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         She had once heard herself described as lumpen.

         Lumpen. What a word.

         None of the other girls on the pitch was lumpen. She’d heard Marianne Reid described as svelte.

         Now there was a word. The way Marianne sped smoothly down the field, silky black hair flowing out behind her…svelte was exactly right.

         But Sandra was lumpen. She’d looked it up in a dictionary, but it wasn’t there.

         Lump…lumping…lumpy…lumpfish, but no lumpen.

         She knew what it meant though. They did it in English in Year 7.

         Suffixes.

         If wood + en = wooden, meaning made of wood, and ash + en=ashen, meaning made of or pertaining to ash, it stood to reason that lump + en= lumpen, meaning made of lumps.

         And that just about summed her up.

         She allowed herself to ponder upon her body. In magazines, the girls were slim, tall, with thighs the circumference of baguettes and pretty much the same length. She didn’t know how the photographers found so many skinny girls. The only ones like that at her school were anorexic or hadn’t started their periods yet.

         No, most girls she knew were gently rounded, lithe and glowing with health. They had energy and style, limbs that could fling themselves around with abandon and still look good. In the showers, they had breasts pert as peaches or heavy and promising like those little, golden-coloured melons she admired in Asda.

         Her own breasts were like two lumps of pale dough stuck to her chest, like on the biscuit ladies her Gran used to let her make from spare pastry when she was baking. Gran had died when Sandra was eight, so she didn’t make biscuit ladies any more. She missed the mess and warmth of her grandparents’ kitchen. The one at home was always neat and tidy.

         Sandra’s bottom was flattish where it should have been rounded and broad where it should have been narrow. And as for her thighs! Well, tears sprung up in her eyes as she contemplated their girth. It wasn’t so much that they were fat: they were very firm and strong. But in shape they were something like ice-cream cones – including the various ridges round the top. In fact, they were lumpy, despite their athleticism.

         Lumpen.

         She pushed herself off the goal-post. It looked as if the ball might come up her end soon. That Rachel Goodison was a cracking forward but as a stand-in left-back she was rubbish.

         An auburn-haired girl was winging her way past Rachel, ball deftly controlled at the end of her stick. Sandra readied herself for the shot. When it came she dived to the right, anticipating the arc perfectly, kicking the ball clear out of the D. Marianne Reid gathered it on her stick and made off down the pitch.

         Sandra returned to her position on the right-hand goal-post. At least no one could see how lumpen she was when she was in goal. The body-protection and pads made everyone look the same size and the face-guard covered the spots pretty effectively. That was the only reason they’d managed to talk her into playing hockey in the first place; she enjoyed the game, but no way was she ever going to bare her legs in those little pleated skirts like the others. Some of them even turned the skirts over at the waistband, to show off their tight little bottoms in their tight navy knickers as they ran.

         You daren’t do that when you were lumpen. Didn’t want to.

         It had been Mrs Hardisty who’d called her that a couple of years ago, when Francine Hardisty was getting married and was short of a bridesmaid. She’d wanted three, but they could only find two teenage girls who looked good in the frocks. Sandra, being lumpen, wouldn’t have fitted the image, so she didn’t get asked. But Sandra had heard Mrs Hardisty discussing it in the bread shop with Mrs Hope, the bridegroom’s mother.

         Sandra worked in the bread shop on Saturdays. There were some very lumpen loaves in there, so she felt quite at home. She got to hear an awful lot of gossip as well.

         When Mrs Hardisty died a year after the wedding, there were a lot of pursed lips that told Sandra all had not been as it seemed in the Hardisty household. No one would tell her just what Mrs Hardisty had died of; something to do with the gas oven. An accident. Had she inhaled too much oven-cleaner? Had the cooker fallen on her? Did it explode when she was cooking a casserole? No one would say.

         Sandra picked up snippets, though; gossip about Mr Hardisty’s appetites. Well, his wife did used to buy a lot of bread and would always go to the butcher’s next door straight afterwards. Maybe she cooked a lot of casseroles and bread-and-butter pudding because he was always hungry, and the cooker got worn out and that’s why it killed her.

         
             

         

         Mr Hardisty had become quite friendly with Dad. Well, Dad said they were business acquaintances but Dad wasn’t a businessman so that seemed a daft thing to say. He was manager of the bingo hall on the High Street now, ever since the cinema had closed down because of the multiplex they’d built out of town.

         Mr Hardisty was in finance. So they said. And whatever that meant.

         Mr Hardisty didn’t seem to mind that she was lumpen. He used to come and watch her play hockey quite regularly. Kind, Sandra’s mother called it; showing an avuncular interest. Sandra didn’t have many real uncles so it was quite nice really.

         Mr Hardisty said Sandra was well-built and ripe. She’d heard him tell Dad that she was burgeoning. Sandra didn’t think Dad knew what burgeoning meant and nor did she, but she hoped it didn’t mean lumpen. One day she’d look it up in the dictionary but she was scared it might mean ugly.

         Sometimes Mr Hardisty would carry the keeper’s pads in for Sandra at the end of the game. The other girls would stare and giggle, and ask who the old fellow was, but Sandra kept her cool and said he was just a family friend.

         She was flattered, if truth be told. And Mr Hardisty had told her once that she was very special to him … she supposed because he had no daughter left at home since Francine got married. In secret, she used to pretend that Mr Hardisty was her boyfriend – gentleman-friend, really. That sounded so much more sophisticated … wouldn’t half make the other girls sit up and take notice. Such a better class of relationship than they had with their acne-ridden lads from school. God, it made her want to puke sometimes to see how they stuck their tongues down each others’ throats. And the things they said they got up to on Saturday nights after they’d been to the pub! Sandra’s parents were very responsible people and would not let her go out with the others in town: under-age drinking was the only evening activity on offer in Wraith, so Sandra stayed in and watched a lot of television.

         Sometimes on a Saturday night Mr Hardisty would come round and they’d all play Trivial Pursuit. Mind you, they’d played the game so many times that they knew most of the answers already.

         She wondered if he’d come round tonight.

         Mandy Davies had invited her to a party but she wouldn’t go. In fact, she hadn’t been to a party since Eleanor Jackson’s when they were eleven. They’d been playing Hide and Seek, and Sandra had squeezed herself under a bed. Eleanor’s big brother Steven, thirteen at the time, had squeezed under it with her. It had felt quite nice at first, but then he’d started squeezing various bits of Sandra and that wasn’t quite so nice. So she’d decided that if that’s what parties were coming to, she’d stay away. She’d liked it best when there were Musical Chairs and Iced Gems, Pass the Parcel and sausages on sticks. To hear the girls talk now, every party was an alcoholic orgy. In Wraith! There was some talk that Eleanor’s even older brother, Tim, sometimes brought Blow.

         Blow what? Sandra wondered. Yeah, they had drugs education and sex education in school … had done lower down, anyway … but it was about as real to Sandra as the history lessons on the American Midwest. Sure, it happened, but not here, not now. It wasn’t relevant to her life.

         The ball hit the backboard like a rifle’s report. Jolted from her thoughts, Sandra stooped to retrieve it and passed it out to Rachel. 7-1now. At least the other team had scored, so they wouldn’t feel so bad about losing.

         Sandra didn’t like people to feel bad and never joined in the girlish gossip with the others. But most girls were really, really nice. They only said hurtful things when they were true, like about Sandra having no waist. It was absolutely spot-on. She did bend in the middle, but she didn’t curve in much the way most girls did. And about her hair being mousy!

         Next door’s cat, Ferdie, had brought a mouse in the other night and it was exactly, exactly the same colour as her hair. So when Andrea had made that comment, she was just being accurate; observant, really. It was flattering, in fact, to think that Andrea, so pretty and popular herself, had taken such an interest in Sandra’s appearance. Sandra was quietly pleased to have been noticed.

         The whistle blew and Miss Haggard picked up the ball. A fine drizzle was blowing at them as they trooped indoors, and Sandra was glad of her track-suit bottoms as she bent to un-strap the keeper’s pads and kickers. All the other girls had long, shapely legs, reddened now like warming embers. She wouldn’t want Mr Hardisty to see her legs – her lumpen legs – when he helped take her gear off.

         Because … he’d arrived on the touch line just fifteen minutes before the final whistle, in his camel overcoat and leather gloves and oatmeal suede shoes, looking distinguished. Miss Haggard looked at him quizzically but didn’t comment. Sandra liked that word: quizzically. She’d only just learnt it and was glad of an opportunity to try it out, even in her head.

         When she’d showered and changed and waved goodbye to the others, she started walking towards the bus stop. There’d be a ten minute wait, but never mind. She leant against the metal pole, mind empty. Soon, a sleek grey car drew up alongside her. The passenger-side window opened silently and Mr Hardisty leaned over, smiling.

         “Want a lift, Sandra?” He patted the breast pocket of his camel coat. “I’m just popping round to see your dad. It’s no trouble.”

         The drizzle had intensified and water was trickling down inside her collar, so she was glad of the offer. Once she’d climbed in, Mr Hardisty helped her remove her sodden anorak. The zip got stuck a bit but he fiddled about until it freed itself … kind of him to take the trouble, really, she supposed

         The Mercedes purred as it slid along the lanes towards Sandra’s home, slowing behind a flock of sheep being moved from one field to another. The farmer ignored the rain and the queue of cars as he strolled amiably along, whistling to the black and white collie bitch and occasionally shouting at her headstrong, rangy offspring, who was still learning the ropes.

         Sandra’s dad got impatient when they were delayed by livestock, but Mr Hardisty didn’t seem to mind, even though the sheep were filthy and bumped along the sides of his car, which was all clean and lustrous.

         Mr Hardisty switched off the engine.

         “We might as well just wait until they’ve all gone into the field,” he said. “Let’s just sit here in the quiet, enjoying the countryside.”

         ‘Enjoying the countryside?” she thought. ‘And it’s raining. And it’s February!’ But to Mr Hardisty, she just smiled compliantly.

         He put his left hand on top of her right one – which was lying on her thigh. Smiling, he reminded her, “I’ve told you that you’re special to me, haven’t I?”

         “Because Francine’s married and lives in Selby, do you mean? Like another daughter?”

         She reddened. God! His hand was on her thigh…well, nearly. Quickly she lifted her right hand to brush back a lock of hair that had fallen forward, but that made it worse. Mr Hardisty’s hand rose with hers and brushed heavily against her right breast … her lumpen breast! Embarrassment flared up her throat and swelled it to silence but he seemed unperturbed. Perhaps he hadn’t noticed. She’d better stop being so silly. Over-sensitive, her mother called her.

         “No, not like a daughter,” Mr Hardisty went on. “I see you as a woman of great promise, Sandra, great, great promise. And I think I could help you to fulfil that promise.”

         A woman: women tend to be plump, while girls tend to be slender. That must be it.

         “I don’t understand, Mr Hardisty,” she murmured. “It’s my A Levels next summer and my teachers don’t think I’m showing much promise in them. In fact I’m not even sure whether to bother applying to university at all.”

         “That’s not what I meant. And if we’re to be friends, you should start calling me Fergus. No, a woman like you will have no need of A Levels or university if you let me mould you as I know how. I could make a real woman of you.”

         A real woman, not a lumpen girl? He must be a magician. She looked at him wonderingly.

         
             

         

         ‘Fergus,’ she mused. ‘Unusual. Hmm.’ But how would he do it? And what would Mum and Dad say?

         “Let me explain.” His smile was suave. “You know that I’m a widower. My dear wife Enid died in tragic circumstances and of course I miss her terribly. But life must go on. One must look to the future, not the past.”

         “I suppose so.” Sandra was still puzzled.

         “Well, I see you as part of my future. No, don’t look shocked. I can see your promise, Sandra. To your father you’re still a schoolgirl, but I can see the real woman inside you, straining to get out. The reason for my visit to your father this morning is to seek his permission to ask for your hand in marriage.”

         He was talking like someone out of a nineteenth century novel, she thought, paralysed into silence. Her mind wouldn’t work.

         “What do you think, my dear? Can you give me an answer?”

         She managed to gasp out, “Don’t know … surprise … don’t know.”

         “Well, think about it. I won’t press you for an answer now, but I will speak to your father so it’s all above board. You’d make me a very happy man, Sandra, and I know what a kind-hearted girl you are.”

         He turned the key in the ignition and the engine throbbed gently. The sheep were all safely gated in, the lane ahead clear where it could be seen through the steamed-up windscreen and drizzly mist.

         On reaching home Sandra bolted in, leaving the front door ajar for Mr Hardisty … Fergus … to follow. She leapt heavily upstairs and shut herself in her room. The school anorak, wet uniform, shoes and tights were left in a steaming heap on the carpet. Taking her red candlewick dressing gown from the hook behind the door, she looked at herself afresh. She was a burgeoning woman, not a lumpen girl … although she still looked the same in the mirror.

         Her bed beckoned, the Barbie cover left over from childhood a warm reassurance that she need not face adulthood quite yet unless she wanted to. Did she? Did she want to? She lay hugging the duvet, thinking, surrounded by girly pinkness. If she said yes she’d have to learn to cook, to cook a lot more than she could imagine. She’d have to satisfy Mr Hardisty’s appetites and wondered if he liked Yorkshire Puddings. She could make those alright, out of a packet; very cheap, if you bought the supermarket’s own brand.

         Voices from downstairs told her that Mr Hardisty had found Dad. Jovial-sounding laughter drifted up. She heard her mother’s voice asking if anyone wanted tea or coffee.

         
             

         

         “This is a special occasion, Pamela.” That was Mr Hardisty’s voice. “Haven’t you got anything stronger?”

         What special occasion was that? Sandra wondered. Perhaps next door’s tabby had had its kittens. They were about due. She rubbed her hair dry, climbed into jeans and sweatshirt and started downstairs. If the kittens had arrived, she was keen to see them.

         When the lounge door opened, Mr and Mrs Pogson and Fergus turned to greet her. They had glasses in their hands. Sherry glasses, with sherry in them. Mr Hardisty took care not to spill it on his coat. A lot of fuss over a litter of kittens, she thought.

         “Congratulations, my darling.” Her mother rushed over and hugged her tearfully. “Well, fancy you keeping all this to yourself!”

         Sandra stared at the three adults in turn.

         “Dad’s just been telling me that Mr Hardisty, Fergus, wants you to be his wife! Such an honour! Quite the successful businessman, he is. You’ve done well for yourself. You’ll want for nothing.”

         Mrs Pogson thought smugly of Sally, her friend Josie’s girl, engaged to that Gary Gentry who was no more than a road-sweeper, though he did call himself an Environmental Operative. And she was pregnant, Mrs Pogson was sure. They mostly were, these days…if they bothered to get married at all, that is. Half of them were living over the brush and proud of it, but not her Sandra. Not now. What a weight that would be off her mind.

         “The wedding will be lovely,” she went on. “I’m so looking forward to it; something happy to look forward to after all the funerals.”

         Three of Sandra’s grandparents had died in the last eighteen months, plus Uncle Archie – Dad’s uncle, he was. Yes, it would do Mum good to have a wedding to plan.

         Sandra was still unable to speak. Her eyes sought out her father’s. He was looking rather emotional but saying nothing. His complexion was normally florid – something to do with high blood pressure – but now he seemed pale. His eyes glittered. Malcolm Pogson’s voice, when it came, was hesitant; hoarse.

         “Yes love. Congratulations. You must do all you can to make Fergus happy … and I’m sure he’ll do the same for you.”

         “Indeed, indeed.” Fergus’s laugh was bombastic.

         “There’s just one proviso, however,” Dad went on. “I really must insist that Sandra finishes her schooling. The wedding must wait until after her A Levels.”

         “But that’s over a year away,” said the groom-to-be, his left hand hovering over his breast pocket. “I don’t think I can wait that long. And Sandra will be eighteen in September, so we can marry then, with or without your consent, Malcolm. But I will agree to her staying on at school until the exams … no reason why not. She’ll have plenty of time for studying while I’m out on business. It will keep her occupied so she won’t miss Mum and Dad too much.” He smiled indulgently.

         Malcolm Pogson was silenced. Was it his daughter’s imagination, or did he look crestfallen?

         He seemed to be avoiding her eyes. Why was that? She thought the world of her father; would do anything to please him. His face was smiling, but not at her. It was as if a pane of glass had slid down from the ceiling, cutting him off from his daughter.

         Silence filled the pause.

         At last Malcolm seemed to rouse himself; he stepped forward to put an arm around her shoulders and propose a toast.

         “To my little girl: may she be happy in her life…” he choked on his words, “…with Fergus.”

         The husband to be oozed radiant satisfaction.

         “She’s not your little girl any more, Malcolm, but from today, my womanly helpmeet.”

         He crept up behind Sandra and laid his hand on her bottom.

         She gulped. He pressed. His fingers kneaded the flesh through her jeans, just a little, just enough for her to notice. A shiver passed up her body.

         What was that? What should she do? Did she like it? Was it allowed? More to the point, was she engaged? And how had this happened?

         An hour ago she’d been standing in the goal mouth thinking about Ferdie and the mouse. Now, an engagement had been announced … before she had given her answer. At least, she didn’t think she’d given an answer. She supposed she must have done, though. Mrs Fortune at school, her History teacher, was always saying that she must make her meaning clear. Be more explicit. Well, it looked as though she’d been more explicit than intended with Mr Hardisty. Would she ever get used to calling him Fergus?

         She’d have to. She’d given her word. She must have done.

         Sandra took the glass her mother offered and sipped the sweet, sticky liquid. God, she hated sherry, although she’d only had it once at their Alison’s wedding. Alison was her cousin who worked at the building society. She was tall and slim, with lumps only in the right places. Mind you, Rory, her husband, could be described as lumpen … if you could use that word for a man. Boy, really. That’s all he was. Not like Mr Hardisty: mature.

         She wished there was a bottle of Coke instead but she knew there wouldn’t be. Bad for the teeth, Mum said; wouldn’t have it in the house. There was always lemon barley water if anyone wanted a cold drink.

         Three sips and the world started spinning. The warmth of the room, the hugeness of the occasion overwhelmed her. Pins and needles pierced her face. Lips became taut, fingers rigidly contorted. Constriction crept up her throat. A ball thudded about in her upper chest, her breath shallow; throaty; fast. She fell heavily, knocking her shoulder on the corner of the table, and lay prone on the carpet.

         Dimly, she noticed the design which filled her view. The Axminster, down for years, was well cared-for: browns and beiges in a traditional pattern; very serviceable; very sensible. Wouldn’t clash with anything; wouldn’t go with anything, either. This thought lodged in her mind as reality tried to impinge itself on her consciousness.

         Mum was all a-flutter, but Fergus took control.

         “Just overcome with emotion, my dear,” he smarmed, helping her to her feet.

         Nevertheless, between them Mum and Dad helped her upstairs, leaving her on the bed to rest. Dad closed the door quietly when he left the room, still without eye-contact, and Sandra drifted into a light doze, not sure what to think or feel.

         In the sitting room Malcolm concentrated on the carpet. Hardisty stared through the window. From his breast pocket he extracted a small square of paper between finger and thumb.

         “You knew the deal, Malcolm.” His tone was cold. He waved the paper in front of his lips.

         “Not my fault if you didn’t know what you were doing! The proof is here in my hand … a nice little addition to any family album.” He wandered round the room, picking up ornaments here and there as if appraising their value.

         “Where do you keep yours, then?” He slid out a drawer in the polished unit. “I could always make another one to share with your family if you like, since I’m keeping the video for my own entertainment.”

         He laughed in the knowledge that he held Pogson in bondage.

         In the kitchen, Pamela Pogson cleared away the glasses and busied herself in the next room, wiping surfaces that were already spotless while her mind ranged over wedding-related matters.

         But not love. It never crossed her mind. If anyone had asked her she’d have said yes, of course she loved Malcolm and he loved her. It was a fact, not an emotion. The question of whether Fergus loved Sandra, or Sandra loved him, did not arise. They were getting married. Love was assumed. No need to delve any deeper. And Sandra would be well set up. Secure. The best anyone could hope for.

         The dress would have to be carefully chosen, to hide Sandra’s figure. She took after her father in the build department: hefty. Not fat exactly, just big-built. Better have little bridesmaids so they wouldn’t be any competition for Sandra. Love the girl though she did, Pamela’s honesty wouldn’t permit any false vanity over her daughter’s face or figure. She’d long ago faced up to the fact that Sandra was plain lumpen and that no man would ever want her for her looks, as Mrs Hardisty had said.

         Sad though this was, she couldn’t resist a glance in the little red-rimmed mirror, placed on the window ledge behind the taps so she could check her hair if the doorbell rang while she was washing up. One glance confirmed that she, Pamela, on the other hand, was pretty; always had been. Nothing flashy, you understand. Understated, she liked to think. But even now, at fifty-five, there was a neat symmetry to her features that pleased her. She kept herself nice. Clothes from Marks and Spencer, hair done once a month at Justine’s on the High Street (highlights every other visit). Quite slim, though that was more of a battle since the menopause, but she hadn’t let herself go. A tidy woman in every way: controlled; efficient.

         She hoped she’d passed on the control and efficiency to Sandra, even if she hadn’t passed on the trim figure. Still – it didn’t matter now. Mr Hardisty would mould the girl into the wife he wanted. Quite a catch, he was. Sandra would be a wealthy widow one day.

         She wiped out the fridge, running the cloth over the eggs in their tray even though they were only bought yesterday. Jade would be a nice colour for the bridesmaids’ dresses. She’d just nip round to Josie’s to tell her the news.
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         Malcolm Pogson traced the pattern on the carpet with his toes. This was a situation he didn’t know how to handle. Hardisty stared through the window. The man held him in thrall.

         “You knew the deal, Malcolm.” Hardisty’s tone was cold.

         “But she’s seventeen; an innocent. I’m her father.”

         “That boy on the boat was seventeen. And no doubt he had a father. What’s the difference? At least this will be legal.”

         Shame silenced Pogson. How had he let this happen? His blameless life ruined by a few minutes’ indiscretion.

         “Sandra will do me very nicely,” the older man continued. “She’s docile, compliant, good-natured, and she’s burgeoning. I can see that in a few years’ time she’ll be quite a voluptuous woman, and I’m still an active man: very active.” His grin was salacious. “I’ll show her the way to fulfilment.”

         From his breast pocket, Hardisty extracted the small square of paper between finger and thumb.

         “You knew the deal,” he repeated coldly, tapping his lips with the paper.

         Groaning inwardly, Malcolm said nothing. The clock ticked on the mantelpiece. A wedding present, it had stood on the same spot for nineteen years, a symbol of stability and normality. For that’s what the Pogsons were: stable; normal.

         Malcolm and Pam had married quite late in life. Neither had much of a past, romantically speaking, and when they met at a French Conversation class it seemed quite natural, as the only two unattached students in the group, for them to share text books and lifts. Their courtship had been conventional and managed, and they wed a year after the class had closed for the summer. A honeymoon in Le Touquet was chance to try out their French: Deux tasses de thé, s’il vous plait.

         47 Mulberry Crescent, a bay-windowed semi built of rustic brick between the wars, had been their home ever since. Malcolm kept it neatly decorated – they were very fond of magnolia – and the garden neat, with a conifer by the front door and bedding plants round the border in the summer. Pam was handy with a sewing machine and ran up lovely curtains with fabric bought quite cheaply from the market in town, where they went once a month on a Saturday morning. They were pleased with their life together, for it was satisfying in its own small way. When Sandra was born after two years of marriage, their little unit was complete. They never failed to thank God for the blessing of their daughter, each having believed that the chance of parenthood had passed them by.

         And so life continued, the parents delighting in and protecting their sweet-tempered though un-prepossessing child. They taught her about standards and morals. They protected her from the general seediness of life in the late decades of the twentieth century. She would not be subjected to the constant smut and violence that seemed the lot of most children nowadays. Her tele-viewing was carefully monitored. They taught her that Virtue was a virtue; that Kindness was a kindness; that Sin was a sin, and so she had grown up, safe and confident that she was loved, that the world was good, its inhabitants generous and protective. She need have no truck with the few who were not. But he had changed all that. In order to protect her from the truth, Malcolm must acquiesce to this marriage. That was the deal, and he was a man of his word.

         Looking up from the carpet, he caught Hardisty’s gaze. Fear pattered like a caged rat in Pogson’s chest. Sweat broke out on his lip. His tongue was tied.

         “Let’s make it early August,” decided Hardisty. “That’s plenty of time to make the arrangements. Good month for the honeymoon, and the girl will be back for the start of term in September.” For an instant, he flashed the picture in Malcolm’s face. “I expect Pam knows all about it, eh? I’ll book St Peter’s. The Reverend Jackson owes me one.”

         Malcolm wondered what indiscretion Reverend Jackson had committed but remained silent as the other man moved into the hall, donned his costly camel overcoat and left, calling a terse goodbye to Pam. Hearing his footsteps crunching down the gravel drive, Malcolm crouched down beneath the front room window, hiding in the folds of the green brocade curtains so lovingly sewn by Pam, desperate to obliterate himself from this life, this home, this betrayal.

         
            *

         

         Sandra rolled over in the bed and studied her bedroom, familiar as a womb.

         Being an only child she’d never had to share, apart from a tent on a Girl Guide camping trip. She’d found that quite embarrassing, really, because puberty had come suddenly and unexpectedly one night and had been difficult to cope with in secrecy.

         Getting married meant sharing a room. That would take some getting used to. She expected she and Mr Hardisty would have twin beds, like Mum and Dad. She never saw the point of a double bed. How could you expect to get a good night’s sleep with another person’s arm or leg taking up your space?

         She knew what went on in bed. God! You couldn’t get away from it. She wasn’t exactly afraid, just couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to actually do it. Must be blooming uncomfortable, she thought. Anyway, she doubted she would have to worry about that because Mr Hardisty … Fergus … was surely past it. When he said he wanted to marry her, he didn’t mean in that way, that was for sure. He wanted a companion, someone to go shopping with, some-one to keep the house nice and to have his tea on the table when he got in from work. Like Mum and Dad.

         She’d like that. She’d always liked playing house when she was little. Of course, Mr Hardisty already had a house – quite a big one, according to Dad – but he’d let her change things and buy stuff for it, she was sure. It would be like having a doll’s house, but for real.

         Tucked in one corner of her room, next to the white melamine desk where she did her homework and beneath the poster of a kitten peeping out of a basket, was her own doll’s house, made by Granddad from plywood when she was five. He’d used matchboxes covered with remnants of curtaining to make a settee and arm chairs. Other bits of furniture had been added over the years, bought with pocket money or given as stocking-fillers at Christmas.

         Throughout her childhood, Sandra had used the dolls’ house as the setting for her games of pretend. She would move the furniture around, occasionally fitting new carpets and curtains when there were off-cuts available, and populate the dwelling with imaginary friends and relatives … even a husband, sometimes. Now the husband could have a face, although the ones in her games had been much younger than Mr … than Fergus.

         Of course, at seventeen she was too old for dolls’ houses and had lately turned her attention to the room itself, wanting to make more of it. Last year she’d persuaded Dad to emulsion the walls in Rose White rather than magnolia. He’d taken some persuading – ‘you can’t go wrong with magnolia’ – but declared himself happy with the result. She’d quite like to get rid of the Barbie duvet cover, but Mum said there was plenty of wear left, so it stayed. When that was in the wash there was a grey and pink one picked up cheaply at the market.

         Recently she’d begun creating a little nook that pleased her. A triangular whatnot of stripped pine that had come from Uncle Archie’s house stood in the corner, to the left of the door. On it she laid her collection of pebbles, pretty ones she’d collected from the various north-eastern beaches when they’d been out for Sunday drives. The stones never looked as good when they’d dried out, but Sandra liked the feel of them in her hands. She recalled the smell of the sea and the grittiness of the sand as she picked them from the tide-line and rinsed them clean.

         The stones were on the lowest shelf, arranged on a length of blue muslin left over from a bridesmaid’s dress. She’d draped the gauze from the top shelf, where it was held in place by Copper’s bowl. She kept the water clean, the glass bright and shiny. Copper swam his (or her) life away, fed regularly, watched occasionally. His colour pleased Sandra: deeper than an ordinary goldfish. More bronze, really, she thought.

         To the left of the bowl was a ceramic burner in blue and white, with a concave top for water and your aromatic oils. A hole in the side created a miniature cavern to take a tiny candle or tea-light. As the candle burned and the water evaporated, the aroma of choice filled the room. Aunty Valerie had brought it back for Sandra from a holiday in Somerset, along with three little brown bottles containing essential oils: juniper, lavender and something called ylang ylang. Sandra like that one best, but couldn’t say why. Behind Copper’s bowl, stuck upright in a lump of plasticine, were two pheasant’s tail feathers she’d found on the moors near Goathland.

         A plant pot covered in seashells occupied the middle shelf, a short stem of ivy trailing from its perpetually moist soil. Sandra had only just begun to appreciate plants and had begged a cutting from Dad. She was hoping the ivy would fill out and trail properly right down to the floor. From the ceiling above, suspended from a cup-hook found in the kitchen drawer, a bamboo wind chime wafted and tinkled hollowly. This had been Sandra’s gift to her Granddad on the birthday before his death. It made her feel connected to his love.

         She hoped Mr Hardisty would be able to find space in their room for her whatnot; it meant a lot to her, although she knew it held nothing of value. Except Copper: all life is valuable, she reminded herself.

         Sandra was coming round to the idea of marrying Mr Hardisty. It would be nice and secure. She liked security. And it wouldn’t matter too much about her A Levels if she was married; married to Mr Hardisty. She remembered what she’d asked for when she got the wishbone last Sunday dinner: a gentleman-friend like Mr Hardisty. Wow! This was even better.

         Rising from her bed she crossed the room to kneel in front of the whatnot and examine, one by one, the objects displayed. She prodded the soil in the plant pot, testing for dampness. The pebbles rested comfortably in her palm, reassuring in their solidness. She played the feathers across her cheek, poured oil into the water in the burner, lit the candle and stared into the flame. A whiff of lavender scented the room, soothing and pleasant. As she relaxed into her imagination, Sandra conjured up images of what being married would be like.

         The white dress; the bridesmaid; the bouquet; the church decorated with summer flowers. A honeymoon somewhere abroad; lights twinkling on a night-time sea as she and her husband strolled hand in hand on a white sand beach, pausing to gaze into each other’s eyes when the love became overwhelming. She couldn’t quite see the husband in her mind’s eye, though she tried very hard to see him in the guise of Mr Hardisty. All she could see was a silhouette, and she had to admit to herself that it was the silhouette of a much younger man: quite tall and slender, whereas Mr Hardisty was of only medium height. Not fat, yet there was definitely a middle-aged look about his shape. But Sandra did not dwell on this. She was lucky to get the chance of such a fine husband; might never get a better one. She would be foolish to turn it down, especially when Mr Hardisty was obviously so keen.

         She made up her mind to do it. Mum and Dad definitely liked the idea, and Sandra had spent her life doing what they asked of her, always willingly. This would be no exception, and if she missed out on some fun on the way, so what? Fun had not featured much in her life; she barely knew what it was. Most of the time, fun seemed to lead to trouble, with over-indulgence in some form playing a major part. This was not the Pogson way. Nor, she felt sure, was it Fergus Hardisty’s way.

         Her thoughts were interrupted by her mother, proffering a cup of tea. Mother and daughter sat together on the bed, sharing a silent closeness.

         “I’m very happy for you, love,” said Pamela. “You’ll be well set up with Fergus. Never have to worry about money or a job. There’ll be plenty of time for yourself. You’ll make him a good little wife”

         Even as she said the words, she knew she should have been asking herself, ‘But will he make her a good husband?’ but the thought was not allowed to surface. This way, Sandra would not have that sinking feeling as, through her twenties, she watched her contemporaries walk up the aisle. She would not experience the loneliness, in her mid-thirties, of watching their children grow while she remained a spinster. For in Pamela’s eyes, things had not changed for the better with Women’s Lib and the sexual revolution. The prevailing belief that no marriage was better than a bad marriage had not found favour in the Pogson household.

         Little more was said between mother and daughter, save some reference to there being a lot of planning to do and guest lists to organise. Nothing about what it meant to be married, nothing to prepare the girl for the momentous change she had agreed to. Sandra must learn from following her mother’s example. She had been learning thus all her life and was, Pamela proudly admitted to herself, an admirably willing pupil.
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         Unobtrusively, the mother-in-law-to-be provided Fergus with a seldom-worn signet ring of her daughter’s and within a few days he appeared with an engagement ring of exactly the right size, a solitaire diamond set in white gold. The diamond was small and, to be honest, quite insignificant. This was not a ring designed to dazzle or make a proclamation of love: it was a ring that did the job. If Sandra had ever given it much thought she would have opted for something more striking: a ruby or an emerald set in a cluster of diamonds. But Sandra had been brought up not to attract attention and to be thankful for what she was given. It was unthinkable to voice dissatisfaction, so she smiled gratefully as the ring was slid onto her finger with an accompanying peck on the cheek.

         She only wore the ring to school once. Her heart had fluttered as she entered the form room, wondering who would be the first to notice. Because someone would notice, she was sure of that. Why, only the other week Mr Wilson, the form tutor, had come in without his wedding ring one day and by break the whole school was buzzing with the news that he’d left his brand new wife. It later transpired that an outbreak of dermatitis on the teacher’s hands had been the cause of the ring’s removal, but the observational skills of teenagers and the efficiency of the school grapevine were shown to be as effective as ever.

         Sandra had chosen a bad day, as it turned out. Just after Mr Wilson walked through the door carrying the register, the air was pierced by a deafening, intermittent hooting from the fire alarm. He waited until all had filed out towards the nearest exit before shutting the windows and following down the stone stairs, shushing his pupils from behind.

         Eight hundred young people, assorted teachers, office and kitchen staff, caretakers and other personnel strolled casually out to the assembly area, situated beneath the trees at the edge of the playground behind the school. Lines formed, youngsters moved about their length trying to arrange themselves into alphabetical order. The Deputy Head urged silence through a loud-hailer and teachers walked down the lines checking registers. Being two minutes to nine, however, there were many gaps. One school bus had not turned up yet and latecomers regular and irregular were still making their way through the streets. It was impossible to tell if there were any ‘bodies’ that might need rescuing. Disgruntled staff muttered darkly about what they’d do if they got their hands on the little beggar who’d set off the alarm. Senior Management made executive decisions about treating the whole thing as a real drill and following correct procedure. No one must move until a thorough search of the premises had taken place.

         Sandra stood in line next to Darren Pavior and Adam Quentin, two boys who were anathema to her. She had never exchanged a word with either, except once when she was in the same Drama group as Darren in Year 8. And so she stood, her moment of glory snatched from her, disappointed yet stalwart.

         The buildings were not big enough to house the 800 pupils comfortably, yet they were big enough to take an hour to search, and the problem was compounded by the arrival of delayed bus from Snellington fifteen minutes after the search began. The teacher delegated to await its arrival and divert the disembarking passengers to the assembly area had herself been diverted by an irate parent demanding words with the Headmaster on the subject of earrings. Repeated statements that the Head was at a meeting with the Education Authority and likely to be out of school all day did not go down well. By the time the harassed teacher managed to soothe the complainant, the latecomers had scattered to the hundred-odd corners of the buildings, bemused at the emptiness and silence yet reassured that, yes, school was open today, because the special bus had turned up and all the usual crowd got on it.

         By the time all the missing bodies had been accounted for or abandoned as absent, fifty minutes had elapsed. The silent, orderly lines of nine o’clock had disintegrated into chattering huddles. Teachers wandered hopelessly up and down the lines, urging their charges to be quiet and to stand in line. But what was the point? Staff members had no problem with enforcing rules, as long as they understood the reasoning behind them, but what was to be gained by keeping hundreds of kids standing outside in the cold March wind and rain, when they all knew there was no fire and, most probably, no bomb. It was obvious that some recalcitrant with a grudge had set the alarm off on purpose. Names of possible perpetrators buzzed through their minds; there would be much speculation in the staff-room at lunch time.

         For now they were forced to stand outside, getting crosser and crosser. Planned lessons would have to be abandoned, throwing the whole week’s schedule out of kilter…in some cases, the entire term’s planning. Backs started to ache, muscles to tighten, clothes to get damp and tempers to fray.

         At last the school was dismissed back to class and with time to make up, break was abandoned, lessons conducted in a rush by tense and irritable staff, with low levels of student concentration adding to the strain. There was no moment when Sandra’s classmates noticed her at all, let alone glance at her hand. As the day wore on, she lost any hope that for once, she might be the centre of attention. It probably served her right for wanting to show off. She should have known better. Sandra never wore the ring to school again.

         She kept quiet about her engagement until the end of the Summer Term. At home-time on the last day, Sandra stood with Andrea Scarr outside school, waiting for her father’s car to arrive. Sometimes, the Pogsons gave Andrea a lift to her grandparents’ home a few doors away from Number 47.

         The girls spoke casually while they waited.

         “Are you doing anything special over the summer, Sandra?” Andrea expected the usual shake of the head.

         “Well, actually, I’m getting married!” The bride-to-be was relieved to spill the beans at last.

         A stunned silence followed, before an incredulous, “What?” in a rising tone.

         “I’m getting married to Mr Hardisty, who my dad works for.”

         She was blushing deeply now, unsure of the other girl’s response. Was she laughing? Andrea, for once, was speechless. She forgot her manners and failed to wish Sandra good luck, much happiness or anything else. The engaged one waited for some sort of congratulation, some excitement, but there was none.

         For the truth was that Andrea did not believe her. Steadily, Sandra went on to tell of the wedding arrangements, where and when it would take place, but Andrea took it in silence. Her mind was racing over who she should ring up first to find out the truth; over why Sandra, (a pleasant, harmless enough geek) would make up such a story. She must really have flipped …unless, of course, it was true. But no, it couldn’t be!

         Little was said on the journey home, Andrea not wanting to pursue the matter in front of Mr Pogson, sure it was a fantasy which Sandra would regret inventing. Malcolm noticed and wondered about the tension in the car, but assumed it was due to some girlish disagreement. When they reached Mulberry Avenue, Andrea hopped out of the car briskly and ran up the street to her grandparents’ bungalow.

         Malcolm turned to Sandra.

         “Did everyone wish you good luck for the wedding, love?”

         “Those who knew about it did.” Not exactly a lie.

         Andrea reached her grandfather’s shed, bursting and breathless to find out what he knew.

         “Well aye, Andrea love. Reckon your Nan did say something about that Sandra lass getting wed. Can’t say I was listening, though. You’d best ask her yourself.”

         Which Andrea did, and was amazed to be told the facts of the matter as the elder Mrs Scarr knew them.

         
            *

         

         By the day of the wedding there was hardly a student at the school who didn’t know. A few of them clubbed together to send her a card but it was hard to decide what to write in it, not knowing the name of the groom and not really considering marriage to an old man worthy of congratulation. The card showed a pair of silver bells and the message, “Wishing you happiness on your wedding day”. Not a lot for twelve years of shared schooling.

         None of Sandra’s schoolmates was invited to the wedding; it never occurred to her parents that she might want them there. There was family enough on both sides to make a good crowd. No point in paying out good money on a reception for people you hardly knew.

         The days sped by. There were clothes to be bought, the bridesmaids to be schooled, the rehearsal gone through, and Sandra was looking forward to her big day. She knew it was wrong of her, but she really, really wanted to be the centre of attention for a short while; it was not that she didn’t get plenty of attention from her parents: she did. But she did not get admiration. Surely, on her wedding day, she would outshine the rest … or at least be noticed. Sandra trusted her mother’s judgement and was confident that, on the day, she would look her best ever.

         And of course, she would be the centre of Fergus’s attention for as long as he lived.
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