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Prologue

Margie Holland sat on the loo and looked at the white plastic wand that was balanced on the sink, pointing towards her like a pale, accusing finger. It had a squareish spongy tip like the flattened butt of one of her mum’s cigarettes, and she had been careful not to place it in the soapy slick from the bar of Camay leaking onto the avocado-green ceramic. She reached out with a shaky hand and repositioned the small plastic well beside the wand, memorising the instructions from the sharply folded piece of paper that had come in the box. Hold in urine stream and place in vial. Opposite her, on the windowsill, the plastic doll whose capacious crochet skirt hid a new toilet roll stared down with wide-eyed disapproval. Margie felt her throat constrict with rising panic.

Hold in urine stream. Place in vial. Die a death.

‘Have you done it yet?’ The voice outside the door was a half-whisper, but she jumped as if it had been a shout.

‘Fuck, Cate. No!’

There was a muttered apology and then a pause. ‘Do you want a hand?’

It was such a ridiculous thing to ask that Margie felt a snigger bubble instinctively within her. ‘No!’

‘Okay.’ Cate was still whispering. ‘And you’re absolutely sure your mum’s not coming back?’

‘Yeah,’ said Margie. ‘Bingo finishes at ten, then they go round to Aunty Betty’s to drown their sorrows. I told you.’

They had heard the front door shut as they lay across Margie’s bed, trying to distract themselves from what was to come with revision for the English exam, as if Alfred Lord Tennyson could help. Margie had levered herself up and walked over to the window, pulling the net curtain to one side. Her mum was halfway down the path, clutching her coat closed with one hand in the odd way she always did as if she didn’t want the world to see her. There had been no goodbye, but then there never was. Margie had blown a contemptuous kiss into the empty air and had let the net curtain drop slowly through her fingers, feeling the scratch of cheap nylon, unwilling to let go.

Cate had looked at her questioningly and Margie had nodded and said, ‘Fuck,’ very quietly, and Cate had said, ‘It’ll be fine,’ which was mad because she didn’t know if it would.

‘But you’re going to do it now, though.’ Cate’s voice had grown a little louder through the door. ‘I’ve got the other stuff all set. Just . . . when you’re ready.’

‘Okay.’

‘Okay.’

Margie heard Cate move away and she reached out for the applicator, gripping it firmly and angling herself on the seat. She felt the warm rush of urine and held the stick into it, suddenly wanting to giggle, realising as she did that the tears had come, hot and stinging in her eyes.

She bit her lip and tried not to mind the splashes on her hand, tried not to think of the look on his face when he came out of her, the boy with the razor rash and the Suzuki GSX. The condom, limp in his hand. ‘It came off a bit,’ he had said, and smiled feebly as her world fractured.

She wondered what her mum would say if she knew what Margie was doing right now. Jesus, Mary and Joseph would probably come into it.

How long was that? Enough? She counted to ten and lifted the stick out, stabbing it into the small well with panicked precision and laying it back on the sink’s edge as she pulled up her pants and flushed and washed, prising the Camay from the sink and scrubbing her hands as if she were Lady Macbeth.

Cate had set the other small vial on the dressing-table top with the instruction leaflet smoothed out neatly beside it. Two red patches had appeared on her cheeks. Cate always went scarlet if she was anxious. Or really scared.

‘Did you rinse the end after it had been in the first one for two minutes?’ she asked.

Margie nodded, holding the wand awkwardly like a toddler grasping a spoon.

‘Well it needs to go in this one now.’ Cate watched as Margie placed the wand in the second vial. ‘All we need’s a Bunsen burner,’ she added, forcing a laugh. ‘It’s kind of like being in Mr McCulloch’s class, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ said Margie, flatly. Only it wasn’t.

‘So.’ Cate sat back on her heels. ‘Half an hour and then we look to see if the end’s . . .’

‘Blue,’ said Margie.

‘It’s not going to be.’ Cate reached over and grabbed her hand. ‘It’s really not.’

Margie held on tight. Seventeen and pregnant. Five weeks away from leaving school.

‘Fuck,’ she said quietly again. ‘Fuck.’

The cassette deck clicked noisily to the end of the tape and Cate leant over the bed and rifled through the neat stack of tapes piled in two rows on Margie’s desk.

‘What do you want next?’

‘No more Bon Jovi,’ said Margie.

Cate picked out Now That’s What I Call Music 9 and slotted it into the machine. The urgent beat of Europe’s ‘The Final Countdown’ filled the room.

‘Maybe not.’ Margie pulled a face, and Cate quickly pressed fast-forward until she came in three songs on, at the Pretenders’ ‘Hymn to Her’.

They sat side by side on the end of the bed.

‘If it is . . . if I am,’ said Margie, twisting her fingers together, ‘I’m getting rid of it.’ She looked down at her stomach, flat under grey gabardine. The thought of something growing there made her feel sick.

‘I know. But it won’t be.’ Cate reached for her hand again and Margie noticed Cate’s bitten nails. She’d only started biting them since her dad had died. Just last November. When her perfect ordinary life was dismantled in an instant. What a shitty, shitty year.

‘Where’s the Kahlua?’ asked Margie, noticing the sweet hint of liqueur on Cate’s breath.

‘Under the bed.’

‘Why is it under the bed?’

‘In case your mum came in.’ Cate fished below the covers and pulled out the brown bottle with the yellow label. She handed it over.

‘You know she doesn’t,’ said Margie, unscrewing the lid and filling her mouth with the thick creamy liquid.

It was why they only drank here, because Cate’s mum did come in. ‘You girls!’ she would laugh when she found them singing or mucking about. Maybe if her mum was more like Cate’s she’d be in the room now, waiting with her. Cate could tell her mum if it happened to her. Cate’s mum would want to know. Cate’s mum would care. Margie passed the bottle back.

‘I’ll need to borrow your toothbrush before I go home,’ said Cate, taking another gulp and handing it back. ‘My brother kept sniffing at me last time, like a dog or something.’

Margie nodded and sat holding the bottle between her legs. Cate reached for it again and took another long draught.

‘Steady on,’ said Margie.

‘I could do your hair,’ said Cate suddenly.

‘Okay.’ Margie knew Cate was trying to distract her, but she couldn’t think of anything else that might work better. She lifted herself off the bed and went to sit at the dressing-table.

‘How do you want it?’

‘Straight,’ said Margie.

‘No, really.’

‘Different.’ She bent her head and felt Cate’s hands, soft and tugging in her curls. Cate took her time combing it, then she eased a hairband over Margie’s crown, and pulled a thin, sprung curl from under the elastic at one side.

‘There,’ said Cate. ‘Kind of . . . Bananarama.’ She sat back and took another swig from the bottle.

Margie looked up and into the mirror. ‘Bananarama? I look more like fucking John McEnroe.’ She raised her hand and pulled at the loose curl, now twisting around her ear. ‘What’s this?’

‘A tendril,’ said Cate. ‘It looks cute.’

‘It looks like a giant pube, that’s what it looks like.’ Margie tore the band from her head and pinged it across the room. She looked back at her reflection and gave a mock wail. ‘I hate my fucking hair.’

‘Maybe you could iron it,’ offered Cate. ‘My mum saw a programme on telly where the woman ironed her hair.’

‘That would look nice,’ said Margie. ‘Big scabby burns all over your head. You’re a nutter, Cate Wishart.’

‘You don’t put the iron on your head, dipstick,’ said Cate. ‘You put your hair on the ironing-board.’

Her laugh was forced, though, and they both went quiet.

Cate must have seen her try to glance at the bedside clock because she said, ‘It’s only been about ten minutes.’

‘I know.’

Cate nodded numbly. ‘Do you want to go for a walk or something?’

Margie shook her head. The tape had ended again and Cate crossed the room and switched it for another one, then sank down against Margie’s narrow single bed.

Margie joined her, noticing as she did that she couldn’t see the clock or the desk or the wand from the position Cate had chosen.

‘When you’re in Manhattan, magazine editor or something, I’ll come over ’cos I’ve got an exhibition.’ Cate stetched out her legs and studied the thin ladder in her tan tights.

‘We could get a flat,’ said Margie. She tried to think of two women, grown and poised.

‘Yeah. Like in St Elmo’s Fire or something.’ Cate motioned for the Kahlua and took another drink.

‘I love that film,’ said Margie.

‘Yeah.’ Cate pressed her head back against the covers, closing her eyes and swaying slightly to the music. ‘I really love this,’ she said, starting to hum. ‘I’m going to play it at my wedding.’

Margie burst out laughing. ‘You can’t play this at your wedding, you divot. It’s “Like a Virgin”.’

‘Oh.’ Cate gave a spluttering snigger.

‘Although I suppose you might be.’

‘No I won’t,’ said Cate. ‘I’ll have done it by then.’

Margie watched her. ‘I can’t believe you want all that,’ she said, ‘being Mrs Wifey to some bloke.’ Cate had talked about it a lot since her dad had died, about the man she would marry, the family she would have. Although maybe that was something you needed to do. When all your certainties were gone.

Cate smiled without looking back at her. ‘You’re gonna be my bridesmaid. I’ll make you wear yellow. You’ll look like a canary.’

‘You do that and you’re dead,’ said Margie. It had started to rain quite heavily and she watched the little slashes of water spatter onto the window above the net curtain. Maybe it was the Kahlua, but she suddenly felt warm and secure, safe in the small room with Cate, not having to know.

Cate had gone quiet and when Margie glanced across at her, she saw that her face was scrunched into a silent sob.

She sat forward with a jerk. ‘What is it? Cate?’

‘I miss Dad.’ Cate opened her eyes. ‘I really miss him, Margie. The stuff came from college last week and Mum had to fill it in and . . . he’s not going to see anything. Not that and not if I get married and he won’t be there, and . . .’

She dropped her head onto Margie’s shoulder and gave in to the tears and Margie hated herself for having said the word. Dead. Hated herself for reminding Cate of what she’d lost; the man who called her ‘love’ as if he meant it.

She hooked her arm around Cate’s shoulder and spoke softly to her like she had so often in the last six months until Cate sniffed noisily and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her shirt.

‘I wish you could come to art college with me.’

‘Like they give degrees for stick figures,’ said Margie gently.

‘But we’ll see each other. Lots.’

‘Yeah,’ said Margie. ‘All the time.’

Cate nodded. ‘All the time.’

Margie wasn’t sure how long they sat like that but the songs changed one into the other and the rain stopped. There wasn’t much Kahlua left when she lifted the bottle again and Cate was sitting so still she might have fallen asleep.

Margie pulled herself up and looked at the clock. Her hand reached instinctively for Cate, who opened her eyes and leapt, a little unsteadily, to her feet.

‘Is it time?’

Margie started to nod then shook her head. ‘I can’t do it. You’ll have to.’

‘Okay.’ Cate nodded frantically. ‘Okay.’ She walked over to the desk and Margie watched from the corner of her eye, digging her nails into her palms. Fuck. Please. Fuuuck.

Cate’s voice, when it came, sounded almost disbelieving. ‘It’s not blue.’

Margie wheeled round. Cate was holding the wand above her head, up to the light, wobbling like an unstable Statue of Liberty. ‘It’s not blue! White. Look. It’s not blue.’ She held it out. ‘You’re fine! I knew you were! You’re fine.’

Margie grabbed the stick from Cate’s hand and stared at the little absorbent square. Not blue, not even remotely. She burst into sudden noisy tears and fell against Cate.

‘You’re fine.’

‘Oh, God. Fuck.’ Margie stood back. She looked again at the stick. ‘You won’t tell anyone?’

‘No,’ said Cate, shaking her head.

‘Promise?’

Cate flung her arms back round Margie’s neck. ‘I promise,’ she said, her words a little slurry now. ‘You’re my best friend.’

‘You’re my best friend.’ She could tell Cate was crying too, with joy and relief and too much liqueur. She smelled of coffee and Anaïs Anaïs.

‘We always will be, won’t we?’ Cate’s voice was muffled against her shoulder.

‘Always, yeah.’ Margie let go of the little white wand and it landed at their feet.

‘Promise?’ said Cate.

‘Yeah,’ said Margie, and she had never meant anything more. ‘I promise.’


1

‘You’ve been sleeping on the buttons again.’

Dan stretched across and pressed his fingers, briefly, to the side of Cate’s face. It was more of a poke than a stroke, and his hand was gone before she reached up to feel the round indentation in her right cheek.

‘Remind me why you got pillowslips with buttons on them?’ yawned Dan, standing with his back to her to stretch.

‘Because they’re gorgeous, and they complement the rest of the bed linen and the buttons are far enough at the side, that, technically, you shouldn’t end up sleeping on them.’ Cate rubbed her cheek. God, she’d look like she had the pox. There was no way this was going to be gone before the school run, and it was too big to fill in with eye pencil and pass off as a beauty spot. They were big buttons. Mother-of-pearl, with the name Dolti stamped into them in bold, italicised script. She’d sourced the pillowslips in a little shop in Glasgow. They were in a set of four with two matching tasselled cushions, too lovely to pass up. A dense purple silk and linen mix, the colour of a sultry night. And she loved purple. She moved her index finger lightly across the mark, hoping she hadn’t pressed hard enough for the print to have taken as well. Branded by her penchant for interior design.

‘You crack me up, Catriona Beane,’ said Dan, smiling at her.

He’d been saying that a lot recently. He’d been smiling at her a lot recently, too. Benevolently. Like he sometimes did at his Great Aunt Gert when she farted at Christmas dinner. Cate wanted to say, ‘And you make me go weak at the knees. Still.’ But she didn’t. He’d probably laugh at her for that as well. She watched him rummage in the chest of drawers for fresh boxers, tall and rangy, with the easy grace of someone supremely comfortable in their skin. It must be the Dutch heritage in him. Dutch men were beautiful. And Dan was beautiful. Even two generations on, with a hint of paunch and a good mix of Scottish blood. She felt her throat constrict. There had been a day when he wouldn’t have had to stretch across the bed to reach her when they woke. There had been a day when the look in his eyes would have been lust and not just laughter. She would kill for a little bit of lust.

She slipped out of bed and padded over to the large, vaulted oak mirror above the dresser. She looked surprisingly fresh. Maybe the liposomes or amino peptides or sheep’s innards in the face-cream she had bought last week were actually working – although they hadn’t worked on the button mark, still furiously red. She looked closer, just able to make out the letters curved in the centre of the circle. Actually, it was only the first four letters that had imprinted themselves. D. O. L. T. Oh, crap.

‘Hey, princess.’ Dan planted a noisy kiss on Emma’s head as she curled herself into him.

‘Hey, Dads,’ she said, blinking in the light of her parents’ room. Cate watched them, wondering if it was awful to feel envious of your daughter, jealous of a father’s fierce, unconditional love. She smiled at her drowsy girl. Only if you didn’t feel it, too, she thought.

‘Hey, angel, where are your sisters?’

‘Stevie’s running around starkers again,’ said Emma, ‘and Jo’s snoring like a pig.’

‘Emma!’

‘Well she does, Mum. We need our own rooms.’

‘You’re only eleven,’ said Cate. ‘I only got my own room because I had a brother.’

‘I know, I know,’ muttered Emma. ‘Blah, blah, blah. Anyway, did you remember to fill in the form for the school trip? I’ve only got four days till it’s got to be in. And if we don’t, then there’s . . .’

‘Done and by the door,’ said Cate. ‘Four days early.’

‘What’s that on your face?’ Emma peered at her.

‘She slept on the buttons,’ said Dan, disappearing into the en suite. ‘Again.’

‘Muum!’ Emma started to giggle. ‘You look like you’ve got carbolic plague or something.’

‘Bubonic,’ said Cate. ‘Not carbolic. Carbolic is to do with soap.’

‘Whatever.’ Emma shrugged. ‘It looks like a giant zit. Can Dad take us to school?’

‘No.’ Cate yawned deeply and reached for her robe. ‘Freddy Krueger can.’

She loved to listen to the girls in the back of the car, the inane, intimate chatter. For all that they could pretend to loathe one another, they were as close as only sisters can be. It was a blessing that the twins weren’t identical, though. Jo had Dan’s thick, straight dark hair, but Emma’s was a shade or two lighter with some of Cate’s kinks and waves. Twins came from Dan’s side, and though they had talked of three children, they stopped after two. The possibility of four just seemed too much.

Until six years later, they got careless and got lucky, and Stevie came, on her own. But there had been many times since then that Cate had dreamed of a tiny boy with Dan’s dark eyes, tucked into the warmth of her neck.

‘Did I tell you?’ Emma prattled on. ‘Paul’s getting to go to T in the Park, with his brothers.’

‘You did,’ said Jo. ‘And it’s crap.’

‘Jo!’ said Cate.

Stevie, whose booster seat was strategically placed between her sisters, started to giggle.

‘It’s not crap!’ Emma reached across to aim a slap at Jo. ‘He is.’

‘Of course he’s not,’ said Jo. ‘There’s no way he’d get to go. You’re just trying to make your boyfriend sound good.’

Emma’s voice rose into a whine. ‘He’s not my boyfriend. Muum! Tell her she’s not to call him my boyfriend.’

Jo whispered something in Stevie’s ear and Stevie started to sing lustily, ‘Emma loves Paul, Emma luuuuves Paul!’

Cate sighed and twisted herself round to reverse park into the only available space she could see near the school gates. ‘Stevie, shoosh, and Jo, stop it. Paul is not Emma’s boyfriend, Jo. He’s just a friend. He may or may not be going to T in the Park with his brothers. Without calling his parents to check, we don’t really know. And I’m not planning on phoning them to find out. And Emma, don’t get so wound up over something so trivial.’ She pulled tightly on the handbrake and cut the engine. ‘Now, all of you, out of the car.’

‘Why are you parking?’ Emma paused, suddenly suspicious. ‘Aren’t you just going straight to the gym?’

‘Not today. I need to hand in the forms for the trip. And I’ve got to sort out the new sweatshirts that came in for the netball team.’

‘Do you have to?’ Jo was outside the car now and looking like she was getting ready to run.

‘I have to.’

‘Well, can you stick your hand over your face, or pull your hair across or something?’

‘It’s not that bad,’ lied Cate, knowing that it was.

‘Muum!’ the girls chorused.

They abandoned her halfway across the playground, with just the quickest of kisses on her unbuttoned cheek. She left Stevie outside the primary one classroom with an admonition not to bite anyone – even in fun – as she had the previous day, and went to hand the forms in to the school office, managing fairly deftly, she thought, to keep her face in profile. She found the netball sweatshirts waiting for her, still in their cardboard box, in the small cubicle that acted as the school’s swap shop. She was only meant to be the parents’ rep for the twins’ year, but she’d ended up doing more: chaperone for the netball team and parent liaison for P1. If a list went up at school for parental involvement, it was a given that one of the first names on it would be Catriona Beane. It was the story of her life, really. Cate’ll do it. She’s happy to. She doesn’t work, after all. Cate’ll fix it. Ask Cate. Good old Cate.

She’d almost finished sorting the sweatshirts into their class piles when she was startled by a small, polite cough. She turned to find the school secretary behind her.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Beane. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.’ She stood, watching Cate and twisting her hands nervously.

‘Do you need me to get out of here?’

‘No, no, that’s fine.’ The secretary took a deep breath. ‘I just saw you down in the office.’ She paused again. ‘Mrs Beane, I don’t mean to be indelicate, but we got word there was a bit of an outbreak down at St Salvator’s Primary last month, and with you going with the girls to the match at Craigmount tomorrow, we’d prefer to be safe than sorry.’

Cate looked at her, confused. ‘Yes?’

‘That thing on your face. It’s not ringworm, is it?’

The mark had gone but not the mortification by the time she got home. She lugged the shopping onto the kitchen counter, rubbing the scythe marks on her palms where the bag handles had cut in, and draped Dan’s newly dry-cleaned dinner suit over the ottoman. He’d only told her about the Ear, Nose and Throat benefit yesterday. Too late to arrange a babysitter so she could go too, but enough time for her to have his suit cleaned. Not that she relished another ‘orifice outing’ as she secretly called them. She’d been bored rigid at too many hospital fundraisers over the years, and Dan didn’t really need her to play doctor’s wife now that he was a consultant.

She’d enjoyed them at first, even looked forward to them. It was a chance to dress up, to watch Dan schmooze with his easy charm. It was only over time that she had realised how indiscernible she became at these events, a translucent creature, faint and unimportant, no matter how animated her conversation or vibrant her smile. Each time she went she felt as if she faded a little more.

In the girls’ bedroom she deposited a pile of clean, folded clothes onto Emma’s bed and scooped up the tangle of skinny jeans and bright T-shirts on the floor near their laundry bin. Emma was right, they really ought to have their own rooms. They’d both started asking recently and it would be easy enough to convert the spare room. Cate wasn’t sure why she was resisting. Perhaps because it was proof that they were growing up, that they needed their own space a little more, that they needed her a little less.

She tilted the window to let in some of the sharp March air and then perched on the chair by Josie’s desk. The room was a study in opposites. Jo’s wall was filled with animal posters and her own drawings, most of them studies of Hamish the hamster, currently asleep in his nest of newspaper. All Cate could make out of the family pet was a small, fat golden bottom gently rising and falling to the rhythm of his breathing.

Emma’s desk was crowded with tiny bottles and vials of pre-teen make-up, and hung about with a confusion of bangles and belts and necklaces. She still had a few animal posters up, but Orlando Bloom had appeared above her bed in the last few weeks to join Avril Lavigne, and the cast of Black Hole High. Cate tried to remember when she had first thought about boys as anything other than odorous and obnoxious pests. It must have been about this age. Egged on by Margie Holland. Cate found herself smiling at the sudden image of a scrawny girl with mad frizz and a raucous laugh. God, Margie. Long time no see.

The hamster stirred and turned to poke a small nose out of his shredded newsprint. A Sunday broadsheet had been used to line his cage and Cate found it fitting that a small pile of hamster droppings was now obscuring the face of a junior foreign minister who had been caught screwing one of his advisers on a Cabinet Office table. It must be a mark of motherhood that the first thing she had wondered was whether they had wiped it afterwards. With an antibacterial spray. She smiled and tapped her fingers on the bars. Hamish emerged and stretched a little stiffly. He was getting old but neither of the twins had mentioned replacing him when he died, as they had with previous pets. Another milestone reached. They didn’t tell you this at parentcraft classes or in the baby books. That one day pets would become passé and the opposite sex a little more diverting. That one day, long before you expected it, they reached an age when you could see their future so clearly, with all its chance and promise, and your own not at all, just an expanse of time with a great void where children used to be.

She watched the hamster climb onto his wheel, and left him spinning sedately to go and load the washing machine, reschedule Stevie’s dentist’s appointment so it didn’t clash with the twins’ netball fixture, and retrieve Dan’s dress shoes from the back of the airing cupboard. It was close to noon when she finally opened the door to the study. Compared to everywhere else, the little room at the far end of the upper hall was chaotic, the walls a riot of images torn from magazines, of Post-its with scribbled contact numbers and smears of paint samples.

Cate switched on the computer and eased a heavy tome from a pile of textbooks on the desk. She had two more days to finish her essay on Venetian glass before it had to be sent off. When she might finish the course was anyone’s guess. She’d been at it two years already. Two years of draughtsmanship and limewashing, of textiles and lighting, squeezed in between the school run and the swimming lessons and the Saturday sleepovers. As she waited for the computer to fire up she pulled a thick manila folder from the bookcase and flicked through the cuttings of villas for sale. Umbria, the Dordogne, Castilla La Mancha, Languedoc, scores of different dwellings clipped from magazines and adverts, some rustic and ramshackle, some pillared and marbled, all bathed in deep, golden light.

One day, when she’d finished, if they had the time and the money, she and Dan could go and see about buying somewhere that she could do up and sell on. He’d said as much when she’d started. She traced her fingers across the stuccoed exterior of a Tuscan steading and closed her eyes for a second, imagining the steady heat of a bright sun. They’d travelled a lot before the children came. Not just holidays. Real travel. The week in Guatemala, deep into the rainforest, watching a red-bottomed tarantula amble across their path, lying in the scraped-out hollow left, the night before, by a jaguar. The big bugs in Tanzania that they’d christened the B52s because they flew, blindly, into your face. The night-time horse ride in the Sonoran desert with just the coyotes for company. Dan running, helpless with laughter, from the small herd of angry javelina pigs.

Or the lovely medieval inn, near San Gimignano, before the Blairs went and spoiled it, when they ate orange cake for breakfast and the swallows dived around their heads and a dog barked distantly on another sunny hillside. When Dan might have laughed at her, but he also sat close and held her hand and told her, every so often, not that she cracked him up, but that he loved her. Really, truly loved her.


2

In the third cubicle from the left, Susann Lingenfelder was reaching a crescendo: ‘You go girl. You go. You go GIRL. You GO! YOU. GO. GIRL! YOU GOOOO!!!’

Marg Holland stood by the sinks and studied her reflection in the broad, darkly silvered mirror, flicking an imaginary speck of dust from the lapel of her black jacket. She stifled a yawn and checked her watch: 5.53 a.m. Two minutes of yodelling to go.

She remembered how surprised she’d been on her first day at Global News Corp’s European bureau when she’d learned of Susann Lingenfelder’s little morning ritual. ‘She goes for a pee at 5.50 a.m.,’ the PA had explained. ‘Then she likes to psych herself up.’

Marg had looked at her blankly. ‘Psych herself up?’

‘It’s just thigh slapping really,’ the girl said. ‘Like the haka, you know the thing the rugby guys do? But she likes someone there when she does it. Validation, I suppose. Last producer liked to join in.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Marg had wondered if it wasn’t too late to withdraw her application for the post of senior news producer and editor. But it was a dream of a job, even if it meant indulging the anchor’s peculiar little foibles. Marg understood foibles. And Susann Lingenfelder was good at what she did, Newscaster of the Year for the last two years running. If it took some thigh slapping to keep her on form, then so be it.

Now she almost didn’t hear the commotion in the cubicle and spent the time checking herself in the mirror. Straightened, shortish, warm blonde hair tucked sharply behind her ears, white blouse opened a little further down than it should be, the man’s watch, chunky, and slightly loose on a slim wrist still tanned from the Mogadishu trip. She stood back and smiled. Pretty damn hot. Her. Not Mogadishu.

A runner popped her head round the door with a frantic grin. ‘How we doin’?’

‘Susann,’ Marg leant towards the cubicle. ‘Are we good to go?’

Susann emerged and smoothed down the front of her sleek tweed trousers. ‘Good to go,’ she said confidently and strode from the loo. Marg went to follow but stopped as she caught the door. She could hear dripping. A tap wasn’t off. She turned back quickly, located the offending faucet and jerked it hard to the right. Then again. Off. Absolutely off. She double-checked from the door.

In the control booth above the studio, she slung her jacket over the seat back and slipped into her chair. She felt like a pilot. Beside her, the assistant producer was fixated on the red hand of the clock, sliding steadily towards 6 a.m. Susann was in her seat, scanning her computer screen, mouth moving soundlessly as she tested out awkward words in their phonetic spellings. Fron swa meeter ond. Keer giz stan. Marg clicked the earpiece mike to ‘on’ and bent forward. ‘Susann. On in ten. Lipstick smear. Front tooth. Right.’

She watched her anchor swipe her tongue across her teeth. Above Marg’s head, the images on the TV screens flashed and flickered like demons. Stand-off on the Kashmiri border. Small explosion in Sadr City. Bridge collapse in Austria. Gas prices on the up. She checked that the package on the new Tate installation was in from the arts correspondent. The dozy cow had been leaving everything until the last minute. The package was there. All set. All her ducks in a row. And how dull was that? She hoped something happened. Something big. Breaking news. And then the backscreen would flood blood red and the panic would swell all around her and she would stay cold and controlled. Like she always did. Like she could take all the chaos the world could create and hold it in the palm of her hand.

‘Three. Two. One. And live on air.’ The light went to green and Susann steadied her head with its helmet of glossy immovable hair and lit her veneered smile like a beacon. ‘Hi. I’m Susann Lingenfelder, and this is Morning Report. Rise and shine.’

High in the booth, Marg Holland bent over her display for her own daily ritual. ‘Lies and shite,’ she said, as she did every morning, low under her breath, in a very un-Susann-like kind of way.

The world hadn’t ended by 8.45 a.m., but the wires were reporting that students in Iran had gathered for their third demonstration in as many days. The news alert bar appeared, and Susann Lingenfelder gave a brief summary of the development, then swivelled to address the big screen behind her as it filled with an image of Rick Rutner. ‘Richard Rutner, our chief foreign correspondent, is in Tehran and joins us now. So, Rick, it looks like the protests are really gathering pace. Are we witnessing the first waves of a new revolution?’

Beneath his flak jacket he was wearing the shirt Marg had given him at Christmas, the sky-blue cotton, smooth as silk, which drew out his dark, grey eyes. He’d insisted on going with her to Ozwald Boateng to choose it.

The blue shirt was the uniform of the foreign correspondent. White said you were normally desk-bound, khaki said you were a wannabe, a T-shirt said your kit had been confiscated or you’d lost the plot completely. Marg had even known Rick to delay his segment for a precious few seconds while the collar of his favourite blue shirt was being pressed. She wondered if the viewers knew that behind most great foreign correspondents was some poor sod of a fixer running around with a bottle of Dab-It-Off and a travel iron. Did they never wonder how you get a knife-edge crease and stain-free armpits in the middle of a coup?

Rick Rutner nodded emphatically at the question. ‘It looks very much like it, Susann. This is the third day of political dissent that Tehran has seen this week . . .’

Marg watched his mouth as he talked. He had a marvellous mouth, thin-lipped, utterly masculine and bloody great to kiss. She’d once dumped a business journalist because his big soft lips reminded her of a baby’s bottom. Not that she’d ever kissed a baby’s bottom. Or was likely to do so.

It’s not that she actively disliked children, she just had no desire, no need, to make one of her own. There was a reason she was an only child. And her mum had said as much one raging night. That she’d never meant to get pregnant. Not then. And not with her. Marg had known already. Her Aunty Betty had informed her two years before that she was not only An Accident but also The Reason He Left. But even at age eleven, it had made sense. No point in getting upset. Call a spade a spade. Call your mother a sour, vindictive old bitch. If that’s what she was.

It all suited Rick fine, too. She knew he loved that she wasn’t so naive as to think she was his one and only, that she wasn’t angling for anything more than great company and good, if sporadic, sex. She loved that he was only around for part of the year, but could make her laugh when he was.

Marg eyed the clock. Enough of the revolting students. Time for the Tate.

‘Wrap it up, Susann,’ she said and Susann dutifully brought the two-way to a close, signing Rick off with her trademark ‘stay safe’. Rick nodded abruptly and stood still and unsmiling until his face was replaced by Tracey Emin’s giant wheelie bin upended in the foyer of the former Bankside Power Station.

Marg adjusted her headset. ‘Thanks, Rick. Slick and succinct. Just how I like it.’

‘Hey, babe, how’s my favourite girl?’

‘Not a clue.’ Marg laughed. ‘Give me her number and I’ll ask her.’

‘Very droll,’ said Rick. ‘So why are you not out here producing and why have I been lumbered with some Roedean alumnus with thick ankles and an attitude problem?’

‘Poor baby, so she doesn’t fancy you? But she needs the experience and Tehran this time of year makes my hair curl.’

‘I’ll make your hair curl.’

‘God, you’re so cheesy.’ Marg smiled indulgently. From the corner of her eye, she saw a flicker of panic cross Susann Lingenfelder’s face. ‘Gotta go. Autocue’s on the blink. See you when I see you.’

‘Big smacker,’ said Rick. ‘Go save us from an ad-libbing anchor.’

There was nothing quite like the first Bloody Mary of the day. Marg raised her glass to a good day’s work and to the man with the mullet. He had a magnificent mullet, whoever he was, a mane of golden hair that bobbed as energetically as he did inside his giant hamster ball.

‘All muscle groups get a great workout in the Rolovater,’ the man beamed at the camera. ‘Just six payments of thirty-nine ninety-nine and the Rolovater can be yours. Spin your way to a better body and a better life!’ He rattled off across the TV screen, a blur of bleached teeth and outrageous pecs.

Marg surveyed her apartment. As beautifully positioned as it was in Chelsea Bridge Wharf, even the most creative estate agent would be hard-pushed to describe it as anything other than bijou. She would have to pass on mullet man and his Rolovater. And anyway she was paying enough for Roy, the grievously expensive personal trainer, to whip her into shape. She flicked idly on through the shopping channels, past the spray-on hair remover that could epilate a yak and the control pants that reached from ankles to armpits squeezing as they went.

She stopped when she came to the jewellery channel. Now that was quite nice. Draped across a manicured female hand was an amethyst bracelet, the stones unusually big and round like the eggs of a small exotic bird. She liked the way the bracelet sparkled under the lights. And she loved purple. Every shade of it. Lilac, aubergine, violet. Especially violet, the colour of her first ever lipstick, the one she’d bought from Boots with the money from her Saturday job and worn, liberally applied, to school discos. What was it again? ‘Lick of Passion’. Frosted and vibrant. The one that Cate Wishart said made her look like she’d been punched in the gob. Marg found herself smiling. God, Cate.

The lady with the bracelet interrupted her thoughts: ‘If you’re thinking of buying this beautiful piece, you need to be quick.’

Marg peered at the price along the bottom of the screen. Only £59.99. A bargain, really, and just sixteen left. Now fifteen. Going fast. She drained her glass and reached for the phone, flicking one of her credit cards from her opened wallet with a practised hand. If she didn’t like it, she could give it to Susann or her PA for Christmas, although it was a little like the fake jewelled cuff she had given someone in the office last year. She couldn’t quite remember whom.

By the end of her third vodka and tomato juice she had almost been tempted by a grater that gave you carrots like miniature palm trees, but went, instead, for the scarf of crinkled silk that you could knot in one hundred different ways. If you carried around the book that showed you how. She closed her wallet and switched off the TV, suddenly feeling exhausted. Time for her nap. She’d tried lasting without a siesta until her bedtime at 9 p.m., but the 3 a.m. starts had taken their toll. So when everyone else was thinking afternoon tea, she was often tucked up in bed, dead to the world.

She stood up a little unsteadily and walked to the window. The street was quiet, just a handful of people with places to go. She watched two women meet at the café on the corner, heads bending in for a kiss on each cheek, smiles broad and intimate. They sat down at a table and slung their bags over the back of the seats, chattering constantly as they did so. Whatever they were talking about must have been funny, because one of them threw back her head in laughter and laid her hand on the other one’s arm.

Marg felt a sudden pang of regret. She didn’t have many female friends. The job made familiarity difficult and weekday routine virtually impossible, and news tended to kill off normal conversations. I’m getting my hair coloured at that new salon in Clerkenwell. Really? I’m interviewing a gangmaster about people trafficking from China.

She pulled the blinds shut and headed for the hall, past the Peter Howson print from Bosnia that Rick had given her. Jesus, she was feeling a little ropey, she needed to cut back on the Bloody Marys. It’s not exactly what Roy had in mind when he’d told her to drink nothing but vegetable juice before lunch.

In the kitchen, she took a slow breath and started from the doorway. Toaster, kettle, juicer. All off. Oven. Off. She swung the tap and pressed her fingers to its tip. No drips. She flicked the light switch, then felt it with her hand on the way out. It was the best way because when you feel a switch you know by its position that it’s off. Eyes can play tricks and Marg liked to be sure. She moved through the flat, flicking, ensuring, double-checking. Sometimes she got annoyed at herself for having to do it, most times the ritual passed almost without her noticing.

She reached the bedroom and shut the door. Everything checked and sorted. Everything perfect. She lay back on the bed with its soft, expensive sheets. And it was perfect, wasn’t it? This life she had crafted. Everything she’d ever hoped for. Back when she was a girl, back when she was Margie.
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It was close to 2 a.m. when Dan got home from the Ear, Nose and Throat do. Cate listened to him stumbling around the hall, tripping over the jumble of school bags and shoes at the bottom of the stairs. Stevie had woken at midnight with a squiffy bottom and Cate hadn’t been able to get back to sleep afterwards. Her essay was bothering her. She knew she was rushing it, but she didn’t want to ask for yet another extension. If she did, that would be the fourth time this year. She felt a sudden flash of annoyance. She’d heard from the tutor that two other students had made it down to the exhibition of Venetian glass at the Victoria and Albert. And all she was asking was for Dan to be around for a whole evening so she could have got a good couple of hours done. Instead of spending her time trying to find two sets of non-identical images of Antarctica on the Internet for the twins’ class project, and then extracting Stevie’s favourite Bratz doll from the letterbox and repairing its coltish limbs with wholly inadequate Sellotape splints.

She let him tiptoe into the bedroom before she said, ‘Hey,’ quite loudly.

‘God. I thought you would be ashleep.’ He sounded slurry and not unlike Sean Connery. Only Dan could sound good pissed.

‘Dr Drunk,’ said Cate. ‘I hope you didn’t drive home?’

‘Taxi,’ he mumbled. ‘Run me in tomorrow to pick up the car?’

‘Depends.’ Cate wasn’t feeling very charitable.

‘On what?’ He steadied himself against the wall to pull off his socks.

‘On what I’m doing.’

‘What are you doing?’ She watched through the gloom as he shrugged off his shirt and dropped his bow-tie on the dresser.

‘The essay that I still haven’t finished and the gym.’

‘Well that should be okay, shouldn’t it?’ He wobbled in the direction of the en suite, then stopped. ‘What’s that noise?’

‘Hamish. On his wheel. He’s always on it this time of night.’

‘How can they sleep through that?’ asked Dan. ‘We should oil it.’

‘I like it,’ said Cate. ‘It’s kind of comforting. And the girls don’t mind.’

Dan yawned. ‘Good night tonight. Lots of dosh. The trustees gave a guarantee to pay the balance for the new thoracic scanner.’

‘Really,’ said Cate. ‘Stevie had diarrhoea.’

‘How loose?’ Dan switched on the bathroom light and Cate blinked in the sharp glare.

‘How loose what?’

‘The stool.’

‘Dan, you don’t need to diagnose. It’s dealt with. I was just telling you, that’s all.’

‘Cate’s in a mood.’ He moved unsteadily across to the bed, and stooped to kiss her hard on the mouth. He tasted warm and sour.

‘And you’re inebriated,’ she said as he pulled away. He laughed as he shut the bathroom door. Cate turned over in the darkness. She knew he would never have kissed her like that had he not been.

It took three flights of stairs to reach the entrance to Tif’s Tone and Trim. Cate stopped at the bottom step and held her breath. The hallway always smelled of wee, and not always cats’. On the peeling green paint, just above the wheelie bins, a laminated notice had been stuck for as long as Cate had been going there. Your New Body Starts Here! With an arrow to point the way.

There were other gyms, of course, including a spanking new one by the out-of-town cinema complex which Cate had heard sprayed aromatherapy oils through the air conditioning and offered Indian head massage. But her friend Orla went here and Tif was here and it wouldn’t have felt right to quit, as so many other customers had. Dan laughed at her. He said you should never frequent an establishment with alliteration in the title, especially not a hairdresser, and definitely not a gym. He used the gym at the hospital. Not often, but enough to maintain muscle for his beloved cycling. Dr Dan, Action Man.

He had been suffering a little at breakfast and had snapped at the girls when they got into an argument over who was going to use the bathroom first. Cate had given him an Alka-Seltzer and a warning look and had run him to the Caledonian Hotel to retrieve his car after they had deposited the girls at school. He had kissed her when he got out, but it was chaste compared to his drunken embrace of the night before.

Now she was late for her Salsercise class. She dropped her gym bag at her feet and leant on the counter to sign herself in. Tif appeared from her office and flashed her gorgeous smile. ‘You running behind today?’

Cate nodded. ‘Fractious kids to be dropped off. Husband to be chauffered. Car to be picked up. You know how it is.’

‘Oh, I know.’ Tif handed her a locker key. ‘You’re okay. They’ve just started warming up.’ Cate smiled at her gratefully. This is why she loved coming here. Tif must have been fifty-eight if she was a day, but she had the body of a thirty-something – lithe, proportioned and toned. She’d been a dance teacher in a previous life but had caught the aerobics bug and had opened her own place fifteen years ago. She didn’t often take classes any more, though, not since the arthritis had tightened its grip. Cate sometimes found it hard to look at Tif’s hands, the lovely long fingers starting to claw involuntarily. Tif never mentioned it but it seemed unusually cruel that a woman who had cherished her body so carefully all her life should have it turn on her now.

Cate changed quickly into her kit and scraped her hair back into a small ponytail. She loved her hair. A little wavy and a little fair, and cut so it swung just above her jawline. She’d always worn it long, and had insisted that she always would, but there came an age when it seemed a little sad to have hair longer than your daughters. There were few people who could pull off tumbling tresses as they approached forty. As Orla said, you might think you resembled Elle MacPherson but it was far more likely you looked like Princess Anne.

Cate slipped into the back of the class, nodding at the instructor who was up on the small dais swinging her arms and legs to and fro, the two rows of women in front of her copying her moves like a troupe of trained monkeys.

Cate joined in the swaying, enjoying the heavy, syncopated beat. Orla spotted her in the mirror and turned to grin. A thin sheen of sweat was already coating her face. She made a motion with her hand and mouthed ‘Coffee?’

Cate grinned back and nodded. Coffee meant coffee and doughnuts. Their new bodies may start at Tif’s but they always ended up in the café next door.

‘So how’s the lovely Danny?’ Orla slung her gym bag under the table and collapsed into the seat, her face still pink with exertion.

‘Hungover,’ said Cate, doing the same.

‘Where were you?’

‘Well, he was out at a hospital fundraiser and I was at home doing nothing much.’

‘If my husband looked like Dan I wouldn’t let him out on his own,’ laughed Orla. ‘What are you after? The usual?’

Cate nodded and while Orla was at the counter fished into her bag and pulled out the mail. She’d grabbed it from the floor as she was leaving the house and had deposited it on Dan’s lap in the car, but he’d said it was all for her and had stuck it in her bag unread. She flicked through the bundle. There was a postcard from her mum and stepdad from Portofino, one of the stops on their latest cruise. Their postcards were always late – they’d actually got back last week – but Cate read it anyway. It was Ed who had written it, and it was full of his warm humour. Her mum had married him four years after Cate’s real dad had died. He was a lovely man, good and kind, and he made a great dad and a much-loved grampa. Cate adored him.

There were two bills, phone and gas, and a large white envelope with an illegible stamp. Cate scanned the single piece of foolscap inside. She gave a hollow laugh.

‘God.’

‘What is it?’ Orla deposited a tray with two cups of coffee and two doughnuts in the middle of the table.

‘The council are knocking down my old school. Jesus, I didn’t think it was that old. I didn’t think I was that old.’

‘Why are they writing to you to tell you they’re knocking it down?’ Orla looked confused.

‘They’re not,’ said Cate. ‘Some kind of school society is holding a fundraising do to try and save it. Look.’ She turned the letter round.

‘The Wrecker’s Ball,’ read Orla. ‘Join the fight to save Abbeyhill High. Forty pounds a head for a buffet and a tribute band for every era.’

‘Era!’ said Cate. ‘I have an era.’

‘Course you do,’ laughed Orla. ‘One of the ones that taste forgot.’ She took a noisy slurp of coffee. ‘Are you going to go?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t even know they were doing this. I didn’t know the school was under threat.’ Cate studied the letter again. Planners would decide in the autumn whether the building was to come down. The ball was at the Sheraton in less than a month.

Orla nudged the plate of doughnuts towards her. ‘Could be a laugh. Do you keep in touch with anyone?’

‘Not really. Well, Margie Holland, maybe. She was my best friend. But we just do Christmas cards now. She’s something in TV news in London.’

‘When did you last see her?’

‘God, years ago,’ said Cate. ‘She worked in Glasgow for a while but then she moved down south. The BBC in Bristol. And I met Dan . . .’ She tailed off.

‘Weird how that happens, isn’t it?’ said Orla. ‘You’re best pals with someone and then you end up complete strangers.’

‘I was sure we’d stay close,’ said Cate. ‘Some people manage to hang on to their best friends from school, don’t they?’

‘Not many,’ said Orla. ‘She famous?’

‘Not yet,’ said Cate. ‘But if anyone was going to be it was Margie.’ She thought of the last Christmas card she’d received, addressed, as always, to Cate Wishart. It had been a grand affair, glossy and embossed and printed with a personal message by a company that did such things for people too busy to bother. Margie never sent any other kind, although Cate wasn’t sure why she kept using them because for the last five years they had misspelled her name as Marg. Cate’s own Christmas card had been a more homespun effort, handmade from some lovely parchment paper she’d found at the Leith market and painstakingly penned in her best calligraphy.

‘You should go,’ said Orla, through a mouthful of doughnut. ‘You look fantastic. And they’re all bound to be fat and bald.’

‘Including the women?’

‘Maybe.’ Orla laughed.

‘But what have I done?’ asked Cate. ‘Six years at an ad agency after art college doesn’t really constitute a career. Aren’t these things all about self-aggrandisement?’

‘What have you done?’ Orla put down her mug. ‘You’ve had three gorgeous kids, and found yourself the sexiest husband this side of the Solway, who’s a doctor to boot, and you’ve got the best sense of style of anyone I know. Perfect life, Cate. Picture bloody perfect.’

‘But what have I done?’ Cate persisted.

Orla shook her head. ‘Will that Margie go?’

‘Doubt it,’ said Cate. ‘She hated school.’

‘You sound very different.’

‘We were.’ Cate placed the letter on the table and picked up her coffee. ‘But in a really good way.’

‘What, you were the swot and she was the party girl?’ asked Orla.

Cate pulled a face. ‘She was both actually. Really bright and a bit . . . off the wall. Direct as anything. God, she didn’t hold back in telling you what she thought.’

‘And here’s you, Mrs Amenable,’ said Orla. ‘How on earth did you hook up?’

‘She was sick on my gym shoes.’ Cate smiled. They were brand-new gym shoes, clean and black and smelling richly of rubber with a little panel of tight elastic to keep them snug. She’d felt the warm splash as they changed in the corridor for gym and had looked down and then up at the riotous light brown curls and brown eyes sparkling with surprise and a flash of mirth. ‘Oopsie,’ said the girl, as the teacher hurried her away to be doused and changed.

‘Please tell me that wasn’t secondary school,’ laughed Orla.

‘No,’ said Cate. ‘Primary one and day one, actually no, day two. On day one I sat beside a girl who peed herself because she was too scared to ask where the loos were.’

‘Jesus,’ giggled Orla. ‘Where were you? St Margaret’s College for the Blessedly Incontinent?’

Cate glanced again at the sheet of paper. She and Margie had been so excited when they moved up to Abbeyhill together. It had seemed so huge compared to their small primary. No prefab huts, just a massive stone edifice with endless corridors and cold, cold classrooms and stern if redundant etchings above the two entrances. Boys. Girls. And Margie hadn’t been fazed by it at all, giving the pupils and teachers all nicknames which made them seem far less terrifying. There were the fuckers, the senior boys and girls whom Margie had decided would be doing it without a shadow of a doubt, because she was obsessed with sex. And the girls who played hockey, stout with too much hair, were Chewbaccas. And the teacher with the dark pageboy was Dingo after Lindy Chamberlain, and even now Cate couldn’t remember her real name.

She and Margie had fitted in somewhere between the in-crowd and the desperados, another Margie moniker for the awkward few who hadn’t learned to fake the social graces as they had done, practising bored insouciance in front of the mirror, knotting their ties to suitable thickness. And then they had settled into a group of friends, a loose clique who never quite managed to understand or alter the bond between them.

Cate took a sip of her coffee. Margie Holland. God, it would be great to see her again.

Marg eyed the large dollop of dog shit on the sole of her new Brooks trainers and swore vehemently under her breath.

‘Just block it, Marg,’ barked Roy, jogging on the spot behind her. ‘It’s crap. It’s just crap. Now lean. And hold. Hoooooollllld.’

Marg stretched her foot forward on the park bench trying to ignore the smell rising from her shoe. She felt her gluteus maximus extend to what felt like breaking point.

‘Jesus, Roy, I want to be limber, not in bloody traction.’

‘Stick with it, love.’ Roy didn’t sound out of breath even though they’d been running around Battersea Park for forty minutes, although that’s maybe what fifteen years as a fireman did for you. ‘A year of these and you’ll have an ass like Paris Hilton.’

Marg twisted sharply to eyeball him. ‘Who says I don’t already?’

Roy smiled ruefully. ‘I’ve seen the video, love, and I get paid to watch you bend over. You got a ways to go there.’

‘Yeah,’ muttered Marg. ‘Two decades and a whole new DNA double helix. Hey, talking of decades, guess what I got in the mail this morning?’

Roy threw her a towel as she switched legs on the bench. He grinned. ‘Dentures? A conscience? Subscription to Reader’s Digest?’

‘Not far off on the last one,’ she said. ‘An invitation to my school reunion. Well, not a reunion as such. They’re planning on knocking the place down and some bright spark wants former pupils to rally round and save it. There’s a big do up in Edinburgh.’

Roy whistled. ‘Actually, you’re not in bad shape for an old bird. You going to go?’

‘Christ no!’ Marg did her stretch then perched on the edge of the bench and removed her trainer to scrape off the dog mess. ‘I honestly can’t imagine anything more dismal. I’m quite glad they’re demolishing it. It was just a bog standard comprehensive in an old stone building with some twirly bits on the top. Nothing special.’

‘Dunno,’ said Roy. ‘You might meet up with your old boyfriend, reignite that first love. It’s happening all over with Friends Reunited, you know.’

‘No first love,’ laughed Marg. ‘No loves at all. Just some frantic fumblings at school discos with boys with sweaty pits and a snog like sucking warm melon.’ She gave a little shudder.

‘Slutty Marg.’ Roy grinned at her.

‘Not slutty,’ said Marg, ‘so much as curious.’

Roy raised his eyebrows and gestured behind her. ‘We’ve got company.’

It was a girl, possibly about six years old, with long brown hair and a dully curious expression. She was standing a little way off on the grass watching them both.

‘Yes?’ said Marg flatly.

The girl bit her lip. ‘Is that your dog?’ She gestured towards a miniature Schnauzer ferreting in the bushes behind the bench.

Marg shook her head. ‘Don’t like dogs. Shouldn’t you be in school?’

‘I’ve got conjunctivitis,’ said the girl proudly.

‘Congratulations,’ said Marg. ‘Where’s your mum?’

The girl didn’t move. ‘Why do you not like dogs?’

‘They smell.’ Marg held up a trainer still smeared with dog mess. ‘And they get shit on your shoes.’

The girl slapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a hysterical giggle, then turned and ran off.
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