

            

                        [image: Cover]

            




	



[image: image]



 




		
Three Books in the Furious Fannies Series

1. The Furious Fannies

2. The Furious Fannies – Season One
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Dedication

This is the first humorous novel of a series of three and is dedicated to all those who play, bond, strive, and watch womens team sports, particularly rugby union.
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The Furious Fannies

‘A real Bohica moment, what does that mean…?’

‘It’s army slang for Bend Over Here It Comes Again…’

Both girls burst out laughing, they knew what that

meant from all ends up….

‘Machismo without panache is a dead stallion…’

The rugby forwards were nick-named the Howie’s, short for Howitzers and the backs called the Petticoats. The two youngest Petticoats – Romany and Gita – were also virgins and in a squad of multiform sexual diversity and raucous banter were christened by Heidi – the chief wag and enforcer of the side – as the Petticoats with a cherry on top…

‘You are an incubus of great mediocrity not to say a useless dollop.’

‘Who you calling a useless dollop?’

‘Whats the matter, incubus got too many sylabbles in it?... USELESS DOLLOP?’

‘The rugby authorities place a bung up the chuff of female referees when they are trained. This means that they are in a position of permanent incontinence that accounts for their bad temper, sour face, and non-stop blowing of the whistle to relieve the pressure…’

		
	

Prologue

It was two days to go before her diverse group of women – nicknamed the Furious Fannies –assembled for the first training session. Two days before the mixture of congenital oddballs, social misfits and relatively normal young women that held a mirror up to the Wiltshire sisterhood she had recruited, got together to see if there was a ladies rugby team in there scratching and clawing to get out. Then there was Ginnie herself, a twenty-seven-year-old sexually frustrated disaster area who had never managed to hold down a relationship with a man for more than three months. Was she good enough to play the game, captain and control this team and make the category life change she envisaged, or sleepwalking into a toxic shit storm of spitting cat-house proportions?

		
	

The Furious Fannies Squad – names, position, and occupation

Forwards (Nick-named the Howie’s for Howitzers)

Sarah ‘Rocky’ Cook – Loose-head Prop/Pack Leader. Hospital procurement manager.

Gina ‘Bohica’ McKinnon – The Happy Hooker. Tattooed and married Army private.

Mary-Jane ‘Biggie’ Bagnall – Tight-head Prop. Dairy farmer and very solid citizen.

Ellie Cooper – Elegant black lock. Hotel Receptionist/Masters archaeology student.

Heidi Prager – Second-row. A posh, unemployed Goth. Loves a fight & louche team joker.

Mandy ‘Judo’ Sawyer – Blind-side flanker, Judo black belt & martial arts teacher.

Sonja ‘J.J’ van Leer – Open-side flanker. South African care assistant & former player,

Billie ‘Put the Fire Out’ Hayden – Number Eight and fire-fighter.

Backs (called the Petticoats) 

Tanya ‘Flipper’ Bryan – Scrum-half, housewife, former gymnast, and mother of twin boys.

Mollie ‘Magical’ Cook – Fly-half and kicker. Van driver.

Romany ‘Blue Streak’ Cutler – Left-wing. Traveller and scrap metal collector.

Ginnie ‘The Skipper’ Joy – Founder, captain, inside-centre, and office manager. 

Iona ‘Tea Tray’ Pierce – Outside-centre. Former Pro. Athlete and now personal trainer

Gita Rodrigues – Right-wing, Anglo-Indian, waitress and squash player.

Avril ‘Love-Bites’ Gordon – Full-back and left-footed kicker. Married Army PTI

Replacements (Howie’s and Petticoats)

Jenny Hynes – Centre/Wing. Software developer, stepmother of two girls

Kayla Taylor – Prop/Front-row. Construction student and former hockey player.

Stella Winters – Full-back/wing. Construction student and future wife of Kayla above.

Cassie Betts – Prop/front-row replacement. Welsh and black former champion body builder.

Agnes ‘Aggy’ Dillon – Centre/wing. Former varsity rugby blue. Management trainee.

Silvie Greatorex – Lock/Back-row, petrol station employee, former hockey player.

Sheila Bates – Wing – Council cashier and former hockey player.

Alfreda ‘Alfie’ Cushing. Hooker/front-row, unemployed/former rugby player.

Sian Robartes – Athletic black cousin of Ellie Cooper’s boyfriend, utility back.

Coach – Lindsey Chene – warehouse worker and former alcoholic sacked lady’s rugby coach.

Assistant Coach – Sherry Moyes – lorry driver and former man now in transition

Groundsmen – Jimmy Corbett & Gavin Morris.

Others – lovers, rugby officials, supporters, rivals, family, and friends.

And – Claude Dillon, CEO of the second largest mutual building society in the UK.

		
	

Chapter One

If sex with men – looking back from the lofty position of her twenty-seven years on this scarlet earth, the last eleven of which she had been an ardent and enthusiastic devotee and keen tryer – had proven to be a more satisfying pastime; Virginia (Ginnie) Joy—now there’s a name for a subject like this—would not have given it up as a lost cause. When it had worked it was marvellous and broke the daily case-hardening inflicted upon her by a safe but ultimately repetitive supervisor’s job at the head office of a large building society, a mortgage on a miniscule singles apartment in a noisy Swindon block, ownership of a small unreliable eight-year old car and, not when driving if she could help it, too much alcohol – and was still, despite the claims of some of her pill-popping, line-snorting clubbing friends, the nearest she ever got to the inner peace and sublime elasticity that comes with moosh-drenched fulfilment.

When it bloody worked, in her case this didn’t seem to be very often.

And with this occasional burst of spun-gold orgasmic sunshine came all the indulgent male bullshitting, slobbering, oedipally fixated, ego-boosting, fantasy-acting mess, and prematurely frustrating hoops she had to jump through to get to one of those rare moosh-tingling occasions that she should be so favoured. She wouldn’t give it up, just the toxic, clingy mummy’s boy messy relationships that for her always seemed to come with it. From here on in permanent men – unless extra special and how rare were they? – would be banished to the nether regions of her life, peripheral occasional’s brought in when she needed an erect, twenty-minute staying rock-hard pork bayonet to salve her need and keep her sane, without if such a thing was possible, the white noise and childish attention that lasting proximity to its tumescence demanded. The whole male ego-stroking business had become, quite simply, just too much bloody trouble for the minimal gains that accompanied its required machismo pampering. 

It was time for Ginnie to move on. 

From here on in she would make her own rules, do her own thing, instead of hiding her common sense and natural practical ability to get things right and done behind the fake shining eyes of adoration she had formerly used to gain those precious and rare pulsing droplets of fulfilment from a self-serving male and anyone else who stood in her way. 

Her older brother Robert – now a teacher and married to the very pregnant Emily, also a teacher – had a nick-name for her when they were younger and it had been ‘Peppery.’ He’d given it to her because she was independent and tempestuous and couldn’t be told anything by him or their long-suffering parents. Since then, her attitude had changed as she had boldly taken her embryonic teenage independence out to an uncaring world and gradually learned that for her to lead a more harmonious life and get the occasional boyfriend and the sexual release that supposedly accompanied these ambrosial relationships, she had to acquiesce and flatter, pretend, and act the grateful companion. Well, that hadn’t worked either and so now she would go back to being ‘Peppery’ again. Acquiescence or nodding agreement with opinions she even mildly disagreed with was out. No shit would be taken and the sass would be hard and to the point and dished with a brutal honesty. Her de facto face to the mundane and uninteresting – other than work which was necessary tedium to be tolerated to pay her bills – would now come with the curl in her generous lips of bored disdain. When it suited her mood, she would spit and swear like a cornered hermit addressing the heavens on a thunderous night, and when it didn’t, she would turn on her heel and sashay away without a backward glance leaving a raised single digit. It was time to move her still young life onto a more fulfilling and honest place, all she needed was something to hone it all into a focussed and committed gaol.

And now, after two months of watching and thinking and discussing it with Aggy, her friend from the office where she worked and whose idea it was, she bloody-well had it.

*

At first the local evening newspaper was rather reluctant to take her advertisement. It was the first test of the new ‘Peppery’ Ginnie and she rose to the challenge magnificently. Eyes blazing, she demanded to see the manager immediately the young girl behind the tall counter with the sign saying ‘Classifieds’ had read, curled her glossy lip and then refused to accept her copy for an advertisement. The otherwise cocky girl was somewhat taken aback by the fierceness of the new Ginnies insistence and despite, or perhaps because of, the small, neck-craning interest from the watching queue forming behind her, dashed off into an inner sanctum to comply bearing this tiresome pain-in-the-arse woman’s intended advertising copy at arm’s length as if it would poison her elaborate nails. 

‘I must say it’s an unusual request,’ said the smarmy, balding Advertising Manager with a small smile waving her into his closet-sized glass domain behind the counter. ‘And not one I can recall that we’ve had in our classifieds before…’

‘Then it’s about time you broke that particular old out-of-date duck then, isn’t it?’ Ginnie said marching in to his busy-looking little business hole with her jaw stuck out pugnaciously.

The manager, who wore a badge naming him as Derek, shrugged and looked again at the piece of paper the receptionist had given him with Ginnies advertisement copy in bold capitals. ‘Perhaps we could tone it down a little bit…?’

‘Why? There’s no swear words, no overt sexual references or innuendo, nothing that going to upset the old gals and giff’s who read your moribund rag…’

‘Moribund’ she thought. Where did that come from, an Aggy word probably? I must get mad more often, it increases my word power.

‘Giff’s?’ he said ignoring her star turn and pompously picking another word.

‘Men,’ she replied sharply. ‘Giffer’s being middle aged and upwards. Old farts if you must, crumbly males who smell of tobacco and fried onions and have dandruff on their collars and dog hairs on their trousers and crackpot opinions…giff’s to me and my friends…unless you’d prefer fogies.’ 

She was enjoying the new her but resisted the urge to add ‘like you’re gonna be in a few years’ time.’

‘Okay…’ he said hesitantly looking back down at the bold type. ‘But this advertisement does have specific sexual references besides referring to females only between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five to get together for group fun and playing activities.’

‘Where are the specific sexual references?’

‘Here,’ he said tapping the section that she and her friend and confident Aggy Dillon at the head office complex where they both worked, had sweated over for ages to get the right feel and knew exactly what he was referring to. Aggy had wanted it to be even more risqué which would have never got passed this dickhead of a job’s worth.

He again tapped the copy.

‘This word you have spelled out with an asterisked beginning sounds pretty much like a well-known epithet to me m’ dear starting with ‘f’.’ He curled his thin lips around the ‘m’dear’ and couldn’t bring his sparsely ringed mouth to even whisper the ‘f’ letter.

She leaned over and made a point of reading the name tag on his lapel that she already knew. 

‘That’s not a well-known epithet, she said disdainfully. ‘It’s a little subtle innuendo and something that I suspect is way beyond your ability to understand…Derek.’

Her sneered insults were getting to him and deep red flush began to crawl up his neck.

‘Now that’ he said racking up the pomposity and getting to his feet, ‘is way beyond what I and this newspaper will stand for…’

‘Do you have a sports section?’ Ginnie said softening her approach a little before he threw her out.

He came down from the high horse he’d climbed on, sat down, and stroked his thinning scalp with a shrug.

‘Of course, we do. Our Saturday sport’s reporting is renowned for its factuality and professionalism and we carry all the local sporting leagues in our midweek roundup.’

‘Well then, you should have understood that the subtle innuendo of the word in question – which would have started with an ‘r’ if I hadn’t used the asterisk – refers to rucking, because, you see Derek, I ‘m looking to start a ladies rugby team not an orgiastic gathering of lesbians for sexual activities…’

The broad grin that followed left the poor obviously hen-pecked man whose only defence against the world of strong women he’d married into and from which his only relief was to be found here in this little closet of an office from which he could occasionally rule a small part of an inconsequential world…left him floundering, speechless and stuttering in embarrassment.

‘Okay, you’d better have a seat and we’ll start again,’ he said eventually slumping back into his own chair and from which, until this aggressive but good-looking harpy had crossed the threshold, he’d ruled this irrelevant mini-world of small ads and classified requirements.

It took them five minutes to compromise on an advertisement that satisfied them both and he agreed to run it for three nights starting on the following Thursday. The *…u…c…k…i…n…g just had to go otherwise he wouldn’t have accepted it. Her parting shot was a cheeky invitation to the newspaper to sponsor them.

‘Well, if you start to get some winning results we might run a few lines on the games,’ he said. ‘Have you chosen a name for the team yet?’ He opened the closet door to let her out as he asked the question.

‘I have’ Ginnie replied purposefully stepping on his toe as she stepped through the door.

‘It’s the Fantail Furies and you’re gonna want us in every week of the two thousand and eighteen playing season before the nationals get onto us because we’re going places and will sell more newspapers than all your other local whist drives, cribbage, darts, and domino leagues have ever done. Goodbye….’ She hesitated and then again disdainfully looked down at his pathetic name tag as if she’d forgotten it.

‘Derek.’

The advertisement was a great success with thirty-two replies. Who knew that the former railway town of Swindon and its downland surroundings harboured so many young ladies looking to relieve tension with some down-to-earth grovelling in the Wiltshire mud learning to ruck, maul, and scrummage and generally knock seven barrels of shite out of each other in the interest of getting an oblong shaped ball from one end of a pitch to the other?

Ginnie had missed the pre-Christmas start of the lady’s rugby season at the end of 2017/18 but hoped to use the second half of the season to prepare the team with perhaps a couple of matches towards the end before the summer break.

But first, the interviews.

		
	

Chapter Two

‘Me names Gina McKinnon, I’m in the army stationed at Tiddy barracks…’

‘Ginnie Joy, how do you do…Tiddy?’ Ginnie questioned as they shook hands outside the small interview room in the foyer of the Swindon hotel Ginnie had booked for the two weekends plus an extra Saturday of the interviews.

‘Tidworth, part of Salisbury Plain and home of the brave and workshy, khaki land for the army ground fighting forces and those of us who couldn’t hold down a proper job anywhere else…’

The fit looking young lady with the vague mixed Irish and cockney accent grinned and then followed Ginnie into the interview room and sat down on the single chair alongside the table opposite Ginnies laptop and mobile phone. She had heavily tattooed muscular arms revealed by neatly rolled up army fatigues to the elbows and matching camo pants. Her boots were army burnished; hair cut neat and short and she wore a little eyeliner and lipstick as if to soften the hard military image. She added a chuckle to the smile then leaned forward over the table and looked Ginnie in the eye.

‘I hear you’re looking for a few fit gals to start a rugby team…?’

‘I most certainly am and you’re the first one I’ve seen. Ginnie and Gina eh, could be fun when we’re doing lineout calls or whatever…’

They smiled at the proximity of their names little knowing that it would get even more complicated when a Gita joined the squad.

Until that point Ginnie had been feeling a little apprehensive about the interviews but in the face of this smiling and obviously fit and open young lady it all disappeared.

‘How long have you been in the army Gina?’

‘Six years. I joined when I wuz eighteen. Married Dave last year, another squaddie whose a tankie – mad little sod charges around Salisbury Plain in a CR2 all day – before coming back to our quarters and chasing me around the place…’ she grinned.

‘CR2?’

‘Challenger 2 tank, a fire-breathing metal dragon with a big gun sticking out the front…bit like Dave really…’ the grin turned into an infectious giggle.

Ginnie giggled with her, hoping this girl would join up. She was fun, fit, and irreverent.

‘Have you ever played rugby Gina?’ Ginnie asked getting back to the reason they were there.

‘Nope, but I’ve watched any number of games cos Dave plays for the army an’ I kinda like the idea of smashing into other girls on the way to scoring a try…’

‘Do you know the rules and any of the positions?’

Gina grinned. ‘Some of the rules go right over me ‘ead but if I ‘ad a choice I’d be a hooker’ she said without hesitation accompanied by a wink to cover the overt reference to the double meaning. She crossed one shiny boot over her thigh and continued.

‘A happy hooker, Dave tells me it’s a position, the rugby one that is, for feisty type’s an’ I’m certainly one of those – it’s the Irish in me which is the reason why I joined the Army in the first place. I’ve passed all me physics wif flying colours but ain’t so good on the written stuff.’

‘Your physics?’

‘Martial arts, assault courses, swimming in full combat gear, climbing, shooting at moving targets, unarmed combat and running, forever bloody running. I’m crazy about all that sort of stuff, even ran a half marathon a couple of weeks ago and beat most of the blokes…cept Dave. ‘E was miles in front of everybody. The skinny buggers built like a butcher’s dog, fit as a flea and twice as randy…’

This girl was heaven sent, Ginnie thought trying to remain objective.

‘What position does Dave play?’

‘Winger, told me to tell you he would help wif the training if you like but I’m not sure about that. He’s a horny little sod at the best of times and being around a bunch of girls rolling in the mud might get ‘im all juiced up…as it were.’

‘Then you’d have to sort him out,’ Ginnie said with a raised eyebrow.

‘Yeah, a real Bohica moment, probably in the bloody car park as the horny little sod would never wait til’ we got ‘ome…’

‘A real Bohica moment…?’ 

‘Army slang, means Bend over Here It Comes again…’

They both burst out laughing. They knew that one from all ends up.

‘I’ve also got a mate, Avril. She’s an Army P.T.I. Built like a whippet and just as fast, played in goal for a local Tiddy ladies football team ‘til they were disbanded a few weeks ago. She asked me to put in a word for her, got hands like a midwife an’ a kick like a sex-starved stallion. Dave reckons she’d make a good full-back. Couldn’t be ‘ere cos she’s getting married today... to another tankie called Mike. That’s me next stop when we’ve finished ‘ere, down the Tiddy church with Dave for the ceremony and in the pub getting pissed wif them an’ a bunch of other army mates for the rest of the day to celebrate…’

Built like a whippet, hands like a midwife and a kick like a sexed-starved stallion. Ginnie doubted if it was possible for a potential female rugby player to come with a higher and more aptly phrased rating.

After some more general chat about where and when they would start training and play, spiced with lots of girly giggling and more sexual innuendo about tankie Dave the horny husband, the effervescent Gina left with both knowing they had bonded well and it was a done deal. It might even be two ultra-fit women for the price of one because Gina promised to bring Avril along to the first training session in two weeks’ time – if she could still walk after her honeymoon in Blackpool. Having checked that she had Gina’s correct email Ginnie said goodbye to her first and undoubtedly the best she could expect in her recruitment campaign and turned to face her next interviewee still laughing inwardly at the Bohica reference. 

And then, in what would become the time-honoured fashion of highs followed by lows, the next one to walk through the door was a hesitant middle-aged man wearing a two-piece business suit over an M & S floral blouse, ladies sling backs with medium heels and heavy face make-up. Ginnie knew it was M & S because her mum had one just like it.

‘Hello…um, I’m Terry Moyes but you’ll have me down as…um… Sherry…’

‘Take a seat,’ Ginnie said waving to the chair recently evacuated by Gina and glancing at her interview sheet to hide her surprise and buy a little time.

‘Yes, I have a Miss Sherry Moyes down for ten-thirty.’ 

What exactly are you she felt like saying meeting his/her eyes for the first time? The answer came immediately.

‘I’m sorry for the deception but I’m a fifty-five-year-old divorced lorry driver trying to make the transition from being a man to a woman. I’m not there yet and have only just started, matter of fact this is my first outing without being fully dressed as a man…’

It all came out in a bit of a rush and for emphasis he nodded down at his medium heeled sling-back’s and fingered the collar of the floral blouse.

‘Do you prefer Terry or Sherry?’

‘Sherry – every time if you don’t mind.’

So be it, he was a she and Ginnie would use the female form of address.

‘You do know I’m recruiting for a women’s rugby team?’

‘Yes, yes. I’ve got the advertisement here,’ she fished out Ginnies ad from the suit trouser pocket and waved it at her.

Ginnie raised her eyebrows at her by way of enquiry as to what she was doing here.

‘Well…um…it’s like this. I thought this ad was an opportunity to finally take the plunge and become what I’ve wanted to be for many years which is a woman. As such I need to mix with other women and discuss womanly things like clothes and make-up. Pretty impossible with my work as a lorry driver with little or no social contact with females. I could help you with the team, drive the team bus for away games – I’ve got a full HGV license although I’d have to change the gender and photo, – pump up the balls and hand out the tackle bags. I’m too old to play but know my way around a rugby field from my school playing days and could be useful in many different and helpful ways…I…um…’ She swallowed hard and looked out the window for a few beats before getting up the courage to continue.

‘I haven’t had any of my bits done yet surgically but intend to have the first operation just as soon as I’ve got the confidence to book it. It’s all about confidence really…I sat in my bedroom for a long time this morning trying to decide what to wear here – the full drag with a wig, dress, heels, and make-up…for the first time other than around my own house…and finally decided on a sort of halfway house…at least it’s a start…’ She patted the wig and lifted both sling backs off the floor in emphasis.

Although in the weeks leading up to today Ginnie had thought through most situations that were likely to occur, this was not one of them. She sympathised with Sherry’s plight and might well have a useful general factotum spot for her but at this early stage in her recruitment campaign that was something all the other girls would have to buy into first. Whatever Sherry was, until she had the operation she was, as far as Ginnie knew, still officially a man. And this wasn’t a transgender orientation exercise either, there were specialist places for that.

 Ginnie made small talk for a few minutes before exercising her get-out clause by promising to check out the women’s section of the Rugby Football Union’s rules on such matters using changing room access as her reasoning, and would then let her know. If, that was, she thought, as Sherry tottered off out the door, the RFU had any such rules. She had spent a fair bit of time before these interviews reading up at the helpful RFU women’s section online and found nothing about men in transition.

The eleven o’clock interviewee, albeit fifteen minutes late, stood the normal world completely on its head. She was a tall and thin, black-studded leather-jacketed Goth with a face and ears full of metal, a head of wild, untamed but stiff black dyed and gelled hair that stuck upwards as if she was plugged into the mains, unlaced black Doc Martens and, as if to maintain the sombre colour, grazed and bruised knuckles and an enormous black eye. Add a sullen pout to the rest of the ensemble that slouched through the door with a wary look in her heavily kohled other eye making her face very Panda-like, and Ginnies immediate impression wouldn’t have got this one in a remand home let alone a ladies rugby team. 

Although, on closer inspection she could see that there was a good-looking girl beneath the heavy Goth make-up and angst, not to mention the black eye.

‘Heidi Prager?’ Ginnie said referring to her interview laptop list before waving the creaking leather Goth into a chair into which she slumped with a painful groan.

‘That’s correct. Please excuse me but I was involved in a nightclub fracas last night and took a bony fist in the eye as well as a couple of kicks in the complexities…’

She spoke with public school pronunciation in clear-voiced English that took Ginnie completely by surprise as she was expecting sloppy guttural reply delivered with a broad local accent and the rolled ‘Rs of lazy Wiltshire pronunciation.

‘The complexities...?’ She asked having paused for a few beats once again to get her bearings.

‘The nether regions of my lower anatomy that were not made for the steel toe caps of Doc Martens at terminal velocity impact. In short, having been ejected by the ugly and shaven-headed bouncers from the nightclub, one was involved in a catfight with a pair of dissonant skanks from that place beneath the earth where Lucifer lives in perpetual fire and brimstone. One took a rather brutal kick in the burrow culvert…my sublime gash if you will…or, to put it agriculturally, a toe-cap in the twat…’

The burrow covert and sublime gash – wonderful and opposite ways to describe her fanny. 

At least she’s recognised the local hayseed in me, Ginnie thought, and lowered…eventually…the fanny words to where she could interpret it easily as a twat, although using ‘sublime’ was a bit OTT…

Or was it? Perhaps to us women they should always be just that.

Heidi groaned as she placed one unlaced black-booted foot over the other.

Suddenly she grinned revealing a silver-coloured metal tongue staple.

‘You were fighting with a couple of girls?’ Ginnie brought the louche but beautifully rounded phraseology down to her own level.

‘Rolling around in the gutter like Gloucester Old Spot’s in a pool of watery shite.’

‘May I ask why?’

Another grin accompanied by a nod of the stiffly gelled head.

‘You may. It’s the same reason I’m here. Simply put I just love to fight... Boys or girls, I’m not gender partisan when it comes to my opponent’s. When I get a few tequila slammers inside me I want to punch people. It got me expelled from boarding school and kicked out of uni. According to my shrink, if I don’t start to re-channel the aggression very soon it will land me in prison. That’s why I’m here; your advertisement may be one of the answers, the violence of rugby maybe my salvation as also could be boxing or cage-fighting. Therapies to keep me out of choky…’

‘You have a shrink?’ Ginnie asked surprised. She had never met anyone who really had one of those. Some of her friends had been proscribed a few pills from the doctor for depression, yes, but a bona fide, laying on the leather-bound confessional couch of a live psychiatrist while he or she probed the mind and made notes in a leather-bound book? That was for rich people and Americans, wasn’t it?

‘Yeah, so do most of my focked-up well-orf friends…but then, they don’t get a smack in the eye and kicked in the twat for their phobias.’

The other world righted itself a little with Ginnies spontaneous giggle.

‘Have you got a job?’

‘Nope, I live with my dear Mama who is rather comfortably well orf herself, but even she’s getting near the end of a long and well-meaning tether and threatening to throw me out, so it’s time to look at alternatives…’

‘It’s really none of my business but do you use drugs?’

‘Occasionally, doesn’t everyone?’

‘Drugs, fighting, booze and rugby are a toxic combination and don’t mix,’ Ginnie said in her holier-than-thou voice cringing inwardly at the hyperbole because, apart from the fighting and rugby bits, she had tried the other two – especially alcohol – in some measure herself.

‘Tell me about it’ replied Prager dismissively. ‘What I need is something, preferably violent in nature, to replace them…and rugby, although I know nothing about it, seems like a potential solution.’

Ginnie considered the black Panda-eyed and sullen apparition lounging in the seat opposite her.

Like the man/woman Terry/Sherry, Heidi Prager wanted an association with her embryonic team for therapeutic reasons to take her away from an unsavoury and potentially disastrous mess of her life. However, when the team had their backs to the wall, someone who had fighting qualities like this girl and who wouldn’t back down, could be useful if those qualities could be correctly channelled. The only problem was her getting red-carded for punching the opposition when it suited her and therefore denying the team her services for the rest of the game…or games if she was suspended, or worse, dragging the other girls in to the fight with her. Sure, the fighting talk could well be a pose for the interview and Ginnies sake but the black eye looked like a real fist-driven shiner and knuckles don’t graze themselves. And as for the sore twat, she’d take that as a given!

Seeing Ginnie weighing her up, Heidi offered a little reasoning behind her punchy rebelliousness. 

‘When I was eight my beloved Daddy was killed in a helicopter crash, his own helicopter and he was flying it back from a business meeting in Scotland with his sexy, over-bosomed little secretary. Daddy always had a bitch on the go cos Mama didn’t put out sexually. The coroners report said that when he was found in the wreckage his trousers were around his ankles. They didn’t tell us what state she was in but the implication was that they were moistening each other in some sexual way as they were flying along. Although Daddy was a bastard for the women, he was an inventive, ambidextrous sort and shagging and flying a helicopter at the same time was well within his compass.’ She hesitated for a few beats and then grimaced. ‘Unless, as Mama said at the time, the actual helicopter’s compass or altimeter was obscured by her unshod knickers or something and he couldn’t see how low they were and where they were going when his world exploded…figuratively, of course…’

Heidi Prager smiled quietly at the sick but poignant joke and then gazed out of the window for a while in contemplation before adding:

‘Daddy was full of machismo and panache, he always said that machismo without panache is a dead stallion… which is what he became. The world seemed to turn to utter shite from that moment on but I am told I inherited some of my…attitude from him.’

Moistening each other! That was another new one on Ginnie and beautifully explicit – and while flying a helicopter! And as for ‘machismo without panache is a dead stallion…’ She recognised that from most of the men she had known. This girl, despite her weird looks and louche manner, had a wonderful way with words and was undoubtably up for a fight. If she could transfer that droll delivery to the changing room and the rugby pitch the team would be all the better for her presence. And another thing any team requires is someone to make them laugh when the going gets tough and if Ginnies own reaction was typical, then here she was.

She took Heidi’s email and mobile details and told her to report for the first training session in two weeks’ time.

‘Before you come to training try and dry out, clean up and mend the bruises,’ she said showing her the door. ‘And shed the metal, it’s not allowed on a rugby pitch. As for drugs, if I see any in the changing room or near the team…’ She let the rest of the sentence speak for itself.

‘Then there were three wise therapists’,’ drawled Heidi over her shoulder. ‘Mama, the shrinky and now the rugby coach. How could a skank-fighting tequila slamming girl fail? Chou, Chou baby…’

Ginnie sat down again to collect her thoughts before the next oddball came through the door. Heidi had described her as a rugby coach which she wasn’t. Team founder and player and maybe even captain, yes, coach no because she didn’t know a thing about training and the way to go about it, which reminded her that it was a position that had to be filled and was probably the most difficult recruitment of all. She did however, have someone coming soon that could address this position.

She checked her mobile for messages, there was nothing that couldn’t wait, before looking up as in walked the fifty-year-old tracksuit wearing Lindsey Chene who turned out to be the perfect answer to the very problem on Ginnies mind.

Having introduced herself – Chene was pronounced Chenee – she sat down and looked at Ginnie with a composed face and waited for the first question.

‘Not here as a player, I take it,’ Ginnie said with a reassuring smile.

‘Correct. I could manage maybe five minutes or so in a game but even then, I’d have to be stretchered off…’

‘So…?’ Ginnie said.

Lindsey took a deep breath.

‘I think…hope…that I ‘m just what you’re looking for. Until ten months ago and for pretty much of the 2012 -17 seasons I was the coach, changing room cleaner, touchline encourager, shoulder to cry on and general factotum of the Bellfield Road Ladies Rugby Union Team in Reading. Then, after a successful season – we were in third place of twelve in the league and won a couple of player trophy’s – they fired me. They said it was for bullying the girls, a suitable excuse covering all manner of iniquities nowadays. I said it was because they wanted someone younger and there was no shortage of candidates, including my male assistant who got the job…’

How long were you, their coach?’ Ginnie asked hardly daring to believe her luck.

‘Eight years, four times winners of the Berkshire and Hampshire ladies’ championship trophy with three of my girls going on to join Tyrell’s premiership ladies’ clubs and two of them subsequently selected for the England Red Roses squad and where they still are.’

‘Did you bully them?’

Lindsey smiled. ‘You will soon learn that the only way to get a diverse group of women to physically follow through with practised training drills on the pitch and in a match is to bawl at them from time-to-time from the side-lines. If that’s bullying then I am as guilty as the next coach because we all do it. That’s not bullying nor is it a slick answer but the truth. It takes quite a while to get a squad of twenty-five or so women to work cohesively and efficiently together on a rugby pitch, let alone turn up for training or the actual match with everything they need including sports bra, boots with the correct studs in for the conditions and, where required, tampons, just to get through the session.’

‘What have you been doing for the last ten months?’

Lindsey shrugged and looked out the window for a few beats before answering.

‘Moping around my council flat mainly. I’m divorced, my kids have long since flown the coup and my former husband has remarried. My dismissal from Reading, although it was made to look voluntary, hit me hard. I built that team over eight hard-working years; it was my life and there were times when I lost it so badly that I almost gave up…’ Her voice trailed away.

‘Can you still do it?’

‘Bloody right I can.’ She perked up and her lips settled into a determined line.

Ginnie looked down at the address on Lindsey’s email.

‘Reading to Swindon is quite a trek for twice a week training and Saturday home games.’

‘I’ll move down here. My flats on a month’s notice and I’m pissed off with Reading…’ She turned away and muttered. ‘Where I live is a bloody shithole anyway.’

‘Do you have a job?’

‘Temporary only in a warehouse and easy to replace…’

‘Do you still drink?’

Lindsey Chene went quiet and looked away before taking a deep breath and answering.

‘I have had a bit of a problem with alcohol since losing the coaching job. If you take me on, I’ll have a good reason to give the bloody stuff up…’

Ginnie leaned forward and looked without guile into Lindsey’s face. She didn’t want to lose this ultra-valuable lady but some things needed to be established right at the outset.

‘Okay Lindsey, you have all the skills required for this job and to be honest you are perfect for it and will be very useful…you answer to me as the team founder and however hard it is to get these girls motivated, its gentle encouragement only. If there’s any screaming and hollering to do, I’ll be the one to do it as the captain and founder. And although I’d be the last person to condemn anyone for having a glass or two after training or a game…it’s an occasional glass only when you’re on parade with my team…rocking up for training or a game as pissed as a cross-eyed owl in a sand-storm is not an option…understood?’

This, Ginnie thought as the words came out of her mouth, was the Peppery of her youth that she had been looking for. It was also the first time she had used the term my team and it felt good. And she gave an inner nod to her friend Malorie for the owl quote which had been one of her staples on their Saturday nights out clubbing.

Lindsey Chene nodded and heaved a big sigh of relief. 

‘Understood and I’ll give it one hundred percent. When do we start training?’

‘Two weeks’ time on a Tuesday and Thursday here in Swindon. I’ll email you the details and you’d better let me know when you can get away to come down and look around the place before we start.’

‘I’ll hand in my notice with the job and flat on Monday and start replacing them down here right away. I’ve got a little car so will be able to come down for training even if I haven’t got anywhere local to work or live.’

She got up to leave and then stopped at the door.

‘Thanks, Ginnie, this is a lifeline for me and I won’t let you down.’

As she walked away across the foyer of the hotel Ginnie couldn’t help but think that, although she wasn’t religious, someone up there was smiling down on her today. Sure, some of these women brought problems with their valued contribution, not the least being the gender-fluid Terry/Sherry, the aggressive but hilarious Heidi Prager and the possible drink problem that had just left with Lindsey, but if they, and she and the team, could get over those issues, the Fantail Furies would soon become a force to be reckoned with in West Country women’s rugby. She checked her mobile phone; the one o’clock had cancelled and would come along at around four to see if Ginnie could fit her in.

		
	

Chapter Three

‘Why have you called the team The Fantail Furies?’

The cheeky grin that accompanied the question came from a twenty-two-year-old mother of twin three-year old boys called Tanya Bryan. Before she had the twins –whose projected arrival had been a complete surprise – and then married their father in a rush, Tanya had been a budding gymnast who had competed at national level. The arrival of a baby, let alone twin boys, had taken a bit of getting used to and of course, put a stop to her career as a gymnast and, now, encouraged by her husband to get out and away from the twins to whom she’d been welded for their three years on this earth, she’d been looking for something physically to do while he took his turn looking after the very active boys.

Glancing down to check her notes because although it hadn’t come up yet, she had been expecting this question on the chosen name, Ginnie took a deep breath.

 ‘Fantail because it’s a play on words that specifically relates to women as in fannies at the tail end so to speak – and Furies because, according to my older brother Robert whose an English teacher and understands Greek Mythology – The Furies, Tisiphone, Megaera, and Alecto, their names – were goddesses of vengeance and retribution who punished men for crimes against the natural order. Now, I don’t have any grudge against men – she crossed her fingers under the desk when she said that because Tanya was very obviously happily married, ‘other than the fact that most of the men I’ve met or been in some kind of relationship with have been a complete and utter disappointment.’

Robert had always been the brainy one of the pair and had rehearsed her for an hour on how to pronounce the Greek goddesses’ names, but Ginnie was gradually catching him up in his quiet, dedicated teaching backwater of life as her experiences – mainly relationship disappointments and the reality of making her own way – hardened and equipped her to cope with an independent existence.

‘That’s a long-winded answer to your question but, in truth the Greek explanation is way over my head but I just liked the names and it somehow seemed to fit with a group of us girls taking on other teams from the sisterhood in a game of physical prowess…’

‘The Furious Fannies or Fanny Furies, eh’ Tanya giggled. ‘

 Ginnie smiled and nodded. ‘I like the first one and hadn’t thought of it but the Furious Fannies has an appropriate ring to it. I can almost hear those on the side-lines shouting it out and it would also make good copy for the local newspapers as well.’

‘Just until we hit the nationals’ Tanya grinned, ‘and get Facebook, Twitter and Snapchat on meltdown.’

‘Do you know anything about the game and positions?’

‘I used to watch it on the telly a lot and had a mad fancy for the cheeky Austin Healey who was an England scrum-half and now does commentating.’ A wistful look came into her eyes at the mention of the former England and Leicester player.

‘I think you’re made for that position,’ Ginnie said making a note. ‘Not too tall and because of your gymnastics training I should imagine quick thinking, bendy and probably very nippy….and cheeky with it.’

‘According to my husband I can bend and wriggle better and faster than a snake on speed…when the twins are finally asleep.’ She grinned.

Ginnie grinned with her. It seemed that you couldn’t keep sex out of these interviews. God knows what the sexual banter in the changing room and pitch training sessions would be like when they all got in the mood, especially Heidi.

And, why not?

‘When do we start?’ Tanya asked.

Pleased with her morning’s work so far Ginnie had a half an hour before her next one and went out to the café off the foyer for a coffee. Stirring cream into her cup Ginnie couldn’t help but think back on the morning. Most of the girls she’d met in her life thus far through her local comprehensive school, on-line college course, work and Swindon based socialising were normal. Sure, they, like her, had the usual hang-ups with money, booze, occasional drug use and errant boyfriends and such but that had been pretty much par for the growing-up course in her life thus far, but nothing like she was experiencing here. Her advertisement seems to have struck a chord and brought a couple of good potential players out of the woodwork as well as real oddball surprises.

Like Heidi Prager and Terry/Sherry Moyes.

‘Miss Joy?’

The tall and beautiful full-lipped black girl wearing a mid-blue uniformed two piece, with long flowing dreadlocks and a badge with ‘Ellie’ on it who had been behind the hotel reception desk for the morning directing her interviewees towards the chairs outside her room, stood looking down at her.

‘Yes?’

‘Can I join you for a couple of minutes, it’s my lunch break.’

‘Off course, have a seat.’ Ginnie moved her chair to make room.

‘No interviews for a bit?’ Ellie said sitting down placing her own coffee on the small, round table.

‘Next one’s at two,’ Ginnie said. ‘Had a one o’clock cancellation until four and for which I’m not sorry. Interviewing, although I’ve never done anything like this before, is hard work. Thanks for pointing them in the right direction.’

‘They’re here for an interview to join your lady’s rugby team?’

‘Thirty-three of them today, tomorrow and next Saturday morning if they all turn up in response to an advertisement in the Swindon Evening Advertiser.’

Ellie hesitated for a few beats looking down at her coffee before turning her big, dark brown eyes to Ginnie.

‘What type of girls are you looking for?’

Why, are you interested?’

‘Most definitely, if you think I have the necessary qualities to play.’

‘Rugby can accommodate all sorts of shapes and sizes between eighteen and thirty-five, even older, providing they are fit or at least have the desire to be so. Tall girls are especially wanted…’ she directed this comment and nodded directly at Ellie. This beautiful slim black girl must be at least six foot tall if she was an inch and had second-row written all over her according to the bare stats she had gleaned from watching a few games and the R.F.U. guidelines.

‘It can be a rough game though,’ Ginnie added. ‘Grovelling around in the mud wrestling with other girls for a wet bar of soap called a rugby ball…’

‘Oh, I know that, my archaeologist boyfriend plays for Wootton Bassett and I often go and watch the home games and then tend to his cuts and bruises afterwards.’

‘What’s Ellie short for?’ Ginnie nodded at the badge.

‘My full name is Elelendise Lucy Cooper.’

‘Elelendise is a beautiful and unusual name.’

‘Ellie is the nearest I can get to the full bit which does sometimes confuse people. Elelendise is ancient Saxon for ‘misfit’ or ‘outsider.’

‘Oh…and are you?’

‘Not at all, my dear father is an ancient English languages curator at the British Museum in London and he and my mother, who both come from Grenada, gave me the name because they said – as you and many others have – that it was beautiful and unusual and far outweighs its old-fashioned origins.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-six and I’ve got a BA from Bournemouth and am currently doing a Master’s Degree in Archaeology through the Open University with a view to digging up various parts of Wiltshire in search of Roman artefacts and clues to how they spent their time here. My boyfriend is already a qualified archaeologist and I hope to join him next year on various digs. This job in reception is to help me pay the bills.’

‘Elelendise,’ Ginnie said again rolling the word around her tongue.

‘Stick to Ellie, it’s easier,’ the beautiful black girl flashed her perfect teeth in a smile.

Ginnie put Ellie’s name and email address in her mobile and said she would be sending through the details of the first training session in a few days’ time.

As Ellie glided sinuously out of the door and across the lobby to her reception desk, Ginnie had a thought. If this beautiful black girl could move and handle a rugby ball half as well as she looked when she walked it was another exceptional recruitment.

After a successful morning Ginnies first two afternoon interviews were disappointments. The two o’clock was far too big weighing in at around twenty-six stone and the one after who tried very hard to mask her severe illness by describing it as ‘a central nervous system disorder that she had under full control with medication.’ 

‘Are you referring to a form of Epilepsy?’ asked Ginnie who knew a little about such matters as her Aunty Beryl had it and needed constant watch and medication. The interviewee gave Ginnie a shrug and a barely nodded affirmative. She put the pair down as gently as she could and stretched, checked her mobile for messages and went for a pee. On her way back across the lobby she glanced at Ellie behind the counter who gave her a big toothy smile and nodded towards the chairs outside her interviewing room and then gave her the thumbs up. Two women sat there waiting for her; one, a stocky, short-haired lady with glasses and a long plaited blond braid coming back over her shoulder to her waist at the front, and the other a rather delicate, pretty, blond with pink streaks in her blond bob and a demure way of sitting.

‘Hello,’ she said approaching them. ‘I’m Ginnie Joy, are you here for the rugby interviews?’

‘We sure are,’ said the stocky one with the braid and glasses standing up. ‘Sarah Cook and this is my younger sister Mollie.’

Sarah gave her a crushing handshake and Mollie settled for a shy smile. As sisters they were a long way apart in stature and looks and probably age.

Ushering them into her room Ginnie placed another chair alongside the visitor one in place and sat down behind her table.

‘I only had you, Sarah, down but I’m happy to do you both of you’re interested in joining us. Who wants to go first?’

Sarah cleared her throat indicating that it would be her and then began speaking in a crisp, no-nonsense way.

‘I’m thirty-two and work as an Assistant Procurement Manager in the catering section of the Great Western Hospital. I’m in a Civil Partnership with a nurse called Lucinda and – here’s the important and specific bit – have been playing as a tight-head prop and pack leader for the Supermarine Ladies R.F.U. team for the last six years where I’m known as ‘Rocky.’

Ginnie kept her face neutral but inside she was churning with excitement. Supermarine had won the Dorset and Wilts league for the last two years and it was watching them play in a couple of local matches – and the England ladies’ team on the television – that had first made up Ginnies mind to start her own team, and although she didn’t remember seeing this lady play for Supermarine, the very fact that she had been pack leader was a tremendous accolade to her skill and dedication.

‘Why are you interested in joining us, a new start-up team, when you’re already in the very best local side and well underway in this season?’

‘Rocky’ didn’t hesitate.

‘I injured my knee towards the end of last season and missed a lot of games. And when I went back to a training session last week there was over forty girls signed up for this year, at least eight of whom were props, and four of whom were already in the first fifteen squad. Also, like the men’s sides, they were running a first and second women’s fifteen this season and although the seconds are only just starting to get going there wasn’t much left for me in the first team. Your advertisement then came along and I thought it was time for a change. And with only another two or three years left to play, if I’m going to play rugby it might as well be for the first or the only team.’
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