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Praise for Kate Harrison


BROWN OWL’S GUIDE TO LIFE


‘A pure delight … especially for anyone who has been a Brownie … a bitter-sweet tale of reinvention’


Bookseller


‘Funny and touching’


Image


‘Nostalgic and funny’


Heat


‘This heartwarming tale will appeal to all. Funny, touching and totally compelling, you can almost smell the marshmallows on the camp fire’


Peterborough Evening Telegraph


THE STARTER MARRIAGE


‘An upbeat, must-read tale for anyone who has been through the pain of a failed relationship. It delivers insight and humour through richly portrayed characters’


Easy Living


‘The bitter-sweet roller-coaster … A refreshing take on thirty-something angst’


Eve


‘Fresh, feisty and fun’


Company


‘With some great awe-inspiring characters, The Starter Marriage will absorb you into the depths of its pages until the bittersweet end’


Real


‘Romantic yet refreshingly astringent, Harrison’s novel manages that rare feat of spicing up a love story with touches of acid humour and excruciating embarrassment’


Good Book Guide


‘Kate Harrison’s The Starter Marriage captures the ups and downs of thirty-something life and love so beautifully and in such a real way, you’ll find yourself wishing you could dash out and meet her characters in the pub when you’ve finished reading it’


Chris Manby


‘I enjoyed it more than any book I’ve read in a long time – every time I put it down, I couldn’t wait to pick it up again. Her writing is compulsively readable: warm and witty, moving and insightful. The characters are so well drawn, and the narrative races along. I loved it’


Louise Voss


‘A funny, engaging and bittersweet read about life after the supposedly happy ending. Brilliant’


Mike Gayle




Kate Harrison was born in Wigan and, before turning to novels, worked in television as a programme developer. She has also been a director and journalist on Panorama, Newsround and Midlands Today. She lives in West London. Her previous novel, The Starter Marriage, is also available in Orion paperback. Visit her website at www.kate-harrison.com.
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Chapter One



Brownies do their best. One time when you can try to do your best is when things go wrong. Try to swallow the grumble and to put on a smile.


It’s not until they carry my mother’s coffin into the church that it finally sinks in. All those bargains I’ve made since I was little – with myself, with God or any other force that might be out there – have been in vain: saying the Lord’s Prayer, crossing my fingers after every bad thought, and carrying out a daily routine of superstitious rituals, from humming hymns when I brush my teeth, to always stirring tea anti-clockwise. But none of it has stopped my recurring nightmare becoming a reality.


I’m an orphan.


The fact that I’m thirty-five with a daughter of my own ought to help, but it doesn’t. I feel abandoned. The organist is thumping out ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ – a surprisingly low-brow choice by my mother, and I suspect she only picked it to annoy the vicar – and I grip the pew like someone shipwrecked, trying to keep my head above water.


‘Mum, don’t cry,’ Sasha whispers. I’m not sure whether it’s an expression of sympathy or a command. I’ve a habit of embarrassing my daughter with excessive displays of emotion.


Right now, she looks like Wednesday from the Addams family. You don’t often see a seven-year-old dressed all in black, but she insisted on full mourning regalia, just as she insisted on coming to the funeral. Sasha’s definitely inherited the stubbornness gene, the one that skipped a generation with me. When I took her shopping for today, she picked a serious raven-coloured velvet dress with a lace collar: she knows what’s appropriate, just like her father and grandmother. It’s only me who doesn’t know how to behave.


Sasha’s expression is grave, her big brown eyes screwed up as she concentrates on looking sombre. She’s a stoical child. She didn’t cry when we buried Norman the gerbil in a shoebox under the bamboo (there are no proper trees in our Zen back garden, and no lawn, just designer white shingle that the local cats use as a litter tray). She was far too curious about how long it’d take the maggots to eat the body. So it was me who worked my way through a whole packet of UltraBalsam tissues in the rodent’s memory.


Mum, don’t cry. I grit my teeth together so hard that I wonder if my fillings will implode. Today of all days I need to be brave, to prove to my own mother that I can get something right for once in my life.


I’ve always been a cry-baby. Once I start, I can’t stop until I’ve shed some predestined quantity of tears, like a vending machine programmed to dispense an exact cupful of coffee. I missed my father’s funeral – I was only five – but at my grandmother Dorothy’s I was inconsolable, howling from the organist’s first chord until the final sandwich was consumed at the wake in the Old Surgery. Dorothy was eighty-four. Mum was fifty-eight.


Oh God. I can taste salt and try to gulp the tears away, but more are ready to take their place. There are always more tears.


Andrew reaches out to take my hand and I grip it, more firmly than I did when I was giving birth to Sasha. Before we left the house this afternoon, he huffed and puffed because his trousers were creased and he was worried someone would notice. But the moment we arrived at St Peter’s, he became the model of a supportive husband and dignified son-in-law.


It’s the perfect day for a wedding, not a funeral: a honeysuckle-scented breeze wafted our way as we came in through the lych-gate. Now all I can smell are the cloying freesias on top of the coffin.


‘Uhhh.’ I try to swallow the first sob but fail. Now I’m lost, detaching my hand from Andrew’s as the dammed tears pour down my face and with them the make-up I applied so carefully just an hour ago. I told myself that the mascara and lipstick and foundation would give me a reason not to cry. Silly Lucy …


‘There, there,’ says Andrew, reaching out for my hand again. Before I give it to him, I wipe it on my jacket, leaving a slug-trail of snotty liquid on the fabric. When I reach out again, he registers only the tiniest wince at my damp fingers. I try hard to concentrate on something else, the way men think of their bosses or their pensions or their mothers when they want to delay ejaculation.


Andrew, of course, has no trouble with premature ejaculation, or unacceptable behaviour of any kind. He has been drilled from infancy in what to do, how to look the part. I focus on him, in the hope that some of his resolve will rub off on me. Everything about my husband is just right. His black suit emphasizes his height and his breadth and his slightly craggy face. Even as the mourners approached us outside the church earlier, with gruff regrets and awkward pats on the shoulder, I saw the women flush in appreciation. Even the vicar’s wife.


It’s not working, it’s not working. Try harder. I look up at Andrew: his periwinkle eyes are crinkled at the edges, and though strangers would see only concern in those crinkles, I wonder if there’s irritation there too: his mother wouldn’t have dreamed of crying in public when she lost her husband.


My forehead aches as more tears build behind my eyelids. Don’t start again. Focus on anything but the reason why we’re here, in this chilly church, when Sasha should be on a school trip to a formerly dark satanic mill, and I should be selling shoes, and Andrew should be evaluating transport policy while his assistants swoon over his grasp of strategic infrastructure. At least, that’s what he honestly thinks they’re swooning over: whatever faults my husband has, I could never accuse him of vanity.


Compared to him, I know I’m only average-looking. Borderline pretty at best, with the kind of slightly plumped-up face that doesn’t yet reflect my age. The downside is the slightly plumped-up body that goes with it. My hair is dirty blonde, cut in the same forgiving bob I’ve worn all my life. My eyes are my only distinguishing feature: deep brown with flashes of yellow around the pupils, like reflections of lightning. They’re Quentin eyes, passed down the generations, though the surname’s been lost. There’s a sepia photograph of Great Grandma Agnes as a child at the turn of the century, and I can see the same fire in her eyes. But unlike the rest of the dynasty, I don’t have the fire in the belly to match.


People often look from Andrew to me and then back again, wondering why he chose me. The truth is that our marriage is as appropriate as everything else he does or owns. His looks could have won him a dolly bird, but he knew what he really wanted: a traditional marriage, a copy of his parents’ Janet and John double-act. And I wanted a family. A light, bright, modern detached home. Security. A life as far removed from my mother’s lonely widowhood as possible.


We’ve kept our bargain: he treats me exactly as his father treated his mother, and I am sweet and easy: being a good girl hasn’t saved my mother but it will save my marriage. The compromises are tiny: it’s not that hard to remember to avoid humming operatic arias if he’s in earshot. In return for my sweetness, he looks after me, even when I don’t necessarily want to be looked after. There’s always a catch.


‘Judith’s courage in the face of her illness was an example to all of us,’ the vicar says, wiping his brow with a crumpled handkerchief. The church windows allow a pool of sunshine to fall onto the pulpit, like a celestial spotlight. I can see his dandruff and his discomfort. ‘She maintained her sense of humour until the very end.’


My mother’s idea of what was funny grew darker as the days grew lighter, from the diagnosis of her illness three days before Christmas, to her death on the twenty-fifth of March. It took three weary months for the cancer to complete its conquest of her body. The progress of the disease was like one of her beloved cricket series between an unconquered touring side and a small, former outpost of Empire. As each match was fought in a different location – ovaries, stomach, lymph nodes – overall defeat was inevitable, but she only stopped fighting the week before she died.


‘I’ve had a reasonable innings,’ she told me as we drove her to Troughton Cottage Hospital for the last time. ‘Now I think I’m entitled to a rest in the pavilion, don’t you?’ The joke was an attempt to cover her disappointment: she’d hoped to die at home, in the Old Surgery where she’d been born.


I laughed it off. ‘Oh, there’s plenty of life in you yet!’ We both knew I was lying. Her elbows were three times as wide as her withered arms, while her belly was pregnant with poison. She’d nursed enough cancer patients in her time: she knew what was coming.


Yet until that moment, I’d believed Mum was coping: she always did. It was only when I went back to the house at midnight that I realized the illness had reduced my super-powered mother to a mortal being. The bin was crammed with rotting madeira cakes and egg-and-cress sandwiches, delivered by friends trying to tempt her appetite. It must have been torment to throw it all away, because, as she’d never tired of telling me over the years, ‘there’s barely a greater sin in my book than wasting good food’.


‘Now let us all sing one of Judith’s favourite hymns, “Abide with Me”.’


The congregation shuffles to its feet. I’m determined to stop crying long enough to sing. It’s the only thing I’m any good at and I owe her this at least. I remove my hand from Andrew’s and bunch it into a fist so my nails dig into my palm. Then I bite my lip until I can taste metal. The organist pounds a heavy-handed introduction and there’s a moment’s pause as the other mourners take a breath before singing.


But when I do the same, a strange sound emerges from somewhere deep inside me, more of a howl than anything human. And then my world stops.




Chapter Two



If you do lose your head, be sure that you put it on again the right way.


I open my eyes in the graveyard, then shut them again, dazzled by the sunlight. My left knee stings and when I reach down with my fingers, I can feel sticky blood and frayed tights.


‘You’ve been in the wars, haven’t you?’


For just a moment, it sounds like my mother’s voice: low-pitched and bossy. Then I remember why it can’t be and I shield my eyes with my hand before looking around. I’m sitting on a Victorian gravestone, the inscription smudged by lichen. Staring down on me are three stone angels, my husband, my daughter and my best friend Terri. It was Terri who spoke with my mother’s voice: she’s more like Judith Gill than I’ll ever be.


‘Oh, God. I fainted, didn’t I? I couldn’t even make it all the way through my own mother’s funeral.’


‘Hey,’ Terri says, more softly now. ‘They’re nearly finished in there anyway. Then there’s only the crematorium to get through and it’ll all be over.’


Andrew nods. ‘Terri’s right, Lulu. Your mum would have understood.’


I shake my head. ‘No, she wouldn’t. She’d have been cross. Even Sasha’s more under control than I am.’ My daughter looks embarrassed. I imagine the pallbearers carrying me unconscious out of the church, my arms and legs drooping and flailing. So much for dignity.


Terri finds a fresh tissue in her handbag. ‘Come on, blow your nose.’ She turns to Andrew. ‘If you two want to go back into the service, I’ll stay with her.’


Andrew hesitates. ‘Well, I suppose someone from the family should be there in the service, but I don’t like to leave Lucy …’


I nod at him. ‘Please, Andrew, I’ll be fine.’ I hate it when he sees me letting the side down. ‘Sasha, Mummy’s feeling a bit faint, that’s all.’


He kisses me on the cheek and squeezes my shoulder before taking Sasha’s hand and marching back into the church, both of them ramrod straight like Dickensian characters.


Terri sits down beside me, a small gap between us. ‘It’s all right, Luce. Don’t make yourself feel worse. Plenty of people find funerals difficult.’


‘You don’t, though.’


Terri shakes her head. ‘No, but I’m professionally immune. And it helps that number one, she wasn’t my mother. And number two, I happen to believe she’s already in a better place.’


‘Do you really think that?’


‘Come on. Do you think they’d have let me train as a vicar if I didn’t believe in heaven?’ She smiles her lopsided smile, the one that makes her look nine years old again. Mum always described her as Big Bird – ‘with big feet, big hair and freckles to match’, but there was no disguising the affection there. I’ve always known that Terri, with her black and white worldview and ‘muck-in’ attitude, was more like the daughter my mother had expected.


‘Mum really wanted to hang on so you’d be whatever it is … qualified.’


‘Ordained.’


‘Yes, that’s it. So you could lead the service rather than him.’


‘She was pretty scathing about the poor guy. Too happy clappy for her. I’d have been honoured to do the service, of course. You know how special Judith was to me.’


Was. I feel the tears pooling in my eyes again, but I’m not going to give in this time. ‘I don’t understand why it had to be her. If anyone played by the rules, it was Mum. Why couldn’t she have a miracle, just a tiny one, after all she did? All she’d been through?’


Terri coils a strand of red hair around her finger, a nervous habit she’s had since childhood. ‘I know it’s hard to see the justice of it, Luce. But however unfair life seems to us, she believed there was something better, a place where she’d be rewarded for the way she was.’


‘But …’ I stop myself. What I want to say sounds selfish, even to me. What about me? Why have I been punished for being good? I try to think of something else. ‘What about Sasha? You don’t think she’s bottling it up?’


‘Children are resilient. And she’s a cracking kid. Are you sure you won’t rethink about her coming to Brownies?’


‘You know how I feel about that.’ Brownies is the only thing I ever stood up to my mother about. The last time we argued about it was in October, at Sasha’s seventh birthday party; Mum was desperate for me to sign up Sasha, but I had no intention of doing it. I had no choice when I was a child: not only was my mother Brown Owl, but the Quentin women had six decades of Girl Guiding behind them. So although I preferred being tucked up on the settee with an Enid Blyton or a Noel Streatfield, I suffered three years of orienteering and badge-winning and compulsory good deeds. The only plus was meeting Terri, though she loved every second of it. She still doesn’t understand why I loathed it so much.


Maybe if I’d known in October that Mum was ill I would have given in. Now it seems so petty to have refused.


‘It wasn’t your cup of tea, Luce, but I think Sasha would be in her element. A natural leader, I’d say.’


‘Well, we both know she doesn’t get that from me,’ I say, forcing a smile.


Terri frowns, suddenly serious. ‘It’s obvious who she gets that from.’ We both look back towards the church, where the congregation sings ‘The Lord’s My Shepherd’. She reaches out awkwardly to pat my arm. For all her do-gooding bluster, Terri’s never felt comfortable with physical affection, while I’ve always had the instinct to soothe or cuddle anyone who needed it. But despite our differences, our friendship is indestructible. ‘Think about it, though, Luce. I know it didn’t, you know, end all that well, but we did have some good times before that. Once a Pixie, always a Pixie, eh?’


‘If you say so,’ I reply, though in truth it’s been decades since I’ve thought of myself as a Pixie.




Chapter Three



Who has been your best friend in the world? There is no one who has done so much for you as Mother.


In the car to the crematorium, I’m sandwiched between Andrew and Sasha. Both are stiff-backed and silent, as though they’ve read a book on how to be a mourner.


How do they manage to stay calm? They were close to my mother. From the moment Sasha’s eyes met her grandmother’s in the maternity hospital it was love. Each recognized a kindred spirit, a chip off the block of forthright Quentin women. On the rare occasions baby Sasha cried, the one person guaranteed to soothe her was my mother. She’d pick her up and place a hand or a gentle kiss on Sasha’s scarlet forehead to make her open her furious eyes – the Quentin orange flashes appearing by three months, mirroring her grandmother’s. Then she’d say, ‘Now, now, youngster, whatever it is, it’s not worth all this fuss and bother, is it?’ The same words I recognized from my own childhood, except she sounded so tender when she spoke to my baby. I could only ever remember hearing disappointment and frustration in my mother’s voice.


The limo turns the corner carefully, as though any sudden movement would be disrespectful. ‘What happens next?’ Sasha asks.


Andrew looks nervously at me. ‘Well, the crematorium is where we have another little service, and then … um, Granny …’


I know exactly what happens next. Another sob escapes before I can swallow it.


‘I’ll explain later,’ Andrew says, winking conspiratorially at Sasha. ‘Won’t be long now.’ I’ve only seen him cry once: brief, awkward tears, just after Mum died. That afternoon, she alternated between moments of confusion and total lucidity, so while she was napping, we risked a snatched sandwich before the WRVS stall closed. We were on our way back to her bedside when we were intercepted by a sweating junior doctor.


He told us that she’d ‘slipped away’ in the five minutes we’d left her alone. It was typical Mum to spare us a deathbed scene but – and I’d never admit this to Andrew – I felt cheated of a final exchange of hand-squeezes, or breathless goodbyes. In fact, Mum’s last words to me had been, ‘Make sure The Times crossword’s on the bed when you leave, would you, Lucy? I might feel up to finishing it later.’


Perhaps this is why I’ve managed not to cry until today. Because I hadn’t seen her die, it didn’t seem real. The funeral arrangements have kept me busy, but it felt like I was doing it for someone else’s mother.


The car slows down and through the windscreen I see the hearse ahead, the shape of the coffin and the flowers silhouetted against bright sunlight. There is no doubt now. This is final. I’m alone.


Of course, there’s Andrew, but he’s not a Quentin. All that remains of the dynasty is me, and Sasha, and the Old Surgery. And if Andrew has anything to do with it, that’ll be sold off now it’s spring: only sunshine makes it look less like a mausoleum. He’s been speculating on how much it might fetch, what we’ll do with the money. When he brought it up for the twentieth time last weekend, I snapped at him. And I never snap. ‘You keep saying when we sell the house, Andrew, but it’s my house now, isn’t it? I do have some say in it. What if I wanted to … I don’t know, buy a one-way ticket to Hawaii or Vienna or Sydney?’


That shut him up for a split second, until that well-rehearsed charming smile appeared and he chuckled. ‘What, and sing solo at the Opera House? You’re the last person in the world who’d buy a one-way ticket anywhere, Lulu. Which is what makes you so lovable.’


Good old lovable Lulu. Andrew wouldn’t let me give him a nickname, of course.


The procession seems to glide along the street at a different pace from the good people of Troughton, busy doing Wednesday morning things. Then they spot the hearse and freeze. Some break the spell by looking away, refusing to let their day be blighted by the reminder of death. But others seem hypnotized. A tall man in his seventies stares at the coffin and then back at the funeral car, looking so hard at me that for a moment I stop crying.


Why couldn’t the cancer have chosen him, that stranger? Mum had so much more to do. After years of looking after everyone else – nursing her patients, bringing me up, and then nursing her grandparents and her mother to the ends of their lives – at last she could look after number one. She’d planned a sponsored cycle ride along the Great Wall of China in August to raise money for the church. She’d finally given in to the endless requests for her to train as a magistrate. Though woe betide the career burglar or pimply joyrider appearing in front of my mum, with her clear definitions of right and wrong. Oh, she believed in forgiveness and in helping the poor and the underprivileged. ‘But when you get down to brass tacks, Lucy, we’ll all be judged in the end. And it won’t matter one bit what other people did to us: it’ll be about what we did to other people.’


I wonder if the sound of my mother’s voice will fade from my memory, if I’ll always remember her face. I can’t remember my father properly. The memories are fuzzy and washed-out, based on a handful of photos of a daddy with long hair and sandals playing the guitar, like Dylan the rabbit from The Magic Roundabout. I can never remember what he sang, but his voice was sweet, unlike everyone else’s in my family. Even my great-grandfather, Grampa Quentin, who used to play me opera on his sideboard-sized gramophone, sang like someone gargling to cure a sore throat. So I must have inherited my voice from my father’s side, though I’ll never know for sure. Mum and I never talked about the Gills, though we bore their name. ‘Least said, soonest mended,’ she used to say. I still don’t understand what she meant.


The car turns right into Main Street, and I keep my head down. The last thing I want is for the girls from the shoe shop to see me in this state. I’ve got little enough command over the staff of Fancy Footwork as it is. They’re all strapping, stroppy teens, constantly ringing in sick or disappearing for fake dental appointments. When I was their age, that job was all I could get, and even then on a Youth Training Scheme, because unemployment was so high after all the textile factories closed. We used to call Troughton ‘Toytown’ but for the last decade it’s been ‘Boomtown’: posh Manchester commuters moving in, and with them delis and boutiques and beauty parlours, all offering more glamorous workplaces than an old-fashioned shoe shop. As my colleagues left, one by one, for better jobs, I’ve risen to the lofty heights of store manager. Sometimes I wonder why the owner’s kept me on, but it’s obvious: no one else would take so much responsibility for so little money. But loyalty, and yes, fear, have kept me there.


‘Right, Sasha, nearly there.’ Andrew points out of the window at the squat building in the distance. The crematorium is such a nondescript place, designed so there’s nothing about it that could offend anyone. As a result, it manages to be offensive by omission, pretending that death is all clean white lines and AstroTurf lawns. I wanted Mum to be buried in the churchyard so I’d have a grave to tend, but she was having none of it. ‘You won’t want to be bothering with upkeep and fresh flowers. At least if they cremate me, I’ll stay nice and warm on my way to the pearly gates.’


The limousine comes to a gradual halt on the ‘admissions’ side of the crem: I can see clusters of black-clad mourners in the memorial garden, from the previous service. I try to think ahead: in fifteen minutes’ time, the worst will be over. Half an hour of handshakes and regrets at the Old Surgery, then I can go home and cry into my pillow without feeling ashamed of myself.


The driver, a plump man with whisky-drinker’s cheeks, opens the door and I shuffle out after Andrew. My legs feel wobbly, my eyes smart and my head thumps: the result of an hour of sustained crying. The door labelled Chapel of Rest is open and I can see red-tinged lights inside. It looks more like a brothel than somewhere to say goodbye.


I touch Andrew’s arm to stop him striding ahead. ‘I can’t do it.’


‘What?’ He sounds irritated and pats Sasha on the head. ‘Give Mummy and me a moment, Sash.’ She does as she’s told for her daddy: she never does for me.


‘I can’t go in, Andrew. I can’t watch when that little curtain comes across and …’


‘Are you sure, Lulu?’ He faces me, holding both my hands, as though I’m a little girl who might bolt any moment into the path of oncoming traffic. ‘I don’t want you to regret not saying goodbye.’


‘I can’t go in there.’


‘All right,’ he says. He seems to have considered the evidence and given me permission. ‘We’ll come and find you.’


I don’t feel much relief as I walk away from the building, the skin on my knee tight and sore where I grazed it earlier in church. I wait until the cars have collected the stragglers from the previous service before heading for the memorial garden.


The lilac trees in the centre are budding with explosive confetti clusters of pink. I sit on a bench and allow my raw eyes to be soothed by tears again, blurring the colours of the garden. At last there’s no one to tut or tell me off: not my husband, not my daughter. Not my mum.


How strange that I’ll never hear that disapproving voice again. Oh, Andrew and Sasha and even Buster the cat know exactly how to get their own way, but none has the knack of simultaneously making me feel small and a disappointment and a regrettable departure from Quentin family values. Mum never did it on purpose, I know that, but her face and her tone of voice conveyed what her words didn’t.


Without thirty-five years’ worth of my mother’s dashed expectations, I suppose I could do whatever I want, follow my heart, be the person I was always meant to be.


I smile to myself: go to Hawaii or Vienna or Sydney Opera House.


The thought makes me feel giddy, then guilty. It’s not my mother’s fault I’m a failure. And even if I could change, right now I don’t have a clue what I want. Or who the hell I’m meant to be, if I’m no longer Brown Owl’s daughter.




Chapter Four



Thousands of people every day need the help of an extra hand, so that is why the Brownie motto is ‘Lend a hand’.


The instant the crematorium service was over, Terri excused herself, ran to her car and drove like a banshee across town so she’d have time to buy ten Silk Cut and still be the first to arrive at the Old Surgery for the wake.


She made it in eight minutes – a personal best – and calculated that she had ten more in hand to do a spot-check of the preparations and get the nicotine boost she’d been craving.


She let herself in with the key Judith had given her. Terri liked to think of herself as an honorary daughter, and she’d always known it would be her, not Lucy, who would organize the wake. This morning she’d taken charge within seconds of stepping into the Old Surgery. The scene had been dismal: half a dozen sixtysomething women, clucking around like chicks abandoned by the mother hen. Which was, Terri thought, pretty much what had happened.


‘Oh, Terri,’ one of the chicks had cried from the kitchen. ‘It’s awful. I never thought she’d go. And so young. She seemed indestructible.’ The woman’s face had reminded Terri of a leather handbag, tanned and worn. Like the other biddies, she was sweltering in respectfully thick tights and a synthetic black suit on the first warm day of spring. Her bottom lip was trembling ominously.


‘I know,’ Terri had said, instantly brisk and Brown Owl-like, ‘but what would Judith want us to do? She’d want everything to be shipshape for after the funeral. Which is what we’re all here for.’


‘Mmm.’ Handbag Woman looked uncertain. The chicks had probably congregated more to revel in mass hysteria than tackle mass catering arrangements. But concerted sandwich-making would distract them from the evidence of their own mortality.


‘So I need two volunteers for the salad.’ Handbag Woman had nodded and, after a commotion, another old dear joined her. ‘It’s all in the carrier bag. Cucumber – that needs slicing, as do the tomatoes. There are three lettuces that need shredding, and the potato salad just needs dishing out. OK?’


The chicks had obeyed her without question, as did the taskforce of three ordered to set up a ham sandwich production line, and the woman charged with stocking the cloakrooms with loo roll and soap.


Now, Terri walked through the Old Surgery, closing doors on the messiest rooms so no one would see how poor Judith had let the house go. Terri savoured the last few minutes of silence before the funeral party arrived back. She walked past the long hall mirror, and flinched at the woman reflected back at her. Big Bird. Yep, same big body and gingery curls and enormous feet, today forced into funeral heels. She’d never really minded the nickname, which Judith had given her in Brownies. The label she hated was the one the Pixies used between themselves. Bossy Boots. She resented it even now. All she was doing was responding to the inherent desire people had to be led.


Which was why ordination was perfect: a licence to boss, with the Almighty offering a little extra help to save lost souls and lost causes. It had been Judith’s suggestion: she presented Terri with a cutting from the Daily Telegraph about women priests and told her, ‘That’s what you’ve been waiting for.’


Judith had understood her so much better than Terri’s own feckless parents: Lorna, a vegetarian hippie who’d somehow missed the fact that the sixties had been and gone; and red-haired boozer Dave, who could barely stand up, never mind stand up for himself. No wonder Terri was the only one of the Pixies to graduate to the Guides, craving the order and purpose so lacking in her own home. Even once she’d started nursing in Manchester at the same hospital where Judith had trained, Terri visited Brown Owl every off-duty weekend. The Old Surgery was the only place she felt normal: nursing college made her feel like a fish out of water, hanging on to her virginity without really knowing why or for whom, while other student nurses put it about as though sex was only available while stocks lasted.


Then when she qualified – still a virgin, but with a few frustrated boyfriends behind her – Terri moved back to Troughton to work at the cottage hospital. Nursing frustrated her. She’d have made a perfect strict starched matron, running a tight ship, but the modern NHS was too hands-off for her and, as she told Judith, she felt like she’d been born three decades too late. Only once a week did she feel a sense of purpose, as Tawny Owl, Judith’s deputy in the Brownie pack. Shaping the next generation.


It was Judith who’d coached her before the interview for theological college in Manchester, and Judith who’d rushed out for champagne when Terri was offered a place. Terri’s parents had kept it quiet, mortified to have somehow produced a vicar-to-be. She’d lost count of the times she’d wished she’d been born a Quentin. And she suspected Judith secretly wished Terri had too.


Terri checked her watch. Just time for a cigarette – the habit she’d cultivated during nurse training, to prove she wasn’t as square as she looked. These days, she usually contented herself with second-hand fumes from theology students who liked to discuss the meaning of life over a Marlborough Light, but today … well, however much of a front she put on for Lucy, today was tough.


She walked out of the house, onto the driveway and unwrapped the packet. This ritual was her favourite part of smoking – the rewarding crackle of cellophane, followed by the first brief waft of nicotine, the anticipation involved in selecting the cigarette that would upset the symmetry of the two rows.


In defiance of death, Terri took her first lungful of smoke and sighed it out. She stepped back to look at the house. Soon estate agents would spot Judith’s demise in the ‘births, marriages and deaths’ column in the Troughton Tribune, and would be salivating at the prospect of handling the sale. Of course, the Old Surgery would be Lucy’s now, but she’d already said she couldn’t face moving there. Too dark, too gloomy, too full of the ghosts of past Quentin tragedies.


But prospective purchasers would feel differently. Terri pictured the house through estate agents’ eyes. A substantial … she took another drag. No, an imposing and elegant Victorian detached double-fronted villa in the heart of Troughton old town. Bursting with period features, from the imposing oak-panelled former waiting room, to the fantastic kitchen with range …


Terri remembered countless hours sitting in that waiting room as a child: with swollen adenoids, tonsillitis, odd rashes, stomach pains, growing pains, sprained ankles and more than her share of verrucas. Lucy’s great-grandfather Dr Quentin – stubbornly staying on ten years past retirement age – knew the bodies of Troughton’s poorly people inside out, from their nit-infested tops to their ingrown toenails. Dorothy, his daughter and Lucy’s granny, had offered tea and sympathy, along with an invitation to the Brownies or Guides for girls of the right age. Helping the community was more or less compulsory if you’d been born a Quentin and it dulled the pain that also seemed to run in the family.


There were two generations of lost husbands, grieving wives and orphaned only daughters. Dorothy’s husband was missing in action within weeks of her wartime wedding, before he knew she’d conceived their daughter, Judith, on their two-day honeymoon in a B&B near the South Prom at Lytham St Annes. Judith had escaped the confines of Troughton to train as a nurse in Manchester, but returned as a widow herself only ten years later, her husband’s sudden death making Lucy the second successive Quentin child to grow up fatherless in the Old Surgery.


In her last days, Judith told Terri how hard it had been coming back, and how she’d looked forward to her freedom when Lucy left home. But by then, old Dr Quentin was dying, and after that her own mother, who made it just into the new millennium before Judith was free at last to please herself. The cancer came four years later.


‘I don’t resent them. It was a privilege to be able to give something back after they looked after me for so long,’ Judith had explained to Terri one freezing day in late February.


‘But now …’ Terri couldn’t say out loud what they both knew, that Judith had only weeks left. ‘It seems so … unjust. You deserved time to live a little.’


‘Oh, Teresa, I’ve never been much good at leisure. Or mothering.’ She’d looked at Terri, defying her to disagree.


‘Lucy hasn’t turned out too badly.’


‘No, but … I think I’ve been a most unsuitable mother for Lucy.’


‘She could have done much worse,’ Terri had said, thinking of her own chaotic, permanently inebriated parents.


‘I only ever wanted the best for her. To stop her having to live like me.’


‘It couldn’t have been easy bringing up a child without a father,’ Terri replied, then watched in astonishment as Judith’s yellow eyes seemed to fill with tears. In all the years she’d known Brown Owl, Terri had never seen her cry.


But the moment passed and Terri decided the tears must have been a trick of the light, because her mentor’s face was angry, not sorrowful. ‘All women are single parents, more or less. Even before Jim died … well, let’s just say that the rose-tinted image Lucy has of her father isn’t entirely realistic.’


‘I didn’t realize.’


‘I’ve never wanted to shatter her illusions. What’s the point? But you must never rely on a man, Terri. They’re the weaker sex, whatever they’d have you believe.’ Then she’d smiled. ‘They’re an amusing distraction from the main business of life and death, mind you.’


The sun reappeared from behind a cloud, transforming the Old Surgery from foreboding Gothic into splendid Victorian. Lucy might hate this house, but it would also make her rich. Buyers would fall over themselves to snap it up. Terri shuddered, imagining its new occupants adding decking and whirlpools and wetrooms.


She just hoped the ghosts of the Quentins wouldn’t be too upset.


A gust of warm wind sent a fragrant snowstorm of blossom across the cobbled driveway.


‘Is that you, Judith?’ Terri said, hiding her cigarette behind her back. ‘We’re going to miss you. Things won’t be the same without you to keep an eye on us.’




Chapter Five



The whole object of our scheme is to seize the girl’s character in its red hot stage of enthusiasm and weld it into the right state.


‘Mummy, please,’ Sasha calls from the top of the narrow cellar steps. She only ever says ‘Mummy’ when she wants something. The rest of the time it’s a terse ‘Mum,’ accompanied by a raised eyebrow. She’s growing up far too fast. ‘I’m bored with my jigsaw. And I won’t be in the way.’


‘It’s not very safe down here, sweet-pea,’ I shout back, hoping my voice doesn’t give away my weakness. Almost three weeks after Mum’s funeral, and here in the cellar of the Old Surgery, Lucy the Human Sprinkler System is in action yet again.


‘If it’s dangerous, you should have me there to call for help if something bad happens.’ Sasha has her father’s ruthless logic.


‘We-ell,’ I dither, and as soon as she catches the wavering in my voice, Sasha begins to climb down the stairs. I tuck my disintegrating tissue up my sleeve and thank God for inadequate lighting. ‘OK then. But be careful on the steps.’


Sasha squeezes her way through the tiny door. ‘It’s very smelly. Yuk. Has something died?’


I can’t help smiling. My daughter was born without any tact. ‘You’ll get used to it. Watch your head on the ceiling.’


As Sasha’s eyes adjust to the dim light cast by the dusty central bulb, she looks around. ‘This is like a dungeon. Or Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. Is all this stuff Granny’s?’


I glance at the old suitcases and the overflowing tea chests and the carrier bags stuffed with newspapers and magazines. I could do with Indiana Jones to help me shift a century’s worth of Quentin junk and memories. Mum had apologized to me before she died, for leaving so much rubbish. Before she got ill, she’d planned to spend a few weeks sorting it, selling everything in a giant car boot sale, in aid of the Brownies. And then the diagnosis robbed her of time. ‘Well, Granny’s and then my granny’s and some of my things, from when I was your age.’


‘Oooh, really old things then. Perhaps we’ll find antiques, like on telly. If I find something, can I keep the money?’


‘Sasha! Don’t be so greedy.’ But I doubt there’s anything valuable here. Andrew would have spotted it instantly. He did a quick tour of the house after the funeral to suss out what was worth keeping. The rest he wanted to put in a skip: ‘I know you, Lulu, you could spend years going through all that stuff, bawling your eyes out every time, and you still won’t throw anything away.’


He was right, of course; husbands of ten years always are. But I still resent this pressure to get the house on the market in time for the spring rush. I’ll never want to live here again, but I don’t want it sold until … what? I don’t know, but for once in my life, I’m trying to stand my ground against Andrew.


‘Are you still sad, Mummy?’


I look at her, surprised at her question. My daughter does this occasionally, proves she has my sensitivity as well as her father’s pragmatism. ‘Yes, Sasha. Sometimes I am.’


‘Because it must be horrible for you. I’d miss you lots, if you died.’ In the low light, Sasha’s face contorts. For a moment she looks as though she might cry herself and I’m poised to reach out and hold her. But before I can, she raises her head, straightens her shoulders and smiles. ‘It’s silly to think like that, though, isn’t it Mummy? Can I look in here?’ She points at a big mauve hatbox that I vaguely recognize.


‘That would be lots of help, Sasha, thank you.’ Perhaps she’ll force me to be more ruthless.


Sasha blows the dust off the top of the hatbox, giggling and sniffing as some of it rebounds up her nose. She turns the round lid of the box until it pulls off with a slight sigh, as decades-old air is released. ‘Oh,’ she says, sounding disappointed, ‘it’s newspapers.’


‘Let me have a look.’ I uncurl my legs from under me, feeling pins and needles in my feet, then reach across for the box and take out the newspaper, a copy of the Troughton Tribune from September 1944. ‘I think I know what this is.’ I open it up slowly, because it’s printed on thin wartime newspaper. I separate the pages until I reach Births, Marriages and Deaths. ‘Here you go. It’s your great-grandma Dorothy’s wedding announcement. Dorothy Agnes Quentin, daughter of Dr and Mrs Harold Quentin of the Old Surgery, Briar Lane, Troughton, married Captain Thomas Kingston, son of Mr and Mrs Roger Kingston of Carr Terrace, Selly Oak, Birmingham, at St Peter’s church on the 15th September 1944.’


‘Is there a picture?’


‘No, but …’ I rummage around in the rest of the hatbox. ‘Look, here are her shoes. Her wedding shoes.’ They’re wrapped in a layer of tissue that disintegrates between my fingers: a pair of fawn-coloured size three courts, each adorned with fancy white stitching. The leather is still smooth and unwrinkled: touching the unscuffed soles, I wonder whether Nana Dorothy wore them only once.


‘Brown?’ Sasha pulls a face. ‘For a wedding?’


‘There was a shortage of everything in the war, I suppose.’ Including time. Thomas Kingston’s death notice appeared on the same announcements page three months after his wedding. And one announcing the birth of his daughter, Judith, six months after that. My mother was always matter of fact about never knowing her father. ‘No one ever said life was fair, Lucy. You play the cards you’ve been dealt.’


So why did it feel harder for me, knowing Dad, and then having him snatched away? It’s another reason – apart from the dark wood and the musty smell – that I hate this house: it’s inseparable from my first ever encounter with death, from those endlessly black winter days after my daddy wasn’t there any more and we had to move from Manchester back ‘home’ to Troughton, a place that couldn’t have felt less like home.


‘Couldn’t they have waited till white shoes came into the shops?’


‘I don’t think people cared what they wore, so long as they could be together,’ I say, realizing that the shoes and newspaper are yet more things I’ll never throw away.


Sasha’s bored with the hatbox. She runs her fingers along the studs on a row of burgundy leather trunks in the corner, trying to decide which to open next. Eventually she settles on a square black one that reaches as high as her waist, and takes hold of the clasp. ‘Ugh, it’s all rusty,’ she says, wiping her fingers on her jeans. But she keeps fiddling until the lid opens. ‘More clothes,’ she groans. ‘More brown ones. Brown was very popular in the olden days, wasn’t it?’


I look over at the trunk, trying to work out what’s inside. ‘I suppose it didn’t show the dirt.’


Sasha pulls out the first piece of clothing. ‘It’s a girl’s cardigan. Would this have been Granny’s, do you think? It’s yucky.’ She casts it aside impatiently, and sticks her head back in the trunk. ‘This is worse. It’s like a dress—’


I recognize it immediately. ‘It’s my old Brownie uniform. I had no idea she’d kept it.’ Knowing my mother, I’d have expected her to donate it to an underprivileged Brownie. Sentimentality was never her thing, so this surprises me. I push myself up from the floor and walk across to the trunk, stooping to avoid hitting the low ceiling. ‘I can’t believe I was ever that small. Look, those are the badges on the sleeve.’


Sasha holds it at arms’ length. ‘You didn’t get very many, did you? What’s this one with a cup of tea on it?’


‘Ah, that’s my Hostess badge. Impossible to fail, that one.’ I smile, despite myself. ‘I had to make fairy cakes but I burned my arm really badly getting them out of the oven; I’ve still got the scar!’


Sasha scowls. ‘Bo-ring. I thought Granny said the Brownies was all about adventures. What’s this one?’ She points at a badge with a broom on it.


‘I can’t remember. A housewife or housekeeper, I think. I do remember having to wash my socks to get it.’


‘That doesn’t sound like much fun either.’ Sasha drops the uniform and begins rummaging around again.


‘It had its moments,’ I say unconvincingly, torn between my own memories and my mum’s life’s work. I pick the dress up. I was so small. And the dress was so horribly unflattering, the cut emphasizing my round shoulders and chubby legs. There are a few more badges sewn onto the arm: a pair of scissors, for the Needleworker badge. After I got that one, I remember that our Sixer, Bethany, made me sew on all her badges for her, so she wouldn’t break her nails. She always was good at getting other people to do her dirty work. There should have been a badge for that. The Manipulator.


Next to the scissors is a globe, for Brownie Friendship, gained by finding a penpal called Sheree who lived in the Australian Outback: we exchanged two letters: in hers she told me she could shear a sheep in forty seconds, did her lessons by shortwave radio and had her baby brother delivered by a flying doctor. I didn’t write back after that: I couldn’t think of anything interesting enough to merit the cost of Airmail.


Finally there’s the embroidered treble clef. The Musician. That was the easiest badge of all. I remember standing in front of the tester – cranky old Mrs Patterson from the ironmonger’s shop – and feeling sick with nerves as the pianist set her metronome going, and I stared at the brass needle floating from side to side until she played the first bar of God Save the Queen. And that was it. I opened my mouth and the notes came out as they always did, effortless and as instinctive to me as bossing people around was to Terri. But at home, no one wanted to hear me sing.


The strangest thing that day was the shocked expression on Mrs Patterson’s face. And the way it was only when I’d reached the last chorus that I noticed the pianist had stopped playing and was also staring at me.


I was sweating through the cotton cuffs of my uniform. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Patterson,’ I mumbled. I reached the obvious conclusion: that I must have made the most awful racket to get a reaction like that. ‘Was I horribly out of tune?’


The pianist seemed to be wiping tears from the corner of her eye. Mrs Patterson smiled. ‘No, no, don’t be such a silly billy, Lucy. We must look a little dumbfounded. But only because that is the best singing I have ever heard from a child of seven. Quite amazing. I think we’ll have to be having words with your mummy about getting you some lessons.’


‘Mum, look, it’s YOU!’ I’m jolted back to reality by my daughter’s laughter. Sasha’s holding up a colour photograph of six girls in Brownie uniform, and pointing to the slightly plump girl on the end.


‘Whatever makes you think that, Sasha?’ I say, reaching out to take the picture. The Pixies in glorious Polaroid colour, all ochres and sands and caramels.


‘Don’t pretend, Mum. You look exactly the same. Except you’re old.’


It’s true. Same moon face, same hair, same rounded tummy – and the same shyness in front of the camera: the girl in the picture is peering down so you can’t see her outsized brown eyes. She’s probably just been crying. Her arms are tucked firmly behind her back, the bitten nails hidden in shame. The difference between me then, and my confident daughter now, couldn’t be any greater.


‘Who are the others?’ Sasha has moved alongside me and linked her arm in mine, as she always does when she wants a story. ‘She’s pretty.’


Bethany Kendal. Cover girl of the 1978 Brownie annual and the richest, most glamorous, most manipulative member of the 2nd Troughton Pack. Not that I saw it at the time, of course. Bethany had most people wound right around that carefully manicured little finger.


‘Yes, she is, isn’t she? Actually, you might recognize her. Do you remember when we were watching Coronation Street and that blonde woman came into the Rovers with Mike Baldwin? And I said I used to go to school with her?’


‘Mmm,’ Sasha says, but as she rarely listens to me, believing like her father that I have little of worth to say, she’s probably only pretending to remember.


‘Well, that’s Bethany. She became an actress. I suppose she always was, really. She was the Sixer, so she was in charge of us all. And then this one, with all the badges, is your godmother Terri. She was the Seconder, which meant she did all the dirty work.’


‘Big Bird! She looks the same as well.’


‘Yes, she does, doesn’t she? And then this is Paula. She was the Cookie Monster. Always eating, but always running around so she burned it all off.’ I point at a springy-looking girl with cropped mousy hair. ‘She was great, so naughty. Climbing trees and getting into trouble.’


‘Like me!’


‘Yes, sort of like you. Except she was a bit of a tomboy, you know. Always trying to outdo her brothers.’


‘And what about her? What’s she done?’


The last time I saw Paula was in Fancy Footwork, searching for trainers for her surly children. Paula was prematurely grey, overweight and overwrought – and hugely embarrassed to see me. She didn’t speak while she paid for the shoes, the cheapest in the shop, and left as quickly as she could afterwards. Which wasn’t very fast, carrying all that weight. It was a horrible contrast to the girl whom my mum nearly banned from the Brownies for fidgeting during weekly prayers. But a lot changed in the summer of ’79 and none of it for the better. ‘Oh, she’s just a mum, like me.’


Sasha groans. ‘Boring!’ She’s losing interest. ‘What about this one?’


The Brownie on the end of the group looks less like a little girl and more like a woman. She’s the only one who isn’t smiling. ‘Well, I’ve no idea about Simonetta. She was half-Italian. She was only a Pixie for about three months. I remember now, this photo must have been taken while we were on the Pack holiday. Just before Simonetta left.’ Leaving us to pick up the pieces …


‘And the dreamy-looking one with the frizzy hair?’


I can’t help smiling. ‘That’s Chris. Always in a world of her own. You never knew what she was thinking.’


‘I suppose she’s a mum as well.’


‘No, I don’t think she is. The last I heard, she was doing very well for herself. Running her own business, making lots of money. She’s probably richer than Bethany.’ I’m not about to tell my daughter what line of business Chris is in. Sasha’s an advanced child in many ways, but there are things about men and women that she doesn’t need to know for a few years yet.


‘When I grow up, that’s what I’d like to be, then.’


‘What … a businesswoman?’


‘No, Mummy!’ Sasha raises her eyebrows impatiently. ‘Just rich. I’m bored in here; can we go home now?’


I look at the piles of rubbish that surround us and I feel utterly exhausted. Another wasted Sunday. I shrug. ‘Yes, OK then. Let’s get back to Daddy before he starts wondering where tea is.’




Chapter Six



Nowadays we expect our men to take the lead; and girls stay behind to ‘accomplish the divine and exalted purpose of their existence as home-makers’.


Chris Love held the Stars and Stripes vibrator high above her head, trying not to let it wobble.


What a way to spend a Monday morning.


‘Terrific smile, Chris. Now would you do me a sultry look, like … I dunno, maybe like you’ve just told your boyfriend you’re not wearing any knickers?’ The photographer gestured to his assistant. ‘Move her toga, so we get more cleavage, will you? If she’s got it, we might as well flaunt it.’ And then he winked.


Chris stayed as still as the Statue of Liberty while the white drape was adjusted downwards. It wasn’t hard to do sultry, as it was only a whisker from surly, which was what she was beginning to feel. Her scalp itched from the half-can of Elnett they’d used to attach the spiky crown to her badly behaved chestnut hair, and the studio was freezing. She was sure they’d turned down the thermostat to make her nipples stand on end.


The photographer was twenty years older and ten stone heavier than Chris. But, like everyone else, he assumed she was ‘up for it’. Call it an occupational hazard.


‘You’ve done this before, haven’t you?’ he said, flashing away.


‘Yes, you could say that,’ Chris replied. Though her image had evolved since that first article in the Manchester Evening News, where she’d played the unthreatening ‘girl next door’, dressed down in jeans and jumper, to neutralize the protests from local residents at her plan to open her first sex shop. Five years later, for the Financial Times, she’d worn her tightest, sassiest designer suit, tailored to flatter her fantastic curves, along with plain-glass spectacles, designed to suggest to potential investors that mixing business with pleasure was a smart fiscal move.


Today’s shoot was for her first major profile in a lads’ mag, It’s All Balls, so she’d agreed to the picture editor’s idea of an ‘ironic reinvention’ of Liberty, to launch Love Bites’ innovative All-American range. ‘The vibrator will be the torch and then you can hold, I dunno, one of your smutty books under your arm. It’ll be tasteful but sexy. And dead appropriate, you know, because liberty’s what you’re all about.’


Chris had weighed up the possible damage the picture might cause to her long-term plan to expand into the States, but decided that the controversy might not do any harm. And it could have been worse. It’s All Balls could have asked her to pose in the new Cheeky Cheerleader pom-pom costume that left nothing to the imagination.


‘Right, just a few more,’ the photographer said. ‘Try to look a bit more ecstatic for this one. Like you’re just about to get into bed with a bloke with the biggest knob you’ve ever seen.’ He couldn’t stop himself adding a little thrust of his hips.


It was a thrust too far for Chris. ‘OK. But I’m not sure how much longer I can keep it up.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘I’m sure you know how that feels.’


He muttered something under his breath, but when he checked the camera viewfinder, he had to admit that the mocking look in her eyes made for the best shot of the morning. As Chris had known it would.


In the café afterwards, the It’s All Balls reporter asked the usual questions. What’s a nice girl like you doing in a job like this? (Usual answer: who are you calling a nice girl?) What do your parents think? (Usual answer: they know better than to interfere.) And do you try all the products out yourself?


‘Not all of them,’ Chris laughed, as if it was the first time anyone had suggested it. ‘And not all at once, either. I’d never get any work done! But I’ve always been fascinated by how stuff works. When I was a kid, I’d be taking things to pieces. Toys, gadgets, watches. And then I was at the end of my first year at poly studying product design when the temp agency offered me this holiday job at a sex shop. No one else would take it.’ She took a sip of cappuccino, then licked the froth from her top lip. ‘Imagine how different things would have turned out if I’d taken a summer job in Marks and Spencer instead.’


She’d said the same thing a hundred times, but still made it sound off-the-cuff. The reporter, Mike, grinned as he wrote something in his notebook in capital letters.


Chris was good copy and she knew it. Her PR skills had been crucial in building the Love Bites brand: six shops now, plus a thriving website. She’d had to learn fast. Early on there’d been a bruising encounter with a Sunday tabloid which had revealed the ‘secret shame of former convent schoolgirl selling sex’ and though her family hadn’t dared mention it, Chris had hated losing control. So she decided to play the press at their own game, by creating an alter ego to stand in for the real Chris on occasions like these.


She’d taken the basic ingredients of her life – there was no point in lying, exactly – but anything Chris did, her public persona did better, or bigger, or both. Chris was single: Super-Chris was playing the field. Chris liked sex as much as the next girl: Super-Chris couldn’t get enough of it. Chris was broad-minded: Super-Chris was out to shock.


As she’d explained to her friends, it was her way of keeping part of herself back.


‘I think that’s it,’ said Mike. ‘Except … well, I wondered if you’d like to … meet up some other time.’


He was nice enough looking in a bland way, a boyish smile on a middle-aged body, but there were two things in the way. One, she never slept with anyone she met through work. Two, the wedding ring on his podgy finger.


She pointed at it. ‘I don’t go out with married men.’


He frowned. ‘I wasn’t really talking about a date, exactly.’


‘Well, that’s all right then.’ She gave him a hungry look, a variation on the one she’d given the photographer earlier on. She paused to allow Mike a moment of thinking his luck was in, before she added, ‘Because the only blow jobs I do with married men are when I blow them out. Though I can offer you a discount voucher for the shop if your sex life needs a bit of spicing up. Even if you don’t think you need it, I bet your wife does.’


She left him with his mouth goldfishing as he tried and failed to think of a witty reply. If sex was a weapon, Chris had a licence to kill.


But right now, she needed a shower, and not just to get the hairspray out of her hair.


Paula Tucker was trying hard to persuade her body to move from the bed, but so far she was fighting a losing battle. It was hard work. Raising eighteen stone of bulk to vertical was the kind of challenge that would phase the testosterone-bound musclemen on the World’s Strongest Man TV show.


She tried to motivate herself, using the seductive image of a mountain of toast dripping with butter and honey (or Marmite, on the days she was in a savoury frame of mind) to ease the journey from bed to kitchen. It was a recognized technique, called visualization. She’d seen it on Richard and Judy. Or was it This Morning?


This Italian psychologist woman had explained that the trick was to imagine your goal in every sensory detail so that it felt real. The colours (golden stripes, where the element had caressed the bread into toastiness). The sound (a satisfying pop as the toast is launched into the world with the upward thrust of a space shuttle). The texture (crunchy outside, soft and giving inside). And the smell (heaven) …


The other trick was to practise every day, to increase the chances of achieving your goal. OK, so the woman on telly was talking about big stuff, like running the London Marathon or setting up your own business. But Paula would like to see that skinny shrink trying to lift eighteen stone in the morning. She took a deep breath in preparation.


Her letterbox squeaked open and then: ‘PAUUUUUUL-AAAAAAAA … get up, you lazy cow. I got summat for you.’


Lorraine from next door, the thorn in Paula’s sidewall. Yet sometimes it was only the thought of the crowing look on that scrawny bitch’s face if she didn’t make an appearance on the estate, that persuaded Paula to get up at all. Who needed a life coach when there was Lorraine?


‘All right. I’m coming.’ The manoeuvre began with her shifting her whole body diagonally across the bed. The next step – before she ran out of puff – was to twist her hips so her legs dangled briefly in the air and then touched the spot of threadbare carpet on the bedroom floor. Gradually, she pushed herself up into a sitting position.


‘Phew.’ The dizziness lasted a few seconds before Paula got her breath back. Finally she gripped the edge of the bed to lever herself off.


She fumbled on the wall for the light switch and, as she turned, winced at her reflection in the mirror. It was still a shock that this bloated figure, a series of lumps and bumps from doughy face to swollen ankles, was really her. Bed was forgiving, though it hadn’t always been. When she was ten and started putting on weight, she’d learned to sleep on her side because her growing belly made lying on her front first uncomfortable, and then impossible. Her mother had to buy a larger size of pyjamas because the once-loose elasticated waist created raw red welts on Paula’s stomach. But soon, night-time became a refuge where she could hide from the taunts life threw at her during daylight hours.


Hard to believe that this lump had won the egg-and-spoon race three years running in primary school. Or used to beat her brothers at football. But then that was all in the period her family only ever referred to as BBB: Before that Bastard Bruno.


She forced her feet – the only parts of her body that still resembled a slim person’s – into a pair of red tartan slippers and went to the door.


‘You look like shit,’ Lorraine said, as Paula tried to adjust to the brightness outside. There was no respite from the weather on the Primrose estate: rain washed everything the same shade of grey as the sky; sun hit the concrete and turned the landscape bleach-white, like the aftermath of a nuclear holocaust.


If only, Paula thought. There were few places more deserving of Armageddon.


‘Cheers, Lorraine. Did you just get me up to insult me?’


‘No, like I said, got summat for ya.’ She held up a letter but when Paula reached for it, Lorraine moved it out of range. ‘Hang on. What do you say?’


Paula sighed. ‘What about “Stop pissing about or I’ll report you for thieving my stuff”?’ Not that she particularly wanted whatever it was. The post never brought anything good.


‘Charming. I had to persuade the postman to let me sign for it, otherwise you’d never have got it. It’s from a solicitor’s in town.’


Fear gripped her, like a hand reaching into her stomach and squeezing hard. As a child, nothing scared Paula, who was untroubled by a vivid imagination to conjure up ghouls lurking in the dark. But as an adult, there was plenty to be afraid of, and recorded delivery letters from lawyers came high up the list.


‘You bitch! You’ve opened it.’ Paula lunged forward, a risky move when her centre of gravity could be so easily upset.


‘Don’t be so bloody daft; the address is on the back.’ Lorraine pointed at the return label then handed the package over. ‘Never good news, though, is it, when solicitors are involved?’


‘No,’ Paula agreed, before slamming the door in her neighbour’s face.


She set the kettle boiling and sat at the kitchen table, wondering if she dared open the envelope. It might not be from the Housing Association. They were meant to give at least three months’ grace on the rent and it couldn’t have been that long? And as a single mother with two children, they couldn’t turf her out on the street just like that, could they?


Looking on the bright side, perhaps it was about the divorce. Paula had been expecting Neil to leave for years – well, if she was honest she’d been surprised when he didn’t jilt her at the altar, but then as he worked for her dad’s painting and decorating business, Neil probably only married her because he was told to. It would be a relief when it was all over. She was impossible to live with, she knew that, and when the kids moved out, she planned to stay alone for good. Better for everyone that way.


The computer in the corner was blinking at her and her fingers itched to liberate it from standby mode to see what had changed in Lawless, her current online escape route. In Lawless she was a lithe freedom fighter, working alongside other gamers thousands of miles away to protect their virtual homeland from the factions who wanted to run it for their own evil ends.


But for once, there was something in the real world that held more mystery. She found a packet of ginger snaps (a breakfasting habit that had begun as an anti-nausea remedy during her first pregnancy fifteen years ago and was a useful standby when even toast seemed too much like hard work), tucked her overgrown fringe behind her ears, and tore open the letter.


Dear Mrs Tucker,


I am the executor of the Will of the late Mrs Judith Gill and I am writing to you because you are a beneficiary.


Judith Gill? Paula had to think hard. Then she remembered. Brown Owl. And almost immediately after that, an image of That Bastard Bruno appeared and stayed there when she closed her eyes.


The bequest is the sum of £1,000 …


Bloody hell. Paula had to reread the sentence a few times before it sank in. £1,000? It was hardly untold wealth but it would come in handy to keep the wolves from the door. It all went on the kids, of course. Paula wasn’t one for fancy clothes (they didn’t make them in her size) or fancy food: toast was fine. Neil had controlled her spending binges, explaining that the kids loved her anyway, but now he’d gone, there was nothing to stop her. Though it never seemed to make things better: the more she spent, the less respect the kids showed. She’d even had to ask her mother for a loan and her parents weren’t exactly rolling in it either.


But why had Brown Owl done this, after all these years? What happened wasn’t Judith’s fault, it was Paula’s. Of course, her parents had tried to tell her that wasn’t true, but the more they said so, the more certain she became that they were lying. If it hadn’t been for her friendship with Simonetta … well, life for her family could have been very different.


Tucked into the solicitor’s letter was another envelope. Paula tore it open.


Dear Paula,


The handwriting was a faultless Royal Blue copperplate, thick, confident strokes from a fountain pen.


I do hope this letter won’t come as too much of a shock. I had plans to contact you directly, but though the spirit is willing, the flesh is increasingly weak.


Anyway, to the point. The bequest may surprise you. I know it’s not a life-changing amount, but I wanted to do something. I bumped into your mother, and heard that things aren’t easy for you. We each make our own choices, Paula, but I do wonder if things might have been different if it hadn’t been for the Brownies.


Too bloody right, thought Paula, looking down at her bloated body and then around her dismal living room.


Please think of spending it on something for you, a treat. I know what you’re like, Paula. It is possible to be too generous, you know. Buy something that might remind you of the good times, of the things you learned when you were a Brownie.


Paula sighed. The things she’d learned: what, like never trust a man with an Italian accent? Beware of little girls bearing tropical fish? And it was all very well saying have fun with the money, but the people whose billet-doux were stacked on the breakfast bar – Mr B. Gas, Mr T. Council-Tax, Mr B. Telecom – had other plans for her windfall.


There is one more thing. Lucy. I wondered whether, perhaps, you might like to get in touch. She needs friends at a time like this. But of course it is up to you. I’m not making this a condition of my will; people must make their own decisions.


Look after yourself, Paula. Life is too precious to squander.


Your Brown Owl,


Judith


PS: I hope the enclosed bring back a few fond memories of Brownies.


Poor Lucy. Having Brown Owl as her mum had done her no favours: in the three years they’d been together in the Brownies, Paula had seen Lucy shrink under the weight of her mother’s disappointment, at a time when everyone else was growing. But Paula didn’t think getting in touch with Lucy after twenty-five years would cheer either of them up.


She rummaged around in the bottom of the envelope and pulled out three pieces of stiffened fabric.


Brownie badges.


The first was square, twice as big as a postage stamp, and when she turned it over, she couldn’t help smiling. A Pixie. The little green creature seemed to be dancing, its face in profile with round cheeks swollen in a big smile.


The other two were triangular. Interest badges. The first was embroidered with a rabbit. She tried to remember what it was for, something to do with wildlife and all those sunny evenings spent playing hide-and-seek in the woods at the back of the Drill Hall.


No one would have any trouble finding her in hide-and-seek these days, Paula thought.


The other depicted a little girl standing in a gym skirt and T-shirt, arms outstretched and one leg pointed to the side, balancing. With another giggle, Paula remembered. The Agility badge. She’d have to show it to the kids later; they’d never believe she could have won this one.


Terri was under pressure. Not only was she late for lectures, but the cause of her lateness was the same old row with Colin. The one that had no obvious solution. After two years together he felt he’d waited long enough for sex and he was trying to convince her that God would turn a blind eye.
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