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‘OH MY GOD, I’m going to die.’


‘Well I should think so, Nikki. We all have to die one day.’


‘What? Am I dying? Is that what you’re saying?’


‘I’m saying,’ clarified Ms Dolly Greene, ‘that you mustn’t be alarmed.’ People always panicked when the Death card showed. They’d seen the Bond movies, and they thought – except thinking didn’t really come into it. ‘Don’t be alarmed, Nikki. There’s nothing . . . absolutely nothing to worry about. It can look a bit ominous, can’t it?’


‘Ominous?’ The client didn’t know what it meant. ‘What’s the skeleton—’ she jabbed a chipped, turquoise nail at the offending card. ‘There’s a skeleton! Am I going to die, Dolly? Is that why I came here? Something drew me here, and it wasn’t Maurice Bousquet, I’ll tell you that, dirty old bugger, excuse my French. But there’s no point me coming here just so you can say I’m dying. No way. I’m not paying for that.’


Dolly glanced up at the woman. She looked half dead already, poor thing, face all flabby with terror. ‘You’re not going to die,’ she said. ‘OK?’


It was a hot afternoon, airless as hell, and the woman – Nikki – had arrived already jittery. Dolly had ushered her into the little study – a large broom cupboard, really, more than a study. But she couldn’t use the kitchen for consultations while her daughter was living at home; the little house didn’t have a separate sitting room, and she certainly wasn’t taking clients into the bedroom. The broom cupboard was the only space left.


Dolly had fussed about, trying to put the woman at ease, waving incense over the cards, muttering private words that may – or may not – have meant anything, while Nikki fidgeted and sweated, and fanned herself, and complained. She’d had to park the car miles off, she said: if it hadn’t been for the heat, she would have been better off walking.


Well, of course she would.


Dolly Greene lived halfway down a bike path, in a teenytiny mews house, in the depths of the depths of outer southwest London; a part of London between two other parts, surrounded by ex-council houses, mostly: a corner of London so like and so unlike any other that it didn’t really have a name. You couldn’t get a car down Tinderbox Lane. Tesco and the other supermarkets wouldn’t deliver. Dolly’s clients needed to be sent lengthy directions, on top of the directions she (or her daughter) had put up on the website. Even then, the pathway was ludicrously hard to find and quite often, no matter how carefully Dolly tried to steer the clients in, they reached a point where, like Tesco, they simply gave up and turned home again.


But Nikki would have known about that. She’d been down Tinderbox Lane to visit Maurice Bousquet, who lived next door. Nikki would have known exactly what she was letting herself in for, at least as far as the parking was concerned.


Nobody visits a Tarot reader down a bike track in the depths of the depths of outer southwest London unless they’re feeling pretty damned troubled about something, whether they know it or not. And Dolly was always conscious of that. She sympathised with her clients. Too much, sometimes. In the early days, she’d had to learn how to shake it off, because once the inhibitions dissolved and the punters started talking, and the cards began to do their work – people would tell her everything. Everything. And she felt for them. Of course she did. It was exhausting. But it was her life, and mostly she loved it.


Dolly made a living from her Tarot cards because, frankly, she had to squeeze a living out of something, and at the time of the divorce, given her peculiar gift, and her interest in other people’s lives, it was the obvious choice. But the cards were more to Dolly than simply the tools of her trade. She depended on them to help her see things more clearly. In fact she would ruminate with them several times a day. And although sometimes, she couldn’t deny, they ruminated back in unfathomable gibberish, generally that wasn’t so. Generally, Dolly’s cards knew the answers before she did. The trick, of course, was in learning how to decipher them . . .


There was an embroidered hanging at the broom cupboard window, blocking whatever small, greasy breeze might have seeped in. Dolly would have pulled it back, but the half darkness was useful. It was calming, and it helped her to concentrate. Nikki, her client, was still staring, goggle-eyed, at the Death card. Dolly leaned across the small table and patted her hand.


‘It’s the smoking, isn’t it?’ Nikki said. ‘Is it the smoking, Dolly?’


Dolly shook her head. ‘The Death card tends to represent the end of something which has served its purpose, and the dawn of something new . . . it’s a very . . .’ she was turning more cards now, flipping and twisting them like a Las Vegas croupier. The clients expected it. They needed it. When people came to see her they expected various things: to be reassured, above all, that they weren’t being fooled – and so she employed all sorts of charlatan’s tricks to help them believe it: murmurs and gazes, wrist flicks and silent nods. Dolly could have read the cards over baked beans and toast, if she’d needed to, with the telly blasting. But the punters didn’t like that, and neither did she. They liked a show. For £40 who wouldn’t? ‘. . . The Death card,’ Dolly continued, ‘can actually be a very hopeful card, Nikki. Out with the old, in with the new. That sort of thing. Let’s have a look, shall we?’


The Tinderbox Tarot Lady (aka Ms Dolly Greene) frowned and hunched over the table, show on hold, just for a moment, while she actually looked at the cards. She had placed them in a loop of ten around her, in a personalised variation of the Celtic cross. It was her opening spread: her overview. After that there were other, more traditional spreads. But to Dolly, this was the big one: the one that threw the widest light. And here it was:


The King of Cups, the Knight of Cups (reversed), the Emperor (reversed) . . . and Death . . .


Death, indeed.
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The great advantage of living along a bike track was the silence. The little room – the broom cupboard – was quiet and soothing in its half darkness. She and Nikki sat opposite one another, a small table draped in shimmering cloth between them. On a shelf at Dolly’s shoulder, there smouldered from the incense burner a resin of myrrh and some dried mugwort, which offered a strong, sweet, pleasant smell, and which seemed to induce in Dolly a dreaminess she found conducive during her readings. Whether it was habit, ritual, mere showmanship – Dolly didn’t know and hardly bothered to wonder any more. In any case, the incense, the candlelight, the silence, the dark walls, the closeness of the room – they combined to set a tone, and it helped. Every Little Helps, as they say at Tesco, which didn’t deliver down Tinderbox Lane.


‘. . . Lots of men in your life, Nikki . . .’ muttered Dolly.


‘Don’t I know it.’


Dolly was silent. Too many men.


‘Better than none, though, right?’ Nikki said brightly.


Dolly had none. No men in her life. But for now, that wasn’t the issue.


‘Lots of men in your life. You need to streamline, darling. That’s what the cards are saying.’


‘Hm.’


Too many men and every one of them causing her strife. Added to which, she was — well, honestly, it looked very much as if she was pregnant. Dolly wondered if the woman realised it yet. It might help to explain why she looked so ill. ‘You’re having a few problems with someone in authority, are you?’


‘Who isn’t?’


‘. . . Well that’s right,’ chuckled Dolly, not looking up. ‘. . . Who isn’t? Problems with: is it your husband, or your boss? There’s a powerful man making your life difficult. Actually a couple of men . . . but I think it’s your boss, is it?’


‘I haven’t got a boss, Dolly.’


‘No? . . . We all have a boss, Nikki, one way or another.’ Dolly repositioned herself, untroubled. ‘A landlord, or a partner . . . Even Rupert Murdoch has shareholders.’


‘You what?’


‘Someone with power over us. Someone we have to appease . . .’


‘Appease, what? What are you talking about? I don’t even understand what you’re saying. Talk in English, will you? I’m not paying you to talk in bloody Greek.’


Dolly bit the inside of her cheeks. When people got angry it made her smile: from nerves, mostly. ‘Keep your hair on,’ Dolly said. ‘I’m just saying, you’ve got a man who’s paying the bills for you. Calling the shots, yes? And maybe – you have a job on your hands, keeping him happy. Am I right?’


Nikki shuffled in her seat, and the seat creaked. She was a big woman, aged anything between twenty-eight and fifty: big boned, voluptuous: all cleavage and hair and turquoise nails and cheap gold bangles. The seat, £5.99 from IKEA, was too small for her. (Too small for anyone but a child, Dolly often thought. You get what you pay for.) It was only a matter of time before the wretched thing collapsed.


‘Keeping him happy?’ repeated Nikki. ‘Trust me, Dolly, I think I know how to keep a bloke happy.’ It sounded smutty, as intended. But it sounded hollow, too. Unconvinced and unconvincing. Slightly pathetic. Dolly refrained from patting her hand again. ‘It’s him who can’t keep me happy, if you must know. Only pays the bills when he feels like it. When he wants to have sex with me, Dolly. And how am I supposed to rely on that?


He’s a bully. He doesn’t care about you – and he’s making you miserable . . . But not so miserable it stops you from playing around – ‘A few men in your life, Nikki.’


‘Yeah. Yes, you said that. Frankly.’


‘I know I did. You need to streamline.’


‘Yes, well,’ she laughed. ‘Easy to say, Dolly. How am I going to do that? Especially now, with the Death hanging over me.’


Dolly glanced again at the Death card. The usual, soothing patter was ready and waiting, at the tip of her tongue – it should have been simple. In the right context, the card could signify nothing more than a spring clean: an approaching kitchen clear-out . . . But today, the card didn’t sit quietly, hinting of loose-handled saucepans, it shimmered – was that too strong? Death insisted on her attention. It dominated the spread. It loomed, dark and heavy. Dammit—


The last time it shimmered like this, the client had left her consulting room aware that somebody young and close to her was in danger: her grandson had been knifed to death at a bus stop in Hackney two days later.


. . . And the time before that, was before she’d turned professional. Dolly had been reading the cards for herself. She’d been alone in the house, at a loose end, and she laid ten cards on top of the marital duvet. The Death card had shimmered. She’d put the deck away, annoyed: but in her mind’s eye, the Death card shimmered on.


Philip had come home that evening and told her their marriage was over. (End of marriage. Death Number One.) The young husband of a female colleague had suffered a rare heart attack in the bath. (Death Number Two.) Philip told Dolly that he ‘needed to be with her’: not Dolly, of course, but Madeleine, his bereaved colleague and lover of sixteen months.


That was over seven years ago. Dolly had only started to read the cards back then. Even so, she should have known – if not about the heart attack, then at least about the heat of Philip’s love for Madeleine. Or lust. Or whatever the hell it was. Madeleine and Philip had a new, young family now. Philip inhabited a world of nappy wipes and playdates and Tupperware snack boxes, all of which Dolly had long since left behind. Madeleine had curdled with motherhood, the way some women do, and Philip was no doubt wondering why he’d gone to all the bother. Dolly still missed him a little. She suspected that he missed her.


Never mind.


Dolly had never been an ambitious woman. She didn’t much care for possessions and as time rolled by grew increasingly indifferent to all the usual measures of success. Add to that an unsettling – almost Touretteish – frankness, and a somewhat disruptive and unreliable sixth sense – both of which grew more marked with each passing year, it was unsurprising, perhaps, that in her early middle age she found herself where she did: here, on Tinderbox Lane, with a shortage of clients, a shortage of funds, a shortage of husband, and a woman on the point of tears in front of her, on a chair on the point of collapse.


Never mind. And she didn’t mind. Not really. She had her daughter, and her cards, and her tiny, pretty house. She didn’t want much more than that.


‘Do you have children, Nikki?’


‘Only the one, Dolly. But he’s a big lad now. Well, he’s a spindly little sod. But he’s thirteen. Or fifteen. If you know what I mean . . . One’s enough for me, Dolly! It’s enough of a job looking after myself.’ The woman gave a little laugh. ‘Trying to find a man who can keep up with me. If you know what I mean.’


‘Well, but . . .’


‘Plus – I think I must be infertile, to be honest with you. It’s not like I haven’t taken chances . . . After Toby I never seemed to fall pregnant. Not with his dad or anyone else, really . . . Maybe it’s because I’m so large. That’s what I used to think. I’m a big woman, Dolly.’


‘Hardly,’ said Dolly.


Nikki laughed again. ‘Too Big for a Baby! . . . Sounds like one of those TV shows, doesn’t it?’


‘You’re not big, Nikki,’ Dolly said. ‘I was big, mind. When I had my daughter. Still haven’t lost all the weight, twenty-odd years on!’


‘You skinny thing!’ Nikki chuckled.


Dolly wasn’t skinny, she was normal. Buxom . . . Whereas Nikki was definitely voluptuous . . . Dolly glanced up from the cards, acknowledging Nikki’s friendly lie, and the silliness of it all: fat, thin, buxom, skinny – who cared, as long as the chairs didn’t collapse beneath them? Dolly and Nikki chortled, in league together for the moment: individually shaped women against a Uniform World. It was nice.


Dolly said carefully: ‘So if you did find you were pregnant, say, would that be . . . a happy surprise? Or . . .’


‘Chance’d be a fine thing, Dolly.’


‘. . . You’ve got the King of Cups, Knight of Cups – You’ve got the Lovers, Nikki . . . Looks to me like you— How do I put it politely? You’ve been at it hammer and tongs . . . and not . . .’ she chuckled, ‘dare I say it, Nikki? Maybe not exclusively with the errr . . . the same chap?’


‘Very clever,’ Nikki said. But she sounded more irritated than impressed. Slightly nervous.


‘Not me, my love. It’s the cards . . .’


Nikki said nothing.


‘. . . The chap you’re shacked up with,’ Dolly continued.


‘I’m not shacked up with anyone,’ she snapped. ‘Except my Toby. And he’s not there most of the time. So far as I can tell . . . ’


‘The chap who pays your bills, then.’


‘Some of my bills. When he feels like it.’


‘All right. The chap with all the money: the boss, so to speak . . . he’s a dark fellow is he? Dark hair, dark skin?’


‘That’s right. Toby’s dad. Thinks he owns me and he doesn’t . . . But we don’t live together. Christ no.’


Dolly nodded, frowning at the cards. She was missing something. What?


‘What’s it saying, Dolly?’


‘. . . Like I said, you and your boyfriend. Boyfriends. You need to streamline . . .’


‘What do you mean, “boyfriends . . .”?’ There was a short silence. ‘OH!’ she burst out, full of sudden, inexplicable rage, making Dolly jump. ‘What’s that filthy sod been telling you?’


‘What? Who?’


‘He may be “dark”, as you put it, but so are a lot of people. Frankly. And no thank you, Maurice Bousquet is not and never has been – he is not my boyfriend and he never was my “boyfriend”. Dirty old bugger. What’s he been saying?’


Actually Maurice Bousquet hadn’t said anything. At all. He’d never even mentioned Nikki’s name. Dolly suppressed a giggle. ‘I never said anything about Maurice, Nikki. You did.’


But Nikki wasn’t listening. ‘He’s sixty-one years old, Dolly,’ she said. ‘Sixty-one! I swear, I don’t know what I was thinking.’


‘Well,’ Dolly said soothingly, ‘. . . the fancy takes us, doesn’t it, Nikki? From time to time. Sometimes thinking doesn’t really come into it.’


Nikki smiled. She leaned forward. The chair creaked. ‘I’ll tell you what, though,’ she said. Dolly caught a whiff of her deodorant, her perfume, her sweat. ‘Old he may be, but he’s not all bad.’ She winked. ‘. . . If you know what I mean, Dolly. Knows what he’s doing . . . Which is more than can be said for most of them.’


Dolly gave a half-hearted smile. It was more information than she wanted. Perhaps. Maybe not.


She’d known Maurice for a long time now. They shared a garden fence, which they chatted over when the weather was fine; and the wall between their houses was flimsy enough, she could generally hear him shuffling about next door. He could be surly sometimes but he wasn’t unattractive. Still slim and reasonably fit – from what Dolly saw, there was a surprisingly steady supply of women passing through his house (although none seemed to stick around for long). Maurice could be good company. He was funny, in his surly way: flirtatious, egocentric, occasionally warm and, judging by the tantalising scent of Caribbean stews that sometimes seeped across the garden fence into Dolly’s kitchen, he could cook, too. Sometimes, though he was a good ten or fifteen years older, and really only interested in himself, she wondered what it might be like to be one of the women who flitted through the cottage next door.


But she didn’t think it often, and not for long. He complained too much. And in any case, Nikki was right, He was old.


Nikki giggled, an idea suddenly occurring to her. ‘I’ll bet he’s had a go getting into your knickers, has he?’


Dolly didn’t respond and the question hung in the air, briefly. Nikki, after all, had come to Tinderbox Lane to find out about herself, not about Dolly. Her gaze returned to the cards, and after a silence she said: ‘By the way – I presume you sign some kind of a – whatever it is doctors sign. Or priests or whatever. Solicitors and that . . . Anything we say in here, it’s confidential isn’t it?’


‘Of course,’ said Dolly.


‘I’m serious. Christ alive— Not that I’ve even said anything, right? I’m just saying . . . as far as all that goes, nothing happened. Nothing. And if you said different, I’d say it was a lie. Yeah? You understand? I swear, I’d send someone round and I’d fucking—’


‘Hey! No need for that . . . Anyway, it’s not me you need to be frightened of, darling . . .’ Dolly indicated the Knight of Cups. ‘It’s that sleazeball. Your young man. He’s the one you need to watch . . . Is he violent, Nikki?’


‘No.’


‘Well,’ said Dolly. Liar. ‘You be careful of him. Especially now.’


‘What do you mean, “especially now”? What are you trying to say? Are you holding back on me? I didn’t pay you £40 not to be told things.’


‘If you carry on yelling at me—’


‘Apologies,’ Nikki said, leaning back, holding up both hands. The chair creaked. ‘You just got me riled up, talking about my fella like that . . . He’s not my fella anyway. If you know what I mean.’ (Dolly didn’t.) She leaned forward again, the chair creaked again, and the small room sweltered in her sugary scent. ‘But he takes care of me, you know?’ Slowly, politely, carefully, Dolly nodded. There was something about the woman that was out of kilter. Something alarming – and Dolly didn’t alarm easily. She stole a look at her watch.


‘I’ve got another ten minutes yet.’


‘Of course you have. Do you want to ask a question? I can do a spread for a specific question, if you like.’


‘I just want to know if he’s going to marry me, Dolly.’


‘You mean – the young man?’ Dolly indicated the Knight of Cups.


‘Who else would I mean?’


It was a good question. There were so many.


‘Sometimes I think he hates my guts. I mean – when he wants it, he’s all over me. Aren’t they ever? . . . Or he used to be, Dolly. To be honest with you. He won’t touch me now . . . Never. Not since—’


Dolly looked up from the cards. Still polite. And what she saw only lasted for a second. It was the woman’s face, a bleeding gash above her right eye, a bleeding swollen lip, the imprint of a knuckle on a waxen cheek, and a flap of seeping skin where his ring hit the bone: and the woman, dead-eyed; and a tiny heart somewhere inside that mountain of hot, voluptuous flesh . . . BOOM . . . which stopped beating.


Not yet, though.


Dolly said, ‘You need to be careful,’ and regretted it at once. ‘I mean to say – of course we all do. But it looks to me as if you might be . . .’ She couldn’t say, ‘pregnant’. It was Tarot-reading taboo. Etiquette forbade. Never tell a punter they’re pregnant or dying. Aside from anything else, the cards could be wrong. Dolly didn’t think so, not this time. Nevertheless. She nodded to herself, eyes back on the cards. ‘I’m just saying, if the young man has a temper on him . . .’


‘He doesn’t.’


BOOM. Dolly jumped.


But it was only the front door banging. Her daughter Pippa, back from college. Thank goodness.


Dolly didn’t often feel like this. Perhaps it was the closeness of the weather, the sickly sweet mix of the client’s sexuality, her cheap perfume and ineffective deodorant . . . But today, she could hardly wait to bring the session to an end.
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Twenty-two-year-old Pippa was at the breakfast bar eating last night’s cold pasta when Dolly ushered her client through to the door.


‘That your daughter?’ Nikki asked, looking at Pippa. ‘Still living at home, is she?’


‘Seems to be!’ Dolly said, sort of laughing – because thereby hung a tale. There was only one bedroom in the mews house on Tinderbox Lane – and it was Dolly’s. Since Pippa had broken up with her boyfriend, and since she point-blank refused to stay at her father’s house up in Ealing – despite having a whole room to herself (with a bathroom en suite) – the two of them were sharing it: and not just the room, but the bed. Dolly, at the grand old age of forty-five or so, was too damn broke to provide her only daughter with a bed. Worse than that, in some ways, she was too damn broke to have a bed of her own.


‘Just for a month or two,’ Pippa said, licking her fork with (Dolly thought) an uncalled-for exposure of pastaspattered tongue. ‘I’m staying ’til I get myself sorted.’ She grinned at her mother. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Mum? Bit of a squash though.’


The woman nodded. ‘Like my Toby. He’s a useless sod. Can’t see him ever leaving, frankly. I wish to God he would. Well – except he’s always with his dad, these days.’ She shrugged. ‘You can’t win, can you? Well, thanks again, Dolly.’


‘Keep in touch!’ said Dolly. ‘And take care of yourself.’


Nikki hesitated at the door before stepping out into the shimmering afternoon heat. ‘I never thought I’d say it,’ she said, ‘but roll on winter! Don’t you think so?’


‘We’ll miss it when it’s gone,’ replied Dolly. She followed Nikki out on to the lane, unwilling yet, though she wasn’t sure why, to see the woman slip out of sight. ‘You remember where you left the car?’


‘Ye-eee-s,’ the woman chuckled. ‘Bloody miles away.’


‘Well. Take care now – take care of yourself, Nikki,’ Dolly said again.


Nikki didn’t reply. It was too hot. She swayed on away up the pathway, into the sultry afternoon, all boisterous curves and jangling jewellery. She’s only a punter, Dolly told herself. Not even a very nice one . . . And yet Dolly found herself shouting after her, one more time: ‘You be careful, Nikki.’


Nikki raised a lazy arm and kept on walking.


And then, through the deadening heat, the sound of an Abba song echoed along the lane behind her: . . . ‘Gimme Gimme Gimme (A Man After Midnight)’.


Dolly might have smiled – what ringtone could have suited her better? But as Nikki delved deep into her bag and pulled out the phone, there mustered something softly around her: a dirty, black-rimmed, red-brown cloud of light . . . Dolly shivered, and turned back into the house.


‘Bloody hell,’ observed Pippa, needlessly. ‘What a slapper!’


Dolly frowned, primly. ‘Not really, Pips. I imagine a lot of men find her very attractive.’


‘Attractive? She looked like a prostitute, Mum! A professional prostitute . . . who also happened to have sat on a bicycle pump.’


‘I thought she looked very sexy.’


‘No, you didn’t.’


‘Well. It doesn’t matter what I thought really, does it? There’s no need to be mean, Pips.’


‘I’m not. I’m just saying . . .’


‘Well, don’t.’ And then Dolly felt bad. She loved her daughter. But sometimes she just wished she could send Pippa to some kind of finishing school. Pippa was beautiful and funny and quick and warm – but she could be uncouth. There was no need for her to snigger about Nikki. What was Nikki to her, after all? And there was no need for her to lick her fork like that, either. ‘Darling, if you’re going to eat that pasta, why don’t you put it on a plate? How was your day?’


Pippa shrugged. ‘Derek West was his usual annoying self.’


‘Professor West? The one you call Professor Dirty?’


‘Professor Filthy. Yes. He asked me to stay behind because he wanted to “discuss my essay”. Like hell.’


Mmm, said Dolly. Her mind was still on Nikki.


‘He was quite helpful in the end, though. Plus he said my essay was good. Plus he didn’t make a grab, so no complaints really . . . How about you? How many nut-jobs have you had in the broom cupboard today? Was that the last?’


‘That was the last, yes. Maurice Bousquet recommended her. Weirdly. I must remember to thank him.’


‘Maurice next-door?’


‘She was one of his lady friends . . .’


‘Don’t say lady friends, Mum. It’s gross . . . Do you think he pays them?’


‘The lady friends? I doubt it. He’s as tight as a . . . Mind you – I don’t think it was exactly a love match. She kept calling him a dirty old bugger . . . She told me,’ Dolly chuckled, ‘you’ll love this, Pippa. She told me he was great in the sack.’


It took a moment for Pippa to absorb. ‘That’s disgusting.’


Dolly said, slightly disconcerted: ‘It’s not that disgusting . . .’


‘It’s disgusting. He’s ancient. Plus she – I don’t want to be rude, Mum – but she’s fat.’


‘What? So what? Are you saying only women who look like Elle Macpherson should be allowed to have sex?’


‘Elle who?’


Dolly sighed. ‘Never mind. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it. It’s confidential.’


A silence fell. Pippa was annoyed because her mother had wrong-footed her on the feminist front, which wasn’t meant to happen. She felt stupid; also, actually, as if she hadn’t been terribly nice. After a while she asked her mother if business was picking up since they’d launched the website. Pippa’s boyfriend (now ex) had been meant to help with directing traffic towards it. He was doing a diploma in Social and Digital Media Marketing and Communications, so it was very much his area. The problem was, he and Pippa weren’t seeing each other any more . . . and so now the three-month-old website, so lovingly and hopefully designed by mother and daughter, languished in the ether with a billion others, spectacularly ignored by everyone.


‘How many nut-jobs [she always called Dolly’s clients nut-jobs] have you got booked in for tomorrow?’


‘Only one booked, so far. I mean, only one, full stop. People never book in on the day. And it’s not like I get many walk-ins . . .’ Dolly hesitated. Her finances were not in great shape: never had been, and probably never would be. On a good week, she might see twelve clients; on an average week, she might see nine. It was not a great living, but she only needed to get the word out. If she could count on seeing just eleven or twelve clients every week she might not be rich, but she’d be safe. As it was, the little mews house on Tinderbox Lane was only ever a phone call away from a spot in the estate agent’s window. ‘I thought maybe you could put a little poster up at the college for me, Pippa. Could you do that?’


‘Of course!’ Pippa said.


Pippa was studying for a Masters in Environmental Strategy Tools at the same college as her ex. ‘I can put posters all over the place, Mum. In the student bar and stuff. We could design one tonight if you like. I’m not going out.’


‘Oh!’ Dolly was grateful, of course . . . It was just that earlier Pippa had said she was going out.


‘What shall we have for supper?’ asked Pippa.


Pippa took a lot of exercise – running and yoga and netball for the college. She could eat whatever she liked. Dolly, on the other hand, was buxom. This afternoon, after seeing the shape of Nikki, and fearing for her IKEA chairs, Dolly had made what she was pretty sure had been a decision to skip supper tonight.


‘I thought you had netball practice?’


‘Cancelled.’


‘Oh! OK. Well then. I’ll go to the shop. What do you fancy?’ Dolly had been planning to watch a documentary about stone circles over a cup of decaff tea enhanced by artificial sweeteners. Clearly, eating actual food and designing posters with her daughter would be more fun. And they needn’t go crazy over dinner. They could have some sort of salad, maybe – a goats’ cheese salad . . . a warm goats’ cheese salad with croutons . . . without croutons. Dolly loved food. She was a good cook. Sod the decaffeinated tea.
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The nearest shop to sell fruit and veg not covered in a thick layer of petrol fumes was a good twenty-minute walk away: a dreary trek, since Dolly didn’t own a car, along a busy road. Dolly left Pippa bent over an iPad, and set out into the heat.


She was heading homeward again, sticky and tired and resenting the weight of her groceries, when a gleaming, tank-like vehicle pulled up beside her. It was her new neighbour, Mr – Mr . . .? Pippa called him ‘Heart Attack Hubby’, because of his red face; or sometimes she called him, ‘Mr Frosty-Fuck’, because his surname rhymed with— Bloody hell, what was his name? Dolly prepared her face for politeness and waited for the name to come.


‘I knew it was you!’ he said. He sounded, as always, vaguely accusatory.


Poor man, thought Dolly. In that short moment, in that short sentence, he exuded everything that was least appealing in the opposite sex: chippiness, aggression, entitlement . . . He was a small, hot, angry man, forever teetering on the edge of some kind of ludicrous and pointless explosion, whose name continued to escape her. Even so. Manners must.


‘Mr Buck!’ Dolly smiled triumphantly. ‘How nice to see you.’


‘Fraser, if you please, my dear! Fraser Buck, at your service!’


‘Nice to see you, Fraser,’ she said again. It would be nice too, as soon as the lift home was forthcoming. She wasn’t sure if he’d offered it yet, so she waited politely.


‘Actually I’ve been wanting a word,’ he said.


‘Oh yes?’


He slid the car into neutral and rested his wrist on the steering wheel. He was wearing a pink striped shirt and cufflinks. Never trust a man who wears cufflinks. (Dolly made a mental note to pass that wisdom on to her daughter.) His cufflinks shone in the sunlight. They had diamonds – crystals? – something glittery on them. Goodness, they were ugly. Never mind. He said: ‘Have you got a mo?’


‘Of course! What’s up?’


‘Rosie’s ever so upset . . . She’s beside herself.’


‘Oh? I’m sorry to hear it.’ Dolly wasn’t certain if Rosie was the wife, aka Mrs Frosty-Fuck, or one of the two small daughters. The Bucks had only moved into Tinderbox Lane a few weeks ago and had so far kept themselves to themselves.


‘Rosie’s a bit – well, I say “a bit”, actually very. She is VERY concerned . . . exceedingly concerned about our mutual quote-unquote, “neighbour”.’


‘Maurice?’


‘I must admit I haven’t as yet caught his name. I mean the coloured gentleman who lives between the two of us, at Number Three.’ A grin. ‘Who wanders up and down the lane muttering to himself.’


‘Maurice.’ Dolly felt her hackles rising. She and Maurice were not close. Nevertheless, when it came to a choice between Mr and Mrs Tank-Driving, cufflink-wearing Frosty-Fuck and her old neighbour of the past seven years, there was no question where her loyalty lay. ‘What about him?’


‘Rosie says he’s a bit – and please, Donna, don’t get me wrong. There is not a racist bone in my body.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘Rosie herself is a passionate anti-racialist, and she can get actually quite irate if she thinks people are behaving racist around her . . .’


‘Right you are.’ Dolly put her shopping on the ground.


‘Having said that, I myself do, in this day and age . . . that is to say, I am conscious that people from different cultural communities can and do . . . how can I say this nicely?’


‘I don’t know. I can hardly hear what you’re saying anyway,’ Dolly replied. ‘Are you headed back to Tinderbox? Can I get in?’


‘What I’m trying to say,’ he said: ‘Rosie says he’s been acting inappropriate round herself and the girls. Looking at them . . . in a way that Rosie felt was highly . . . inappropriate.’ The hand above the steering wheel clenched into a red-skinned fist. ‘I love my girls, Donna. I love them to bits. And if that “man” so much as . . .’


‘Maurice?! To the little girls?’ Dolly was torn between laughter and outrage. Outrage won through. ‘Really, what a vile thing to say, Mr Buck! And honestly, what perfect . . . poppycock! He’s been living next to me and my daughter for the past seven years and, believe me, my daughter – not to mention her friends – wouldn’t hesitate— They can spot a pervert from two hundred miles away: like most children can, these days. Trained like sniffer dogs, Mr Buck . . . Maurice may well have given your wife the eye. I’d be surprised if he hadn’t, frankly . . . But that’s completely different. Obviously.’


Heart Attack Hubby shook his head, disconcerted by the forcefulness of Dolly’s tone, even if the words had passed in a blur. What, exactly, had his wife actually said anyway? He couldn’t remember. He’d been so angry, he hadn’t listened.


‘Seriously,’ Dolly said. ‘It’s a vile accusation. And dangerous, in this day and age. What did your wife actually say?’


A double-decker bus thundered by, followed immediately by another one. They drowned his voice completely, but she watched his angry mouth moving, felt the violence in his ugly, clenched fist . . . Heat exacerbates everything, she reminded herself. But even so . . . the man was a lunatic.


She interrupted him: ‘I’m sorry. I can’t really hear what you’re saying. But believe me, Fraser, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. You’re worrying unnecessarily. Maurice can have a funny way of saying things sometimes. He tends to have a little joke up his sleeve most of the time, and he isn’t always inclined to share it . . . but really—’ At last, Dolly laughed. Maurice Bousquet was a mystery all right, but there was nothing mysterious about his sex life. She could hear it, often enough, in all its inglorious detail, echoing through the bedroom wall. ‘Your daughters are safe.’
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