more than
that. Someone had to pay with their life!

 


For a while her mind was
too obsessed with this injustice. Everything in her head was dark,
red and rather brutal. Too brutal for her to think rationally. Inch
by inch she dragged herself back into the driving seat. As she sat
at the kitchen table, her left hand still gripping the phone with
enough force to extinguish life, she focused on the problem. With a
surgeon’s skill she dissected every nasty trace of this disease
back to the root. She looked down at her phone and the smiling
picture of Harriet White.

 


She had to formulate a
plan, to strategise. She had to get out and into the world and face
her public. She had to get more ‘Loves’ and if that meant being
nice to the great unwashed - she shuddered - then she would do it.
Also, she needed some retail therapy and for someone else to pay
for it. Above all, she needed her mum!

 


Angelique
switched screens to her contacts page and stabbed at the entry for
her mum. The phone rang and rang and then went to voicemail. The
fact that it always went to voicemail whenever she called her mum’s
mobile was not a surprise, but it was rather fortunate that there
wasn’t another coffee mug within reach. Through eyes that looked
like horizontal arrow slits in a stonewall, Angelique went back to
the listing and drove her thumb viciously into the entry that said
‘Mum work’. The phone rang and rang again. It was eventually
answered on the 20th
ring by a female voice that oozed hospitality, or
at least the hospital part.

“Surgery’s
closed.”

“I want to
speak to my mum.” Angelique mirrored the woman’s tone and curt
manner without thinking.

“Surgery reopens at 12:30, call then,” was the unaffected response
and the line went dead.

Angelique
screamed in frustration as she hit the redial button. This time the
call was instantly answered on the 17th ring. Angelique screamed into
the phone before the receptionist could utter her greeting. “Mavis,
get my mum!” The use of her first name registered in the mind of
the receptionist and this time her response was less
final.

“Do you have an
appointment?”

“Get my mum!” screamed Angelique, in a voice so high pitched and
shrill that dogs within a half mile radius all cowered. After a
brief silence, Angelique heard the receptionist say, “It’s for
you,” followed by a clattering sound that suggested that the phone
had been put down heavily on the desk or just dropped. After a long
silence the phone was picked back up off the desk and a woman’s
voice said clinically, “Surgery will reopen after 12:30; call back
then if this is an emergency-”

Angelique recognised her
mother’s voice and interjected quickly before her mother could put
the phone down.

“It’s me!” she
shouted. Unfazed by this suggestion of familiarity, her mother
replied, “Do you have an appointment?”

“MOTHER!”



“Oh, hello
darling. Did you want to see the doctor? I can get you an
appointment in two weeks.”

Despite this offer of
preferential treatment, which must be some sort of a perk of the
job only to be offered to very close relatives, Angelique continued
to scream. “No I bloody don’t! Have you seen Youbook
today?!”

“Of course not
dear. I have no time for that nonsense, you know that.”

“Well, look at it. Get your phone!”

“Oh, come on Angelique, I can’t be bothered. What’s the matter
dear? Just tell me, it’s much easier, isn’t it,” said her mother
sighing wearily.

“Get your phone, Mother!” Angelique screamed again, “Do it
now!”

“Oh, just tell
me Angelique, don’t be so dramatic,” her mother said, clearly
having lost interest in this conversation.

 


Angelique screamed and
squealed her way through the news bringing her mother up-to-date
with the fact that she had been knocked off of pole position and
was, therefore, not the most beautiful woman in the world. She
didn’t cry, her voice didn’t falter, this was not one of those
times when Angelique needed to appeal to her mum for something that
she didn’t need or could do without. This was life and
death.

“Oh!” This was
obviously a shock to Olga as much as it was to her daughter and it
was also obvious that she didn’t know the best way to
respond.

“Well, what are you going to do mother?” Angelique said
tersely.

“Um, do you want me to ‘Love’ your page? I’ll get Mavis to as
well.” Angelique could hear her mother calling out to Mavis.
“Mavis, are you on Youbook?”

“Don’t be so stupid! I’ve already done yours and hers!” bellowed
Angelique.

“Oh, okay,” said Olga and went straight to the parental ace card.
“Do you want some money? I’ll transfer some to your account
now.”

“No! I don’t
want… well yes, of course I do! But what are you going to
do?”

“What can I do
dear? You need to make it quick because I’m rather
busy.”

“You’re not
busy! I don’t even know why you do that stupid job. You don’t need
the money.”

“Oh, Angelique,
you know I like to help. I like to give back to the community and
it’s only two mornings a week.”

“How does it
help?” Angelique stopped herself in mid-sentence. “Oh I don’t care,
you’re my mum and I need you. I need you to sort this for me. If
you can be bothered!”

“What can I
do?” Olga said tiredly. “I’m sure it’s just a mistake. This will
probably all be alright by tomorrow.” Coming from anyone else, this
seemingly trite response could easily be mistaken as disinterest.
That was not the case. Olga truly did not know how to respond. To
her, as well as her daughter, the idea that Angelique was not the
most beautiful woman in the world was like saying that the world
was flat.

 


Olga herself was, by any
measure, stunning. Despite the fact that she was old enough to be
their mother (or even grandmother in some cases) she still
possessed the looks to render teenage boys and young men into
dribbling, babbling fools. Standing at 5 foot 10, with platinum
blonde hair that cascaded over her shoulders and high cheekbones
under glacial blue eyes, she wore the looks of Slavic nobility to
perfection.

 


No-one to date had ever
been able to describe what her best feature was. From her slender
legs that seemed to reach up like skyscrapers, to the svelte and
athletic form of her torso and to the face that could truly launch
a thousand ships, she was beautiful. As a young woman growing up in
Moscow all the leading modelling agencies had desperately tried to
recruit her. It was only in the last few years that Hugh Hefner had
finally stopped pestering her. It wasn’t so much that dear old Hugh
had tired of her beauty as much as the eight broken fingers that
had stopped him dialling her number. That gift had been delivered
to Hugh by a mutual friend, together with the clear understanding
of whom the benefactor had been.

 


Angelique had inherited
all of her mother’s looks and somehow enhanced them. Virtually
everyone in the world agreed that Angelique was somehow more
beautiful than her mother. Strangely Mr. Hefner currently declines
to comment. To Olga it was simply inconceivable that her daughter
was not the most beautiful woman in the world.



“Tomorrow’s too late!” huffed Angelique. “Her name is Harriet
White, you can see her picture and all the details on Youbook. I
need this sorted mum! Now!” Angelique did not want to waste another
minute on this conversation and before her mother could respond,
she disconnected the call. Angelique sat there for a moment feeling
deflated and quite tired after all her exertions.

 


Olga knew what to do. She
loved her daughter, she had the resources and she could be one
nasty piece of work. Angelique had been witness to her mother’s
cruel viciousness on many occasions and getting the job as doctor’s
receptionist showed that she had not lost her touch or gone soft
with age.

 


Angelique switched
screens on her phone and logged into her bank to check her
finances. The latest entry showed a transfer in of £1000, under the
reference of ‘Mummy’. She had rather hoped for a bit more than that
but she couldn’t be bothered calling her mother again. Maybe her
mum had been right, maybe it was just a technical blip. She checked
her Youbook page again. The most beautiful woman in the world was
still Harriet white.

 


She threw the phone into
her bag and looked at the table, at the plate with the half eaten
piece of toast on it. She didn’t even have the energy to throw it
so she simply pushed it off of the table to smash it onto the
floor.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


 


Harriet had not gotten
used to all the attention, the photographers and the reporters,
telephone calls and the stream of deliveries of chocolates and
flowers. She never would. Being in the limelight like this was
pretty nightmarish but very good for business and the profile of
the company, so she put on the boldest face that she could and
pressed on. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the chocolates and she
had to confess that the flowers were beautiful.

 


By lunchtime everyone
seemed to be flagging a little under all the pressure. There was no
such thing as a lunch break in a recruitment office as this was a
prime-time for employees to drop in in their search for a different
job. Harriet and her team had always staggered their lunches to
provide cover but today was a bit different.

 


Harriet marched to the
front door, causing a fresh wave of frenzied photography as she
approached the glass. Nervously, Harriet forced a smile and her
blush gave colour to her cheeks and a barrage of camera flashes.
She turned the sign on the door to ‘Closed’ and flicked the catch
to lock the door. One by one, the clients at reception were let out
and the door locked again behind them.

 


When the last customer
had gone, Harriet said, “I don’t know about you lot but I need a
drink. Who’s going to help me get past that lot to the pub? I’m
buying!”

 


Every now
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