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Chapter 1

Moonlight casts a pall of grey over London as late spring rain hits the office windows sideways, reminding me we should all still be tucked up in our warm beds, not here at work at such an ungodly hour. I rouse myself and try to jolly the team, even though I feel anything but jolly myself. The marriage proposal of the millennium is about to happen and we’ve all had to forgo sleep in order to be here because the surprise event is taking place in Tinseltown, no less.

It’ll be livestreamed to cater to the happy couple’s friends and fans alike. Celebrities, eh? They don’t do anything by halves, which is where we come in: luxury concierge to the stars. Got a wish? We can grant it – as long as money is no object.

Excès curates exclusive, bespoke experiences for the super wealthy. Ever dreamed of having private access to the Temple of the Sun at Machu Picchu to propose to your paramour? Need front-row tickets to the Oscars but you’re not in the movie biz? A wedding renewal with the Pope? Dinner for two at the Tower of London under the stars? Birthday flash mobs? The unimaginable is available for a hefty price tag. I bought a share of the luxury concierge club four years ago. Along with the other investors, we built our empire from the ground up and are still trying hard to expand the business and become the biggest name in the biz.

This darkened pre-dawn, the team gather around the table, stifling yawns, mainlining caffeine or eating their feelings with the smorgasbord of food I had delivered to bribe them all to be in attendance so bloody early. Sometimes I think the only ‘refined’ thing about me is my sugar habit, as I take another cinnamon doughnut and top up coffee cups. My bestie told me all about the clean-eating diet – but I lost interest when I found out it’s not about consuming a family-size block of chocolate in the bath.

‘It’s nearly time!’ I say, and dazzle everyone with one of my ‘work rocks!’ smiles. They’re not fooled. They’re just bloody tired and no amount of caffeine is going to shock them into faking it for my benefit. ‘Are you ready for the proposal—’

‘Of the millennium!’ they all chorus robotically. OK, so they might have heard that one too many times. Aren’t people downright prickly when they lose sleep?

As far as proposals go, this one is fun and flamboyant and will be the envy of many a would-be bride. It’s quite the coup for Excès because the couple themselves are famous and daily fodder for the tabloids.

Our groom-to-be, John Jones better known as JoJo, is one of the world’s most bankable movie stars and, despite his advancing years, is still very much hot property. After a swift divorce from his loyal wife of twenty-five years, he hired Excès to mark this new stage with all the bells and whistles.

I’m a hopeless romantic and adore seeing love bloom for my clients, but, in this instance, part of me cringes that his ex-wife is bound to see the new lovers flaunting their romance to all and sundry. I guess I’m not the moral police; I’m just a luxury concierge doing her job as best she can. It’s not my place to judge.

Still, I secretly grieve for the forgotten first wife. Will she flick on her telly later and relive her heartache once more? I shouldn’t be worrying about that. But what happened to good old-fashioned romance, and making marriages go the distance? I’d probably be out of a job, that’s what, so I grin and bear it, even though it nags at me from time to time.

‘Is Harry going to tune in?’ my assistant Victoria asks, taking the seat beside me.

My fiancé Harry is tucked away on some tropical island with music sensation Carly C. She’s a new client of ours, a reality TV personality turned global superstar. A touch of pride runs through me as I remember when I announced I’d managed to get her to sign up with Excès – but she chose Harry to help with her album launch because he’s so well connected in the music industry.

Carly C is a magnet for the tabloids for all the wrong reasons: boozy nights out, online spats with other celebs. You name it, Carly C has done it, although part of me admires her sassy attitude. She is a breath of fresh air in a world full of faux personalities. What you see is what you get and she doesn’t pretend for anyone. That being said, we’d thought it’d be safer with her stashed away on an island to launch her album and shoot a behind-the-scenes documentary.

Trouble is less likely to find Carly C there because she can’t exactly fight with other celebrities when the internet is unreliable! Her reputation has taken a battering in the press, so having her show her softer side and capturing the ‘real’ Carly had been a brainwave of Harry’s. And he sold the streaming rights for the documentary for a bomb …!

I lift a shoulder. ‘Harry’ll try and tune in I guess, but the Wi-Fi on the island is patchy at best.’ It feels so strange not to be able to check in with him, especially now with all this going on. ‘It only works when it wants to.’

‘A bit like Harry,’ Victoria says and then quickly covers her mouth. ‘Sorry.’

I smile. ‘It’s OK.’ It’s a running joke around the office that Harry swans in and out without doing a lot of work. But his job is to make people more pliable. He’s our chief schmoozer and client wrangler and sadly the office staff don’t really see that side. They hear about him jetting off to exotic locations almost daily to meet with managers, owners or a board of directors, to wine and dine them and grease the wheels so the impossible becomes possible. I can see why people envy him, but deep down he’s lovely and I thank my lucky stars he chose me. Although he can be a bit of a diva himself, if I’m honest …

I’m more of a homebody when I’m not working. I hate wearing high heels and fussing over fashion. My idea of a fun day out is scouring vintage shops for my philatelic collection (stamps and postage material) then finding a cheap greasy spoon to eat at. Harry, on the other hand, prefers the finer things in life: designer labels, micro food at macro prices and being seen at all the latest hot spots. I guess the old adage is true that opposites attract. I sometimes find myself staring at him as though he’s speaking another language that I can’t quite decipher. I’m a small-town gal, and he’s this larger than life big-city go-getter. We’re like the perfect rom-com couple brought to life.

Tonight’s epic proposal is Harry’s baby. He was the one to secure JoJo and sell him the dream, including peddling all the rights to the media for an obscene amount of money. La-La Land, eh?

Harry vowed this would be the proposal of the millennium, emphasising the word until everyone obviously tired of hearing it. Soon after, he flew off to a remote island with Carly C leaving me to do the rest of his job while he’s away. I’m always doing someone else’s job; I can’t seem to set myself any boundaries or say no. I suppose it’s because I want Excès to be a success and if I don’t take up the load, who will?

More staff rush into the room and snatch seats, mugs of coffee and buttery croissants. Their excited chatter eases the tension. Everyone is eager to see what Harry’s magicked up for our celebrity couple.

‘Here we go!’ Louisa from marketing says.

Our movie star JoJo appears on screen, new girlfriend in tow. She’s a few decades younger than him, and I can’t help but notice he’s dyed his salt and pepper locks jet-black. Hand in hand they stroll down Hollywood Boulevard. Stars twinkle overhead, while the moon dips low. They’re the epitome of superstardom, dressed to impress, not a hair out of place and their toned, tanned bodies glow even under moonlight. They look a million bucks and my heart just about explodes when I think of the surprises about to unfold.

When they arrive at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, JoJo stops to point out the stars lining the Hollywood walk of fame. I hold my breath, knowing what’s coming is quite the achievement for a B-grade actress whose greatest claim to fame is a long-running sitcom where she plays the cliché ditzy blonde. To give her credit, the show has longevity, coming into its tenth season and she can act; in fact, I think she holds the show together. I admit I binge-watch it on occasion and am always left in stitches afterwards – she’s got great comic timing and I hope JoJo with his connections will help catapult her onto the next rung of superstardom.

Hidden cameras pan in on our actress as JoJo points to the latest pink terrazzo and brass star bearing her name: Chastity Cocker. How on earth Harry managed such a feat is beyond me, but I’d hazard a guess a lot of money greased palms. The pink stars are supposed to be sacrosanct – but that’s Harry for you. He could buy Warner Brothers itself before anyone was any the wiser.

Chastity’s hands fly to her face and with a squeal she jumps up and down, which concerns me when she’s wearing five-inch stilettos with an ice-pick heel. How don’t they snap? If it were me, I know they’d break clean off and I’d topple into the only puddle around for miles, screaming like a banshee and making a fool of myself. Some people have all the luck.

She flings her lithe frame into JoJo’s loving arms and lands a kiss on his lips. Before it can deepen, a troupe of showgirls with big feather headdresses prance down the steps of the theatre and onto the boulevard singing Etta James’ ‘At Last’ as theatrically as it deserves.

Chastity has love hearts for eyes, and I heave a sigh of relief. As far as magical marriage proposals go, this is hitting the mark. A crowd has formed, recognising the celebs. They hold phones aloft as they follow the lovebirds down the boulevard. It strikes me they must be used to people tagging along, as if they’re a tourist attraction. They don’t even blink as the crowd around them thickens. I guess it’s all part of being in the spotlight, but it’d be my worst nightmare. There’s a lot to be said for being invisible.

JoJo eventually stops in front of the Dolby Theatre where the Academy Awards are hosted every year. The red carpet has been rolled out and he moves Chastity along it, as paparazzi scream into view and snap their pictures as if the awards are truly happening. It’s all a farce, of course, but Chastity is lapping up all the attention as if she’s won an Oscar and is about to thank the Academy itself.

‘This is so sweet!’ Victoria chimes. It really is, and makes me wonder if my very own fiancé is a little more romantic than I had him pegged for. I’d expected grand gestures, but I hadn’t expected quite this level of starry-eyed expression of love drama, which is exactly the type of thing these cashed-up stars thrive on.

‘Right?’

‘He’s done a great job appealing to all the things Chastity loves,’ Victoria continues in awe. ‘And pulled out all the stops to make sure this goes off without a hitch.’

‘I didn’t think he had it in him to be honest.’ We laugh good-naturedly at Harry’s foibles. He’s usually more into the adrenaline junkie side of things – if you want to jump out of a perfectly good plane over the Grand Canyon, or zip line across Tokyo, Harry is your go-to guy.

He doesn’t usually take on marriage proposals. Even ours had been very low key. He’d dropped to one knee over an Indian takeaway in our apartment. A nice surprise, but very simple, right down to the plain gold band that he said suited me since I’m not flashy and didn’t need diamonds to know my worth. But a girl wants a diamond at least once in her life, right? And if not at her engagement, then when? Anyway, I’d just laughed it off and said yes, thrilled to marry him, and that was that. We’re engaged three years later and still haven’t had time to sort our own wedding out.

The paps take their shots and then disappear to beat the pack and sell their pictures. A guy wearing a bright neon ensemble approaches, and asks Chastity the time. She takes out her phone to check, not knowing it’s a cue for the flash mob who start singing and dancing to Bruno Mars’ ‘Marry You’.

‘If that’s not a clue, I don’t know what is!’ Victoria says, her eyes ablaze at the theatrics of it all. Flash mobs are kind of passé now, but JoJo insisted, claiming Chastity would adore it. And what’s not to love about flash mobs? Passé or not, I think they’re fun.

Dancers circle Chastity and she soon joins in, while JoJo stands on, smiling wide like all his Christmases have come at once. When the number is over, a limo appears and the two are whizzed away to the Hollywood sign on Mount Lee. A drone flies overhead filming their journey so we can only guess what they’re talking about in the limo.

‘OK,’ I say, while I nervously eat a handful of sugared almonds. ‘This is the big finale.’ The limo pulls up and the driver helps Chastity from the car, as she sips on champagne and looks up at the bright sign that so many dreams are made of.

A close-up of their faces reveals wide eyes and beaming smiles. Chastity will die when she sees what’s coming next! I only hope JoJo has remembered the ring – a huge pink diamond that cost more than a small island and was just as hard to procure.

On the lawn sits a Persian rug, Louis XVI chairs and Queen Anne tables as if they’re in their own little chateau and not on the side of the Hollywood Hills. The limo driver returns with an ice bucket and obligatory bottle of Cristal and tops up their flutes before disappearing.

Camera people now close in, and Chastity laughs. ‘Is this being livestreamed or something?’

‘For posterity,’ JoJo agrees and clinks his flute against hers. ‘Pretend they’re not here.’

She leans in and kisses him in such a way that I’m sure it’s going to be blurred on the replay. Holy guacamole.

‘Jeez,’ Victoria says. ‘She looks like she’s about to eat him!’

‘She does!’

They finally break apart. ‘I want to find a man who looks at me the way JoJo looks at Chastity, like she’s a soft juicy bao bun,’ Victoria says, her voice wistful.

There are a few titters around the table and we hold our breath once more as fireworks explode from the top of the Hollywood sign. ‘How did he get permission for that?’ Bailey from HR asks.

‘He’s a great negotiator.’ Money, money, money.

I hold my breath as the big reveal creeps closer. JoJo turns to Chastity and bends on one knee, before whispering, ‘Look up,’ just as a plane flies across the sky above the Hollywood sign. Light grid mantles under its wings illuminate the night sky and spelled out in lights is the pièce de résistance:

Will you marry me, Sarah?

It’s the most beautiful thing ev— Wait.

Sarah.

SARAH!

Nooooooo!

The breath leaves my body in a whoosh. No, no, no! I close my eyes – maybe I’ve imagined it in my fatigued state. When I wrench my eyes open to check, I see confusion dash across Chastity’s face, which is swiftly replaced by a dark cloud of anger. Her eyes flare with a rage that makes me shrink down in my seat.

‘Is this some kind of sick joke?’ she says in a menacingly low voice. JoJo has gone white with shock. What do I do?!

‘Melanie!’ I screech to our media guru and slam my hands on the table, making cupcakes launch upwards in surprise. ‘Make it stop! Turn off the livestream, get those cameras out of there. Shut it down. Shut it down now!’ Melanie hurries from the room, the others from her department follow close behind, barking orders to each other.

Onscreen, JoJo is chasing Chastity, trying to explain and letting out an expletive or two about Harry and the whole ‘damn gang at Excès’ – oh dear – ‘who are clearly incompetent!’ But she doesn’t listen. Instead, she throws herself into the limo and tells the driver to make haste, but not in so many nice words. The limo skids out of the park leaving a bereft JoJo standing alone with just his long face for company. And then, praise the Lord, the screen goes black.

   


Chapter 2

This is a PR disaster! ‘Sarah is JoJo’s ex-wife’s name! Do you think Harry just got them muddled up?’ Wild thoughts swirl as I wonder how to contain this. I stand and pace around the room. ‘How could this have happened?’

Victoria shakes her head. ‘Harry’s royally stuffed up, he has.’

‘How could he make such a careless mistake …?’ My former sugar high is now a distinctive low.

Victoria grimaces. ‘Can you imagine how Chastity feels? This epic marriage proposal, dancing girls, walk of fame star, flash mob and fireworks, with his ex-wife’s name up in lights while it’s being livestreamed!’

‘None of that is good.’ Faces around the table are downcast. No one knows quite how to react. It’s not a good sign, not a good sign at all. ‘Can you check online? See what’s being reported and then we can work out how best to spin this?’

She swipes at her iPad and gets to work. ‘It’s everywhere already.’

I rub my face; this is not a good start to the day. ‘OK, how can we play it? What can we do to minimise the embarrassment for JoJo and Chastity?’

Tapping her chin with a pen, she says, ‘What about showing close-ups of the walk of fame star, the smile on her face, how happy she was dancing?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Tie that in with some stories about how she came from nothing and is set to be one of the world’s most-loved actresses? Let’s highlight her philanthropy work. If we can drown out today with all the good Chastity has done, we might swing this back around. Didn’t she give a season’s salary to a women’s shelter last Christmas? Let’s remind everyone about that.’

‘This error is dynamite for every news outlet, Orly, but I’ll do my best.’

‘I know, the vultures!’ I groan. ‘Get onto to every reporter we’re friendly with and let’s get them sharing. Other celebs too. Who’s she close to? Find out and start sending gifts and get them to tweet about how beautiful the proposal was, send them the first part of the video, minus the ending and let’s get that online and boosted as much as we can.’

‘Good idea.’

There’s no time to ruminate; I need to start damage control with the couple themselves. I’ll send flowers, I’ll send money, I’ll send a private jet! No, I’ll send a posse of rescue pups for them to play with and make an obscenely large donation to their favourite animal shelter! I’ll do whatever it takes to fix this while I wait for Harry to return from his island adventure and start the grovelling process himself. It irks me he’s absent at such a crucial time. It’s a pattern with Harry and the other business partners. They presume I’ll fix their mistakes because I always do.

I call Harry and leave a voicemail: ‘Harry I need to speak to you urgently—’

The voicemail cuts out and a recorded message tells me his mailbox is full. My head is about to explode – just what is he doing? Surely there’s a Wi-Fi signal somewhere on the bloody island! Today of all days I’d thought he’d find a way to tune in.

The remaining staff leave the boardroom on pretences of having a busy day, and work to do. Victoria pats my shoulder and says, ‘Let’s move to our office.’

We spend the entire day attempting to make amends. I send exotic fruit and expensive champagne. I hire them a suite at the Chateau Marmont and fill it with luxury gifts. But it’s no good, they’ve gone into hiding. I call Harry and his phone is still infuriatingly off. The story is reported throughout the day on television and social media.

Reporters gleefully discuss the disaster, the juicy livestreamed ‘Cocker Love Cock-up’ a ratings win and a play on poor Chastity’s surname – yikes. Memes start circulating. Gifs are next. I want to cup my head and cry. Nothing we do stems the tide.

Day turns into night and I field calls from JoJo’s lawyers threatening to sue. I beg, cajole and bargain for more time, insisting that it was a gross error and that we’re investigating it. All steps will be taken to punish the person responsible. Who knows, maybe it wasn’t Harry? Maybe it was someone who has it in for JoJo or Chastity? It’s too late to fix it, but I make all the enquires I can and alarmingly everything circles back to Harry.

When the airport emails me a copy the sign-off form with Harry’s signature in thick cursive, I slump on my desk. It’s right there in black and white: Will you marry me, Sarah? with Harry’s approval.

It’s a mistake anyone can make, of course, but it’s not acceptable in our line of work. We have staff who double and triple check everything, yet Harry insists on going rogue and doing it all himself. And now look!

‘You’ve done everything you can to mitigate the mess,’ Victoria says, giving me a look usually reserved for lost puppies. ‘Why don’t you head out and meet Maya for dinner like you’re meant to? They can still call and threaten you as you’re walking, you know.’

Somehow, I laugh. ‘Yes. Yes, they can.’ I let out a world-weary sigh. ‘I don’t think there’s anything else I can do now anyway. I’ve tried everything. It’ll be up to Harry now. He’s probably sunning himself on that bloody tropical island, blissfully unaware that this place is falling like a house of cards.’

‘That’s Harry for you.’ She gives me a long look.

‘Yeah.’ I don’t even have the energy to think of an excuse for him. ‘I’m so late to meet Maya.’ She’s my best friend and we meet for dinner religiously at the same time every week.

‘Go,’ she says more forcefully. ‘Maya won’t mind. You’re always late.’

‘True.’ I nod. ‘OK, see you tomorrow?’

‘It’s Saturday tomorrow.’

‘Right, sorry.’ Suddenly, I envy her being able to have two days – forty-eight blissful hours – away from work.

‘Have the weekend off, Orly. Seriously. Switch your phone off for once. Harry wouldn’t think twice about ignoring calls if something like this happened to him. Why don’t you try it?’

‘I wish. What does my schedule look like for the weekend?’ Everything else has quite flown out of my mind.

She sighs. ‘It’s bloody busy.’ Swiping through her iPad she says, ‘Tomorrow you’re emcee for the charity luncheon at the Ritz.’ Oh bollocks, I’d forgotten about that. Usually Harry emcees but I had to agree on account of him going away. Public speaking isn’t my forte; I’m more of a behind-the-scenes kind of gal. ‘And then you’ve got the industry cocktail party at Bars on Barges. The end-of-month reports are due, and Harry chalked you up for those.’

Of course he bloody well did! ‘How can I hide, with all that going on?’ I groan. ‘The industry party will be a nightmare!’ A room full of industry experts with this juicy gossip swirling about the room and still no Harry to face up to it. ‘Is anyone else from Excès going?’ I hope and pray.

‘No, just you.’

‘Waaah.’

‘Don’t go, Orly. You’re busy with other things anyway. Just don’t do it.’

‘I have to go or it’ll look bad for Excès.’ When I give my word, I don’t ever renege on it – something drilled into me by my father who said the one thing we can never break is our word. If you commit to something, you follow through. Dad died relatively young, when I was only ten, so those little adages have stayed with me. And I’d feel like I was letting my dad down if I started breaking my promises. That’s something I won’t do.

‘See you on Monday.’ I air-kiss Victoria and take my bag, then dash outside into the balmy evening air. Always running late, late, late!

I glance at my watch and continue down Brompton Road, past Harrods whose concertinaed green awnings resemble eyes half-closed for slumber in the inky night.

I walk then hobble, ruing the fact a cab would crawl even slower in this traffic. It gives me plenty of time to consider the fact my career isn’t quite as gratifying as I’d once imagined it would be. In fact, it’s a great big migraine-inducing nightmare.

Eventually I see the bright lights of the West End. Bars and restaurants heave. The streets of Soho are packed with late-night revellers. People clutch cigarettes and spill from pubs into alleyways, their laughter punctuating the chilly night. Music blares from unseen speakers as I dodge tipsy executives who give me slow lazy smiles.

I turn down a cobblestoned lane and slip past a trio of friends wearing kilts who dance and sing as if all the world is a stage. Gosh, I love London. It’s a melting pot and anything goes. But tonight, all I want to do is eat spicy dumplings with Maya and decompress.

‘Sorry, excuse me, can I just … sorry.’ Ever the apologetic Londoner, I slink through, imagining my first sip of wine after a very long week.

Maya is a cardiothoracic surgeon. We met by chance at a charity fundraiser a million years ago and we’ve been firm friends ever since. She’s always around when life gets impossible or when I just need to sink a few gins and forget about the world.

As I stumble on my heels, wishing I’d changed into trainers, I finally see the little yellow lantern of the hole-in-the-wall Chinese restaurant we’ve been meeting at on Fridays since forever. They make the best mapo tofu dish in London. Owners Huan and Bai took us under their wing and are like surrogate parents. They always insist we eat more, fuss over us and are sweet and protective. They have a gaggle of their own children, now grown, who work at the restaurant and one who works as a neurosurgeon in the same hospital as Maya.

Bai sees me and commits to a launch hug. For a diminutive woman she packs a punch when she envelops me in her arms and squashes the air from my lungs. I make a sound like ‘Ooomphfzwark …’ before she frees me and I drag sweet precious oxygen back to its rightful organs. ‘Hey, Bai, how are you?’ I say, gasping.

Her eyes are wide with worry. ‘Maya is crying – you have to hurry.’

‘Crying?’

‘Quick, quick. She needs you.’

Bai points to our usual table in the back. The flickering candle highlights Maya’s face: mascara trails track down her cheeks and her exotic dark eyes are sunken. What on earth? Her earlier confirmation text message hadn’t given any of this away. I flick my mobile on silent so the barrage of incoming calls buzzing away won’t disturb us and then I rush over.

‘Darling!’ I drop my bag and move to hug her. ‘What’s wrong?’

She sobs, the kind of can’t-catch-your-breath tears that imply she’s been at this for some time. I hastily sit opposite and take Maya’s hand, unsure of what to do. I can count on one hand the number of times she’s cried like this and usually it revolves around losing a patient. She’s more of the stiff upper lip variety, essential in her job.

‘Did something happen at work?’

‘He’s gone.’

I rack my brain about who she could be referring to and then I realise. Oh no! ‘Ernest?’

She gives me a trembling smile with the barest of nods.

‘Oh, darling, I’m so sorry. What happened?’

She lifts a shoulder as if it’s just one of those things. ‘His daughter just called me to let me know … It was actually quite peaceful in the end. He drifted off in his sleep at home surrounded by his cats and that little barky dog of his.’

Poor Maya. ‘Without you, he wouldn’t have had all that extra time, but he did because of the excellent way you mended his broken heart.’

‘I just did my job, but I love the way you romanticise heart surgery. He was the best. A true gentleman.’

Maya had been treating Ernest off and on for years. His ticker gave him trouble, then he had a stroke, but he had an indomitable spirit and never gave up in all of his ninety-plus years. They’d grown close as Maya had moved up the ranks and he’d been in and out of her care. While Maya tried to maintain a professional distance with her patients, some managed to creep into her heart, and jovial old man Ernest was one of them. Every Friday Maya regaled me with Ernest stories and I knew I would miss hearing about the incredible man.

‘It’s hit me so hard. I can’t imagine not seeing his dashingly suited self, propped up by his cane wandering the corridors, asking if it wasn’t too much trouble for a pot of tea.’

‘He was lucky to have you.’ I don’t know many surgeons who’d scoot off and make a patient a pot of tea. In the end, Ernest would often pop in to visit Maya, making some excuse or other when he just liked having a mug of tea and some sugary biscuits with his pretty doctor who carved out a slice of time in her busy day and gave it to him.

‘I was the lucky one.’

‘You both were.’

She balls the napkin and averts her eyes. ‘I hate that I didn’t get to say goodbye.’

I squeeze her hand. ‘But that’s the sweetest part, darling. He didn’t die after an emergency visit to hospital; he wasn’t hooked up to machines and heart monitors. The last time you saw each other you shared a slice of cake and waxed lyrical about your day. And rather sweetly, he slipped off peacefully surrounded by his menagerie of fluffy critters … As far as deaths go, that’s a pretty good one.’

‘You always know what to say.’ She takes a deep breath, her sobs slowly abating. ‘Work will be that little bit less shiny without Ernest popping in to visit.’ Maya exhales long and loud as if releasing some of her grief. ‘Sometimes I wonder whether all the heartache is worth it.’

I stare her down in a maternal way and say softly, ‘Darling, you’re fighting the good fight. Look at how many lives you’ve saved! Your work matters.’ Despite feeling low tonight, Maya loves her job. She thrives in the pressurised environment and always goes the extra mile for her patients. While days like today are impossible, she always bounces back.

‘So does yours, Orly.’ Maya knows I’ve been struggling with work lately and the lack of meaning I find in it.

It’s not comparable to saving lives. Not even close.

I fidget with the paper napkin. ‘Sometimes I feel I’d like to do something more meaningful. But then I think of how hard I’ve worked to get to where I am and I wonder if I’m having some sort of mid-life crisis. Shouldn’t I be grateful? I dreamed of this high-flying London life but it all seems so … different to how I imagined.’ I feel ridiculous moaning about such a thing after Maya’s day, but here we are and I wonder if the distraction about my crazy life will help her bruised heart.

Maya nods. ‘You’re right. I can’t even remember when I last enjoyed the view from my apartment. Or when I caught a show at the theatre. When I walked just for the hell of it, not because I was racing to get back to the hospital. There’s never time.’

I cluck my tongue. ‘We’re burnt out at the ripe old age of thirty-five.’

‘Looks like it. How will I ever have a baby when I’m already too tired?!’ Her boyfriend Preston isn’t exactly dad material either, so part of me is relieved that there’s no time for making babies. He’s openly bigamous and doesn’t care a jot if Maya dislikes that or not. She deserves so much better than him. Conversely Maya’s dream has always been to have a houseful of babies, which she’s been saving for since forever. I only hope she’ll move on from Preston to someone who deserves her. But then again, when would she have time to meet someone new? Like me, Maya works crazy long hours.

‘Right?’ Deep down I recognise this as a huge problem. We’ve spent so long striving for these lofty goals and lost ourselves along the way. We should be enjoying our youth, soaking up every ounce of pleasure in one of the most amazing cities on the planet, but there’s never enough energy for all that.

‘Today I went to work with two different shoes on! I had to pretend it was all a ploy to distract my patients, then I spent the rest of the day acting like some jokester so they didn’t think I was losing my marbles and take my scalpel away from me!’

‘Oh, Maya! You need some downtime!’

‘We both do.’

‘Right? Give me a bubble bath and a good book and I might last a chapter before I sink into oblivion or my phone inevitably rings and startles me back to consciousness.’ For Maya, it’s even more hectic. Double shifts and long surgeries in a world where time is of the essence and there’s just not enough doctors to go around.

Maya flicks her glossy mane of curly black hair. ‘What would you do though if you didn’t have a share in Excès? If you could just forget everything and do what you wanted to do?’

‘Retire …?’

She laughs. ‘At thirty-five?’

I toy with the empty wine glass in front of me. ‘No, I’d be bored. But seriously, I have these wild thoughts of escaping. Throwing it all in and going back to a small town and doing something that actually helps people. But how? Doing what exactly? And what if I hated it?’ I shrug. ‘Maybe I’m just well overdue for a holiday.’ But I know it’s more than that. Some days I feel like I can’t catch my breath and anxiety makes me dizzy.

‘What does Harry think? Is he feeling the same?’

I think of my curly-haired fiancé, with his dark broody eyes. I’m still shocked he proposed; part of me always thought we’d have this fleeting passionate romance that would burn out because Harry is so fickle – always on the hunt for the next shiny bauble. But then he surprised me by proposing and making grand life plans that we’ve never quite got around to.

‘Harry has no idea. You know what he’s like; he thrives on his high-octane life. Flying here, there and everywhere, barely taking a breath. I haven’t seen him for ten days now, actually. He’s been on a private island with Carly C, helping meet her every whim while she’s launching her album and filming a behind-the-scenes-of-fame documentary thing, sort of like Beyoncé did.’

‘Celebrities.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Let’s hope he’s not meeting her every whim.’

I giggle. ‘She’s engaged to some YouTuber, isn’t she?’ You’d think I’d follow the tabloids in order to keep one step ahead, but very rarely do they get it right. I’ve learned it’s much like everything in the shallow world of celebs – a big, fat lie. Usually a marketing ploy.

‘I have no clue about Carly C.’ Maya laughs. ‘But you should talk to Harry, tell him how you’re feeling about things at work. That you feel like something is missing.’

I lift a shoulder. ‘Maybe. He’ll just tell me I’m being dramatic.’

‘Which is ironic since he panders to people who only eat the blue M&M’s.’

‘Right?!’

‘How are you going with your plans to buy a property in the country? Is he still keen on that idea?’ Harry and I sat down a while back and had a heart-to-heart about our dreams for the future and where we saw ourselves in five, ten, fifteen years. Our plan had been to save for a sprawling country property, a place that could become a sanctuary; a wonderland where we could safely raise children and have a nest to commute from. Once again, it was all just words. Promises like vapour, diaphanous and fleeting.

You can’t help who you love though, and I adore him despite our differences. It’s those differences that leave me enthralled; the way Harry takes charge of a room, charms everyone – men and women alike. His utter confidence that things will always go his way. It’s quite blinding being in love with such a guy, almost like staring at the sun at times.

‘Time has marched on and we’re still no closer to buying a place. He never commits to any viewings, and definitely never has the time to spend a weekend attending open houses …’

I don’t tell Maya I still spend every Saturday morning scouring the internet for my dream home even though Harry’s got cold feet about it. ‘It’s hard to explain but I can see myself in that new lifestyle. A big old house with high ceilings, a roaring fire, Vinnie the little rescue pup at my ankles, maybe some adorable fluffy chickens so I could forage for eggs for Sunday brunch. Time to pickle vegetables from my garden, make chutneys for grazing plates when friends from town visit, that kind of thing. A simple life, where our children can climb trees, play chase and breathe fresh country air. Wouldn’t that be the perfect tonic for burnout?’ But am I dreaming? Is it pure fantasy when Harry won’t even attend viewings?

‘It would and it sounds bloody lovely, Orly. Who wouldn’t want that?’

‘Maybe Harry …?’ I consider the day from hell, his absence. It feels as though something has shifted between us and my love for him has dimmed a little. Like staring at the sun doesn’t so much blind me but instead burns. I change the subject because talking about my would-be country house causes an ache in my heart – it’s like I can feel it’s the right move and yet I can’t convince Harry. ‘Have you heard the latest celebrity gossip around the hospital today?’ I ask, knowing she probably hasn’t. Maya is old-school when it comes to technology – she rarely uses social media and spends her downtime exercising, of all things. If there’s a juicy story in the press about one of our clients she’ll usually hear it via the nurses who fill her in on life outside of the wards.

‘No, I haven’t, darling. Did something happen?’ So I tell her all about the so-called proposal of the millennium and everything that followed. Her jaw drops. ‘It was livestreamed? Oh God, Orly, he didn’t!’

‘He did.’

‘How could he get Sarah and Chastity mixed up? That’s taking distracted to a whole new level.’

I nod. ‘And now he’s nowhere to be found.’

She clucks her tongue. ‘Just like bloody always. Darling, it’s not fair that he scarpers when he sees fit and coincidentally it’s always when he’s made some huge cock-up. Why didn’t you go with Carly C?’

I shrug. ‘She chose him. He’s such a magnet for celebs – he can talk the talk whereas I’m better in front of the computer sorting out all the headaches. I don’t actually mind that though,’ I say truthfully. ‘I can’t parade around with their entourages and take it seriously. It makes me feel all sorts of awkward; I’d feel like this gangling bird tottering behind these glamorous over-the-top characters. Harry loves that side, so it’s best left to him. Anyway, let’s not ruin the evening with any more talk about boring old work.’

‘Darling, we can park that conversation if you want, but it sounds like you had a really stressful day. I’m worried that you’re always left to fix things with very little support. I know you all have your own clients, but you all share in the successes and it’s like they ride your coat-tails when it suits them and you’re on your own when it doesn’t.’

Bai’s son pops a plate of prawn crackers down and I take one, crunching it into a million pieces over myself, while Maya delicately eats hers without a crumb in sight. ‘I know, I need to get harder, tougher, but when I’m in the thick of it I’m just in problem-solving mode, you know?’ What else is there to do except fix it as best I can?

She tilts her head. ‘You don’t need to change, Orly. They do. Especially Harry, who should be by your side when things like this happen.’

I take a bottle of wine from my bag, a freebie from the office. ‘Red?’ I ask, knowing Maya is right but not knowing what to do about it all.

‘I’ll stick with Chinese tea. I’m not feeling one hundred per cent and a wine headache will only keep me up. But I’ve heard—’ she peers at the label ‘—Congratulations Mr and Mrs Deely is a great vintage.’ She gives me a megawatt smile. Maya is one of those health-conscious types and doesn’t usually partake in a lot of alcohol. Her way to deal with worry is to run, a much healthier stress reliever but not one I’d subscribe to.

‘The best! Perks of planning fancy weddings at Claridge’s, eh?’ I laugh as I fill my glass with the exotic red, which is actually a pricey little quaffer, and top up Maya’s tea. ‘Here’s to Ernest, one of the finest gentlemen to walk this earth.’

Maya clinks her cup alongside my glass. Her eyes fill with tears. ‘May he rest in eternal peace back with his beloved Betty.’ I think about the man I never met, but feel I know. He cherished his wife and talked about her every single day, even decades after she died. That’s the kind of love affair I want, one that lasts a lifetime.

‘Why don’t we start planning your wedding?’ Maya asks gently. ‘That’ll give us something fun to do, something to drag us out of this rut we’re in.’

‘Maybe …’ I say, when I really mean no. The thought of my own wedding just seems so abstract; I can’t picture it for some reason. I don’t have time to ponder why as tiny Bai’s thundering footsteps echo behind me.

Our favourite tofu dish is presented to us and I smile. Bai determines what we need to eat and we duly comply by hoovering up every last delicious morsel. Usually, she’ll feed us something to put colour in our cheeks, or meat on our bones. Wordlessly she continues placing steaming dishes in the middle of the table and then hugs Maya whose eyes pop out of her head from the pressure. ‘Now eat, girls, eat, eat; you need to put some colour in your cheeks and some meat on your bones.’

   


Chapter 3

The interminable weekend finally comes to a close. I’d fielded calls from reporters around the globe until my phone went into heat-saving mode and switched off. The charity fundraiser had been a disaster when a drunk guest stormed the stage to speak, knocking me from the podium hard enough to hurt my pride and my derriere. Then of course the Bars on Barges industry party went off with a bang, the smell of fireworks and muddling down the Thames too much for my constitution, so I spent most of it in the loo with seasickness. Or maybe it was embarrassment – who knows. When the barge moored, I’d been the first off, and zoomed down that gangplank with about eleventy billion industry vultures in my wake asking whether the ‘Love Cock-Up’ was all a publicity stunt.

Maya had popped in for a visit late Sunday evening. I’d finished the weekend over a few too many G&Ts, while clever Maya stuck to sparkling water. Always the voice of reason, she let me vent away as I sucked down gin like that would help matters.

Today, I head into the office regretting my life choices. Why, oh why didn’t I choose sleep over drinks? Water, yoga, vitamins, even. I’m not just burning the candle at both ends, I’ve doused it in petrol and set fire to the whole bloody thing. Mondayitis is here with a vengeance, just like always.

As I bump along in the taxi, I make all the right sounds to my client on the phone: ‘Gerald is our number one client, of course he is,’ while only half listening as I scroll through social media on my iPad looking for news on JoJo and Chastity.

The paps have managed to get some snaps of Chastity in the loving arms of someone other than JoJo. I slap a hand to my face. What looks to be drone footage has caught them overhead next to a glittering blue swimming pool. Chastity wears a skimpy bikini bottom and not much else. Her version of damage control, I guess, proving she’s lovable in the eyes of another. Poor JoJo. He is besotted by her and now she’s done a runner to salvage her pride.

As the taxi creeps through the heavy traffic of London, I check my emails. Still radio silence from Harry. As my street comes into view I pop everything into my bag, all the while murmuring, ‘Yes, yes, of course I can, yes,’ to my client.

With my mobile phone pressed hard to my ear, I mouth my thanks to the driver, tap my credit card to pay and dash from the taxi, as always running late, late, late. I hurry past the designer boutiques of Mayfair before stopping out the front of the Excès office to catch my breath. It feels like I’ve given decades of my life to the cause. I’m bone-weary of the bloody place.

‘Are you still there, Orly?’ a shrill voice admonishes me down the phone.

‘Yes, yes, Sylvia, I’m here.’ Shivering through a cool summer morning, I gaze up at our swanky office. The sight used to leave me enthralled – we made this thing – now it just leaves me feeling weighed upon. I should be grateful, but instead I’m exhausted. Perhaps I need a vitamin injection or flat shoes or a weekend of reordering my stamp collection or … something.

‘Gerald really wants to impress Coco, and I mean really impress. Do you think you can top your previous efforts?’

Sylvia’s tone suggests I cannot.

‘Yes, I know I can,’ I say, oozing confidence. ‘We will exceed every expectation he has.’ I cross my fingers it’s true. Each experience seems to get more outlandish; soon I’ll be taking bookings for luxury trips to Mars. But that’s my job, right? Say YES and reach for the stars!

Being a people pleaser has its disadvantages but it’s crucial in my line of work. I put out fires, cajole personal assistants, butter up glum celebs, and dance around the office with a big cheese-eating grin trying to rally the troops. ‘Let’s make today our best yet!’ Lately though, it seems that I’m getting lumped with all the problems while the partners swan off early with flimsy excuses.

Maybe I need to toy with the word no more often.

‘He deserves only the best. And forgive me for saying this but we’re not sure if you’re the person to provide that. Are you?’ Sylvia brings me back to earth with a thud. ‘It’s all over the news here about your disaster with JoJo.’

Really, it’s a miracle we have any clients left so I do my best to get through this.

‘Oh, JoJo sees the funny side,’ I lie with a chuckle as if we’re all in on the joke. ‘Plus that wasn’t my proposal.’ I firmly throw Harry under the bus for the sake of the business and pull the phone away from my ear and suck air deep into my lungs. ‘JoJo isn’t one of my clients.’ Fix this, Orly. ‘I do hope you’ll give me a chance to prove I’m capable again.’ The words roll off my tongue sweet as sugar but inside they feel hard as marbles.

Gerald is a multi-millionaire techy on the cusp of billionairedom, who uses our services every time he has a new girlfriend he wants to propose to. Which is at least twice a year. The guy just can’t settle with one woman and is always extravagantly asking for their hand in marriage before the relationship stales and he’s alone again.

Word is, Gerald is a bit of a control freak, a tough-talking belligerent type, but I wouldn’t know. I’ve never spoken to the man. I deal directly with his PA Sylvia, who isn’t all that
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