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      Once upon a time, in a far away land of soot and grime, lived a little girl named Louise Henry.

      Louise was a bit of a dreamer, some of her school friends even regarded her as odd. For she always had her nose in a book and when she wasn’t reading, Louise was conjuring up stories in her head.

      Louise didn’t mind that she had few friends, for she was blessed with a loving family.  A golden haired kind mother and a courageous strong father who bought her books and pens and encouraged her to celebrate being different.

      Louise grew into a fine young lady, who was generous and full of spirit.  Like all good adventure stories, her life had ups and downs, there were good times and bad, happiness and pain, but Louise still held onto her dreams.

      This is a chapter of her life.  This is her fairytale…
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      “Tea’s done!”  I shout the words, hoping they will carry through the walls and into the living room where my dad and brother sit watching the evening news.  The heat from the oven fans my face as I open the door and pull the tray of pasties out.  They are golden brown, cooked to perfection and smell delicious.  I slide them onto four plates and then hurry back to the stove to take the chips out of the top oven and to stir the bubbling beans.

      “Grubs up!”  I yell again.  I hear the T.V being switched off and the creak of the kitchen door as it opens.  Dad ambles in, clad in his stripy pyjamas and scratching his head, he looks as if he’s ready for bed.

      “Where’s Robbie?”  My little brother, usually the first at the dining table is nowhere to be seen.

      “On his phone,” Dad hooks his thumb over his shoulder, “he’s had a new one.”

      “Where on earth did he get the money for that?”  I ask, spooning the beans carefully next to the pasties.

      “Probably best not to ask.”  Dad replies, scraping a chair out and plonking himself down.

      I blow a strand of hair out of my eyes as I rummage on the shelf for condiments.  “Help yourself to chips Dad.”

      “I don’t much like these supermarket brand ones,” he grumbles, smearing them with ketchup.

      “Well there isn’t much grocery money left …”  I trail off, smiling as he shovels a forkful into his mouth.

      Robbie skulks into the kitchen, running a hand through his dark tousled hair.  “Pasties again?”

      “Oh will you two stop complaining,” I sit down, smiling brightly, “this is good wholesome food and I’ve bought us a cake from the bakery for pudding.”

      Robbie’s eyes light up at the mention of sugary food, “chocolate cake?”

      “Yep,” I confirm, “with fresh cream.”

      “Where’s your Aunt Josie?”  Dad asks.

      “She’ll be here,” I reply, gazing at the clock.  Two minutes to six, there is a knock on the door and Bertie our Golden Retriever shoots off his bed and skids down the hallway.

      “Why does she have to come for tea every evening?”  Robbie pulls a face and prods at his beans, “do I have to eat these?”

      “Yes you do,” I say, swallowing a piece of steak bake, “it’s one of your five-a-day and you know Aunt Josie’s on her own.”  I ruffle his hair as I walk towards the front door and hear him tut at my burst of sisterly affection.  Bertie’s shackles are up and he is growling at the glass partition.

      “Hello Lou,” Aunt Josie bustles in, shaking drops of rain from her freshly styled hair.  “It’s raining cats and dogs out there.  Winter’s on its way.”

      “It’s only November, in theory still autumn” I reply, taking her coat and scarf, “have you been to the hairdressers?”

      Josie pats her lilac curls, “do you like it?  The trainee hairdresser talked me into having a change from my usual blue.”

      “It looks very nice, go on in now, tea is on the table.”  I follow her down the hallway and back into the kitchen.  Robbie has his feet up on the spare chair, I knock them off, irritated by his lack of manners and tell Aunt Josie to sit down.

      “How was school?”  I ask my fifteen year old brother.

      Robbie chews his food slowly, considering for a moment another day at Hayes Academy.

      “Alright,” he ducks his head, avoiding my gaze.

      “Did you make the rock cakes?”  I had spent yesterday scouring the shelves of the supermarket for the required ingredients for his home economics class.  They had been out of flour and currants, which resulted in a mad dash across the city to another supermarket, during my lunch break.

      “Er… urm… no.”

      “Oh.”  I place my fork down and am just about to grill him when the phone rings.

      “If that’s the Indian call centre again, tell them I’ve moved to North Korea.”  Dad smirks as I dive on the phone.

      A posh sounding lady says hello and introduces herself as Mrs Frostrich.

      “The headteacher?”  I ask, swallowing a lump of fear and darting a glance at Robbie who has turned pale.

      “Is that Mrs Henry?”

      “It’s Miss,” I reply, “Louise Henry, how can I help you?”

      “Ah sorry Miss Henry, I wonder if I could have a word about Robbie.”

      I stalk out of the kitchen and into the lounge, fumbling for the remote to mute the T.V.

      “Yes of course, is everything okay?”

      The headteacher sucks in a breath, “Robbie’s been missing classes Miss Henry.”

      Oh no, not again!  I sink down onto the sofa.

      “So far this week he hasn’t been to English, French or home economics.  Is there any reason for his absence?”

      The words fly out of my mouth before I have chance to think, “he has had a cough… and a bad stomach.”  I flush, embarrassed by my lies.

      The headteacher sniffs, “the school policy requires a phone call explaining any illness Miss Henry, on the first day and also any other subsequent days thereafter.”

      “I am very sorry,” I grip the phone, “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      “I hope so,” Mrs Frostrich says curtly, “otherwise we will have to involve the attendance officer, which would mean a series of home visits.”

      “Okay,” my head begins to throb.

      “Miss Henry…” the headteacher’s tone softens slightly, “is everything okay at home?”

      “Yes!”  I jump off the sofa, “everything’s fine.  It’s just a misunderstanding.  Robbie will be in tomorrow as normal.”

      “Very well.  Good evening then.” Buzz the line is dead.

      “What did she want?”  Asks Dad, as I plonk myself back at the table.

      I glare at my younger brother who is busy slicing a piece of the cake.  “HE, has been up to his old tricks again.”

      Dad chuckles, “what’s he done now?”

      “It isn’t funny,” I blow out an exasperated sigh, “why have you been skipping classes Robbie?”  I look at my brother who regards me with wide innocent eyes.

      “Dunno,” he licks cream off his middle finger and heaves his shoulders in an insouciant shrug.

      “That’s not a good enough reason,” I shriek, angered by his flippant attitude.  “Your education is important Robbie.  It’s your GCSE year.  How will you get into college without any qualifications?”

      Dad puffs out his chest, “listen to your sister love.”

      “So what is making a bunch of stupid rock cakes going to teach me?”

      “Er… well, it’s part of the curriculum Robbie,” my anger dissipates as I glance at his downcast face.  “Do you want to be working in a baker’s shop for the rest of your life like me?”

      “I want to play in a band,” he scuffs his trainers on the linoleum floor.

      “Yes.”  I shake his clenched fist, “but you still need to get your qualifications.  Especially English, maths and science.”

      Aunt Josie shakes vinegar from a soggy chip and says sagely, “I never passed one qualification.  The school of hard knocks taught me all I need to know.”

      I slide an annoyed glance at my aunt.  “What about university?”  I gabble, “you could study music and… drama.”

      “Too much debt,” Robbie snorts, “Ade’s brother just finished his degree and he’s working in McDonalds.”  Ade is Robbie’s best friend, a lanky buck teethed youth who lives five doors away.  I put my face in my hands, arguing with Robbie is pointless, he has an answer for everything.  Maybe I should lay the facts out plain and clear and hopefully it will quash this rebellious streak that seems to be growing in him again.

      “Look.”  I sort my face into its most serious expression, “if you keep playing truant we’re going to have people interfering.  The head teacher, attendance officer,” I list them on my fingers for emphasis, “maybe even social services.”

      Robbie’s adams apple bobs as my words sink in.  I surge ahead, furious with him again.

      “This is serious Robbie.  No more missing classes okay?”

      Swiftly he nods, “okay.  I’ll go upstairs then… finish off my homework.”

      As he scrapes back his chair and makes for the door I ask, “where were you anyway?”

      Robbie shrugs, looking satisfyingly guilty, “hanging around the music shops.”

      “Spending more of your paper round money?”  I tut and look at Dad.  He has finished eating and is flicking through the evening newspaper.  A feeling of irritation wells up inside me.  Why does he never reprimand him?  Robbie is his son after all.  Why should it be left to me, the older sister?

      “Urm… can I go now?”

      I wave Robbie away and stare at the piece of chocolate cake which Aunt Josie has thrust in front of me.  My appetite has suddenly vanished out the door with my brother.

      “Maybe later,” I mumble, taking the cake and depositing it in the fridge.  Dad is on his feet, telling me he is going to watch the local weather for the rest of the week.

      “That’d be right,” Aunt Josie’s knees creak as she pushes back her chair, “the men in this house always disappear when they’re chores to be done.”

      I run hot water into the bowl and scrape the remains off the chipped plates.

      “I can get it done quicker myself,” I sigh, slipping on the rubber gloves with a twang.

      “But love you’ve been at work all day.”  Aunt Josie picks up the teatowel, “and what’s your dad been doing?”

      I try to make light of her question, “painting I suppose.”

      “Painting,” Aunt Josie’s lip curls upwards.

      “He’s very talented,” I protest.

      “He needs a job,” Aunt Josie huffs, “it can’t be any good for him, sitting in that shed all day.  He’s become a recluse.  Other adult company would do him the world of good, don’t you agree?”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” I nod my agreement, “I’ll speak to him…”

      “Do you want me to have a word?” Josie stacks the plates neatly in the lower cupboard.

      “No!  Thanks for the concern, but I think it would be better coming from me.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I notice Aunt Josie staring at me with sympathy and smile, “shall we have a cup of tea and a gossip?  I noticed Hamish McDougall is back at number 64.  Has Mrs McDougall forgiven him for his clandestine affair?”

      “Oh you haven’t heard the best love…” Josie’s eyes twinkle with excitement as she pulls out a chair and begins chattering.
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      I wave off Aunt Josie an hour later, with a generous wedge of cake and an armful of recycled magazines.  A group of children are playing in the street, whizzing backwards and forwards on their scooters and bikes.  I watch them for a moment, leaning against the door jamb.  It’s good to hear the sounds of laughter and watch the sky darkening as night draws in.  Lights from the street lamps flicker intermittently, lighting up the fleet of cars parked close together.  A car is a luxury I can’t afford.  But maybe one day I think.

      Once Aunt Josie disappears out of view, I close the door, locking it securely and pull the heavy velvet curtains across.  I can hear the sound of Dad snoring over the chatter of the T.V and the muffled sounds of Robbie’s music thumping through the ceiling.  I walk up the hallway and back into the kitchen, pausing beside the dresser to stare at a photo frame.  I miss you Mum, I pick up the wooden frame, smiling at the picture of the fair haired, jolly looking woman.  She is sitting on a wall overlooking the sea, eating chips out of newspaper and laughing uproariously.  I place the frame down and my fingers slide across to another one.  It’s a shot of Mum and Dad on their wedding day, dressed in their finery, Dad looking so proud and Mum beaming with excitement.  They both look deliriously happy.  My eyes flicker to the largest ornate silver frame.  A photograph of the four of us; me as a young girl and Robbie as a baby.

      That was our once happy family, torn apart by cancer and Mum’s subsequent death ten years ago.

      “Lou, is that you?”  Dad is calling to me, his voice a faint warble through the paper thin walls of our terraced house.

      I stand in the doorway of the lounge, watching him rub the sleep from his eyes.  “Yes Dad, are you tired?”

      “Just a little,” he heaves himself across the sofa, allowing me room to sit next to him.

      “What have you been up to today?”  I ask lightly, picking at a loose thread on the cushion cover.

      “This and that,” his mouth curves upwards, “I’ve finished the painting I’ve been working on.”

      “That’s brilliant! Is this the landscape one?”

      “Yes and I’ve started a seaside scene,” Dad looks pleased with himself.

      “That’s great,” I nod enthusiastically, “have you erm… found any jobs you could apply for?”

      “There’s not much about at the moment love,” Dad rubs his whiskery chin and my spirits deflate at his words.  He’s said the same excuse for the past six months.  Prior to that he’d secured a temporary job as a twilight security guard but had left after a disagreement with his supervisor.  Currently he’s classed as unemployed, while I am working two jobs and running a household.  Thank goodness for the small benefits he receives off the government.  I look at his downturned face and my heart strings are well and truly tugged.  Since Mum has passed away, he has fallen into a pit of depression which he is still trying to claw his way out of.  He’s tried talking therapy, medication, even meditation and grief counselling, yet Dad still isn’t right ten years on.  I pine for my old Dad, the jolly young at heart man, full of life and exuberance.  I long for him to sing the old Motown songs that he’d used to love and curl the threadbare rug up and dance like he had when Mum was alive.  Grief still hangs around him like a shroud and is evident in his sad eyes and his melancholy tone whenever he mentions Mum.

      “Never mind then,” I pat his knee, “I’m sure something will turn up.  Shall I stick the kettle on?”  I reach over to kiss his warm, leathery cheek and we both watch the credits of the next programme roll up the T.V screen.
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      Later on that evening, as I am squirting bleach round the toilet rim, the telephone rings.  My brother who just happens to be passing, en route to the biscuit tin, brings it upstairs to me and announces it is one of my mates.

      “You know the one with the frizzy hair,” he mouths, taking a bite of his digestive.

      “You mean Heather?”  I whisper.

      “Yes, the goth…” he trails off smirking, as I point at the uncovered handset.  Robbie passes it over and then saunters off.

      “Hi Heather,” I push my floppy fringe out of my eyes.

      “Can you tell your brother I’m not a goth,” Heather sounds offended, “I’m also not an emo – or whatever they’re called now-a-days.”

      “You do wear an awful lot of black,” I respond, mentally visualising her dyed black bob, kohled black eyes, black clothes and matching nail varnish.

      “I prefer the term new age individual,” she says with an inflection of superiority.

      I try not to laugh and end up coughing on fresh air.

      “Are you alright Lou?”  Heather asks.

      “Yes thanks,” I reply, “just cleaning.  I think a bit of bleach went up my nose.”

      Heather sighs, “oh Lou I keep telling you to use natural cleaning products.  They’re so much better for you and also the environment.”

      “Well it’s done now,” I go into my bedroom and flop down on the bed.  “How are you?”

      “Oh I’m okay I suppose.”  Heather sighs, “frankly I need a night out.”

      “Well sure, I could do the weekend.”  I stare up at the lemon painted ceiling and my crystal light shade which moves softly in the breeze from the open window.

      Heather sniffs, “actually I was thinking this evening.”

      Drinking mid-week?  My mind scrabbles for excuses.  I want to relax; run a bubble bath, make a hot chocolate with whipped cream and marshmallows and spend the evening reading magazines.

      “Lou…” I hear Heather blow her nose and wonder if she’s been crying.

      “You don’t sound too good,” I struggle up onto my side, “I’ll come for a drink, but Heather I can’t stop late.  I’ve got work tomorrow.”

      “Louise Henry I love you.  Meet you there in half an hour?”

      Buzz the line is dead before I can reply.  I stare at my reflection in the mirror.  There are dark circles underneath my eyes and my chin is covered in spots.  Is that normal for a twenty five year old I wonder? Surely I should have outgrown premenstrual acne by now?  With a groan I sink onto the stool in front of my dressing table mirror and set to work, trying to make myself look vaguely presentable.

      The Feathery Duck is one of the oldest establishments in the local area.  It is just a short walk from my street and stands majestic in the middle of Marywell Avenue, next to the bakers where I work.  The archaic wooden beams extend from the outside façade into a small dimly lit bar and lounge.  We always meet in the bar.  I’m not sure why, I guess we like the working class ambience, the camaraderie of drinking with the local men who bicker and banter over the pool table and the dartboard.  The bar has sturdy oak tables, a hard tiled floor and old fashioned pumps.  The attached lounge has been refurbished into one of those fancy eateries.  Personally I find the plastic chairs and tables, the whitewashed walls and pop music all a little cheap and uninteresting.  The bar has character and on certain nights it also has Darren Walker.  He is the unrequited love of my life.  A burly six foot muscular specimen of a man who I have known since primary school.  He is a typical loveable rogue, a cheeky chappy with twinkling eyes and a ready smile for all the ladies.  He’s a regular in the Feathery Duck, some describe him as part of the furniture.  There had been a time; years ago, when we had briefly dated.  But it had lasted less than a week.  Darren Walker is afraid of commitment, he is famous for his wandering eye and his charm with the opposite sex.  Whereas I long to settle down, find my soulmate and live happily ever after.  Behind my guarded exterior and unbeknownst to my friends and family, I am a true romantic.

      “Lou!”  I turn around at the sound of my name.  Heather is on the other side of the street, locking up her flower shop.  I hurry across the pedestrian crossing and towards Flowers From Heaven.

      “Have you only just finished?”  I exclaim, a glance at my watch informs me it’s almost eight thirty.

      “Don’t remind me,” Heather turns the key in the lock and we watch the steel girder rumble its way down.  “Another last minute funeral order and a huge wedding this weekend.  I’m shattered.”  She passes me a box full of folders with the words accounts written on them.  “And the tax man’s on my back, to top it all off.”

      “You deserve a drink then,” I balance the box on one hip and press the crossing button.

      “I need a gin and tonic, I’ve had a hectic day.”

      

      We walked sprightly across the road and to the door of the pub.

      “How’s your day been?”  Asks Heather as I pull open the door and step aside to let her enter first.

      “Same as yours, the bakery was nonstop and then when I got home it all started again.  There’s always something to do.”

      Heather looks at me sympathetically, “I don’t know how you cope Lou.  At least I’ve got Mum and Dad to wait on me when I get home.”

      I bristle at her words, “Dad tries his best and Robbie, well he’s only fifteen.  I can’t expect him to run the house for me.”

      “Sorry,” Heather rubs my arm, “d’you want to get a seat and I’ll get the drinks in?”

      “Yep.”  I look around at the numerous vacant tables.  The Feathery Duck is always quiet mid week, but tonight there is only a handful of punters in.  I watch a small group of regulars take it in turns throwing darts at the board.  They nod their head at me as I toy with a sodden beer mat.

      “Is Sauvignon Blanc okay?”  Heather places the large glass of wine down on the table.

      “Perfect,” and it is: cold, refreshing and delicious.  I swallow a large gulp, smiling brightly at my friend who has started chattering about the drama series she is currently obsessed with.

      “You look different today,” I observe, when there is a lull in the conversation.

      “Do I?”  Heather peeks over the rim of her gin and tonic, “in what way?”

      “Your hair,” I glance at the sleek shiny black bob, “it’s straight.”

      “Yes,” she touches it with her free hand, “Marcus bought me straighteners.”

      “Oh.”  My smile fades at the mention of her on off boyfriend.  Marcus is a smarmy Italian with a wife and three children.  Heather has been his mistress for the past five years.  She knows I disapprove of their relationship, but that doesn’t stop her from loving him passionately.

      “Does it suit me d’you think?”  Heather pouts, as if she is about to take a selfie.

      “It looks nice…” I nod, “but I love your curls.”

      “Curls are so yesterday, so eighties.  Marcus told me I look like Dita Von Trapp.”

      “Who?”

      “You know, the burlesque dancer.”

      “Oh.”  I swallow more wine, “so what’s the mid week night out for?  You sounded upset on the phone.  Is there something wrong?”

      Heather sighs, “you know it’s my birthday soon?”

      “Yesssss,” I nudge her in the ribs, “the big three o, how are you going to cope with being middle aged?”

      “Watch it!”  Warns Heather with a grin, “thirty is the new twenty one according to all the glossy magazines.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I say with an eyeroll.  “What are you doing by the way?  Shall we go for a meal to celebrate?  Vegetarian of course.”

      “I was supposed to be going away for the weekend with Marcus,” Heather bangs her glass down, “but he’s got a family christening that he apparently can’t get out of.”

      I shake my head, “this is what happens when you mess with a married man.  You can do better Heather.”

      “I love him,” she replies quietly.

      I emit an exasperated sigh, how many times have we had this conversation?  I wonder. The subject of Heather’s love life crops up almost on a weekly basis.  She mopes over him and I am angry that he still remains married, even though his wife is apparently a living dragon who couldn’t care less about him.

      “If he loves you, then why is he still married?”  I ask bluntly.

      “It’s not that simple,” Heather simpers, “he has children and an awful lot of debt.  We need to take things slowly, plan ahead…”  She trails off, wincing at my incredulous stare.

      “This has been going on for years Heather, he’s had five years to leave her.”

      Suddenly Heather bursts into tears, mascara runs down her face in black streaks.  I immediately regret my abruptness, but my patience with Heather’s dubious love life is wearing seriously thin.

      “I’m so miserable,” she wails, “thirty years old and living with my parents with no likelihood of ever having children.  My biological clock is ticking away and I’m going to end up a lonely old spinster.”

      “You won’t if you end this charade of a relationship,” I take hold of her hand, “you’ve got so much going for you Heather.  You’re a gorgeous independent woman.  Yes you still live with the olds, but then so do I.  You’ve got your own business.  I would love to be a florist with my own shop.”

      “You’re right,” sniffs Heather, “so why don’t I finish it today – now!”  She fishes in her handbag for her phone and scrolls quickly through her contacts.

      “What are you going to tell him?”  I ask nervously.

      Her fingers are flying over the screen and she looks scarily determined.

      “I’ve told him our relationship is over and not to contact me again.  There,” she presses the send button and then breaks down into fresh tears, “what have I done?”

      “The right thing,” I say crisply, “give it to me.”  I wait until Heather has reluctantly handed her phone over.

      “I’m deleting and blocking his number from your address book,” I announce, my fingers moving over the screen, “is he your Facebook friend?”

      “Yes,” she responds, her face a picture of misery.

      “Not anymore.  Do you have him on any other social media?”

      “Instagram.”

      I search through her followers until I found Marcus’s smarmy face grinning at me from the screen, “hot blooded Italian?”  I snort, my eyes resting on his username, “more like Italian creep.”

      “Gone.”  I announce with a satisfied smirk.  “Now you’re free to date whoever you like.”

      Heather’s bottom lip trembles, “you’re a hard woman Louise Henry.”

      “One day you’ll thank me for this,” I say firmly, “so shall we have another drink to celebrate your single status?”

      “Make it a double,” Heather calls after me as I hotfoot it to the bar.

      “Same again?”  Brian the burly bar man hoists his frame off the beer pumps and ambles my way with a friendly smile.

      “Please.”  I dig in my coat pocket for change, extracting a crumpled bus ticket, a worn down lipstick and a folded ten pound note.

      “Your fella was in here last night,” he sloshes wine into my glass and I look at him with puzzlement.

      “My fella?”  I repeat.

      “Is there a parrot in here?” Brian clicks his fingers, searching his memory for a name, “Darren, the one who plays for the pool team.”

      “You mean Darren Walker?”  I splutter the words, “he’s not my erm… fella.”

      Brian’s eyebrows lift into two bushy arches, “your friend then.”

      I open my mouth to tell him we aren’t even that, but Brian rushes ahead with the following words, “him and Patrick Dempsey were blind drunk again.  Marjorie asked them to leave, politely like, but they were acting up – giving us gip, annoying the other punters.”

      Marjorie his wife pops her head above the rim of the bar, “they were causing trouble again Lou… getting rowdy and lippy.  A couple of the bikers almost smacked them one.”

      I clear my throat, “Darren Walker’s nothing to do with me.  Sure we went through school together, but that’s it.  We have no relationship.”

      Marjorie purses her lips and glances over me with suspicious eyes, “well after what happened last Christmas, and the way you’re always fooling around with each other, I just presumed you were a sort of… item.”

      I feel a blush creep its way up my neck and into my cheeks as I remember the kiss Darren and I had shared under the mistletoe in this very bar.  At the time I hadn’t realised that so many people had noticed us fawning over each other.  I blamed too much festive cheer, but the truth was I had fancied Darren Walker for years and had wanted to be his girlfriend since primary school.

      “We’re not together,” I snap, picking up the drinks and moving back, “but maybe you should bar him, if he’s causing trouble.”

      “He’s always been trouble,” Brian shakes his head, “we didn’t mean to upset you love.”

      “Yeah,” chips in Marjorie, “forget Darren Walker.  You’re too good for him love.”

      “He’s forgotten,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “What was that about?”  Heather quizzes me as soon as I am sitting next to her.

      “Darren Walker,” I reply, briefly closing my eyes and allowing a mental image of his handsome face to float in front of me.

      Heather rolls her eyes and says with a ladylike growl, “another waste of space.  We don’t have much luck with men do we?”

      “I suppose not,” I reply glumly, holding up my glass.  “Here’s to being single and carefree.”

      Heather chinks hers against mine, “here’s to being sex starved and miserable.”

      Her words ring in my ears, reminding me yet again what a total failure my love life is.
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      The alarm rouses me from a deep sleep at six o’clock the next morning.  I fumble groggily for my Mickey Mouse clock and bang the off switch, until the piercing noise halts.  Then I let my throbbing head fall back on the soft pillows, bitterly regretting that fourth glass of wine I consumed last night.  Rain patters gently on the windows and I groan with the knowledge that in another half an hour I will be striding round the estate in my rain coat, trying to control three energetic dogs.  Yes that is my second job.  As well as working in a baker’s shop, I am also a dog walker.  As I lie here, endeavouring to muster some energy for the day, I hear our own dog Bertie whimpering at my bedroom door.  With a sigh I swing upwards and pad over to let him in.

      “Hello boy,” I pat his head affectionately, staggering back slightly as he jumps up me.  “Do you want to go see your friends?”

      He wags his tail furiously in response and watches me pull on my tracksuit and running shoes.  I gather my shoulder length blonde hair into a ponytail, secure it with a scrunchie and plod into the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      The house is quiet, it will be another hour at least until Robbie and Dad surface, but still I tiptoe around, making as little noise as possible.  As I am waiting for the kettle to boil, I grab a handful of nuts and seeds and scurry out into the garden.  It is still raining lightly, but it’s a mild morning and the birds are chirruping high in the trees, waiting for their breakfast.  Feeding the birds has become part of my morning routine and the same ones wait for me now each day; the one legged pigeon and the aggressive blackbird, the family of robins and the sweet sounding thrush.  Over the years I have gained their trust and now as I scatter the food, they swoop from the trees and peck at my feet.  It’s a nice start to the day and it makes me feel like a Snow White type of character, minus the castle and the handsome prince of course.  My lawn is soon covered with birds and I watch them for a moment before Bertie, having grown bored of sniffing in the bushes, bounds onto the grass wanting to play and scares them all away.

      I wipe my feet on the mat before going inside to make coffee.  It’s too early for breakfast, but caffeine is always welcome at the start of each day.  As I sip my drink, I rifle through the mail, putting the bills in a pile and binning the fast food flyers.  I peer into my purse, there are two crisp twenty pound notes, the remainder of my meagre salary.  Thankfully I will be paid at the end of the week and it couldn’t come soon enough.  Maybe I could treat us to a takeaway this evening, but then I remember the groceries I need to purchase and the dinner money that Robbie needs for the rest of the week.

      I put my purse back in the drawer and pull on my trench coat.  Bertie lets out a low grumble and skitters about excitedly as I go to fetch his lead.  I clip it onto his collar and he immediately pulls me down the hall.  Once out of the door, we are up the garden path and turning right.  Bertie knows the routine.  We walk up our street and turn into Primrose Lane, heading towards number 17.  Mrs Perrin’s house is an old detached, with a high fence and a majestic Weeping Willow in the garden.  I have always admired this property.  The front garden is overgrown and wildly romantic; full of flowering bushes and gorgeous trees and the house although worn by age is still beautiful.

      

      Mrs Perrin, an eighty five year old widower, is looking out of the bay window as I open the gate and step onto the gravel drive.  I wait patiently at the door as she grapples with the locks.

      “Hello Louise,” She peeps her head around the frame, smiling sweetly at me.

      “Morning,” I reply cheerfully.

      “Hello you,” she says, addressing Bertie, whose nose is stuck in a pot full of geraniums.  “Come on in.”  I follow her down a hall which smells of must and lavender.

      “Randolph!  Where are you?”  Mrs Perrin takes her spectacles off and rubs at them with the hem of her cardigan.  “He’s hiding again.”

      “He knows it’s time for his walk,” I reply with a laugh, “shall I get him?”

      “Please dear,” Mrs Perrin shakes her head, “he’s such a lazy boy.  My previous dog loved walking.  I don’t know where I’ve gone wrong with Randolph.”

      I give Bertie firm instructions to stay, and as I bound up the stairs he curls himself into a ball and emits a satisfied sigh.

      “Randolph!”  I push the bathroom door open.  I have found from experience that the white terrier cross can usually be found curled up beside the shower or on top of Mrs Perrin’s double bed.  On this day however, he is in neither places.  I call his name again and am responded with a whimper.

      “What are you doing in here?”  I coo, as I open the door of the spare room.  He’s curled on top of a pile of freshly washed bedding.  I skirt around an upright hoover, holding my hand out to pat his head, “it’s walkies time.”  Randolph looks up at me with big baleful eyes.  A look which says do you mind, I was sleeping.  I lean forward to gather him in my arms and as I jog down the stairs he sniffs my arm with his wet nose.

      “I’ve found him,” I say to Mrs Perrin.

      “Randolph you are a naughty boy,” she chastises, “it’s probably because it’s raining dear, he hates the wet weather.”

      “Don’t we all eh boy?”  I place him gently on the floor and Bertie plods over to sniff him.

      “You shouldn’t have come out in this weather,” Mrs Perrin says, “you’ll catch a cold.”

      “It’s fine,” I reply, pulling my hood up, “I’m warm and dry and the dogs still need to be walked.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs Perrin touches my arm with her cold veiny hands, “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “Has Robert been in touch?”  I am referring to her son.  He only lives three miles away in a bachelors flat in the city centre, but he rarely visits his elderly mother.  It saddens me to think that she is all alone in this sprawling house.

      “Oh he’s busy,” she replies flippantly, “you know what these young men are like with their careers and social life.”

      I give her a nod a sympathy, “what about your shopping?  Can I pop to the supermarket for you?”

      “The neighbours have been for me dear, but thank you for offering.”

      “Right then, I’ll get going,” I clip the lead onto Randolph, and pull him and Bertie towards the front door.  “See you in a bit.”

      The rain is falling heavier now from a dark stormy sky.  Leaves dance in front of me, tossed about by the strong wind and the branches of a row of oak trees bend and sway as I walk underneath them.  My next stop is the Kennedy’s.  Gareth and Samantha are busy professionals; too stressed out to take their Doberman Lucy for a walk.  Gareth is a solicitor and Samantha a head of department at a failing comprehensive.  They are a nice enough couple, but I can’t help feeling a touch of hostility towards their opulent lifestyle.  I don’t begrudge them their success, but I do dislike the manner in which they flout money.  They have a whole fleet of employees to help keep their lives running smoothly: a house cleaner, a gardener, a window cleaner and a person who does their ironing.  They holiday three or four times a year: winter in Mauritius, skiing in Austria, a summer package holiday to the Balearics, they even manage to fit in a city break.

      I think back to the last holiday I went on.  It was the year before Mum died, we had hired a luxury caravan in Devon for two weeks, near to the sea and a quaint fishing village.  We had enjoyed glorious sunshine and an unexpected heatwave that had encompassed the whole of Britain.  I had procured a fantastic tan and my fair hair had turned to a shimmering gold.  It had been a fantastic break away from the Midland city of Wolverhampton, where I had been born and raised and currently lived, with its smog and hectic rush.  A wonderful family break, that created lasting memories.  My eyes prick with tears as I envisage Mum walking along the beachfront, laughing at nothing and holding hands with Dad.  Oh I miss her so much.

      I trip over a broken slab and it brings me back to the present.  My life isn’t too bad I tell myself, I am healthy and have a roof over my head, I have family and friends who love me.  I have so many things to be grateful for.  When so many others in this world struggle to survive day to day.  With a renewed, positive vigour I increase my tempo, until I am outside the Kennedy’s new build five bedroom detached, ringing the doorbell.  Gareth answers, looking as tousled as ever, with a toothbrush protruding from his mouth.

      “Hmmm…. hi Louise,” he spits a blob of toothpaste out, narrowly missing my foot, then invites me in.  I tie Bertie and Randolph to the drainpipe and wipe my feet thoroughly on the mat.  Lucy skids towards me, bouncing around playfully and barking with excitement.

      “Have you been singing?” Gareth says, chortling at his own joke.

      “The weather would be a lot worse than this if I had,” I laugh along good naturedly.

      Then Samantha thuds down the stairs and I notice the dog’s ears flatten in fear.  She looks smart in a navy trouser suit, her hair and makeup immaculate.  I really should start wearing more make up, I think fleetingly.

      “Good morning,” I move back slightly as she tugs her coat off the stand.

      “Wednesday’s are never good,” she replies drily, “save it until Friday.”

      “She’s got parents evening tonight,” Gareth mouths apologetically.

      “It must be so great being a teacher,” I think about Robbie, hoping that he’s getting ready for school.

      “Truthfully?  I hate it.  The teaching profession is grossly underpaid, the workload is ridiculous and the children are feral.  I wanted to work in higher education, but I’m stuck in a sinking secondary school.”

      Wow, I think, biting my lip.  I’m so glad that she isn’t one of Robbie’s teachers.  Feral indeed.

      “I should get going,” she leans to kiss Gareth and I catch a whiff of strong perfume.  “Can you wipe Lucy’s paws thoroughly please?  I noticed there were muddy prints over the kitchen tiles the other day.”

      “Yes… urm, sorry about that.”  Lucy is sitting in front of me now, lifting her paw in a begging motion.  When Gareth and Samantha aren’t looking, I slip her a biscuit out of my coat pocket.

      “Where do you take her anyway?”

      “Just over the park,” I say to Samantha.  “She loves it, don’t you girl?”  I’m responded with a yelp.

      Samantha shudders, “I can’t think of anything worse than traipsing through mud.”

      Then why did you have a dog?  I wonder silently.

      “Don’t forget your bag,” Gareth tells his wife.  She comes back into the house and picks up a blingy designer number.

      “Bye darling,” she rattles her keys and leaves, tottering towards her Mercedes in her patent high heels that must have cost a fortune.  I look down at my muddy supermarket brand trainers and sigh.

      I have never understood the female fascination with shoes and handbags.  To me they are pointless possessions, along with designer clothes and make up.  But then, I’ve never been materialistic, even when Dad was working full time and earning enough money to support us all.  We used to go out a lot then, as a family.  To the theatre and the cinema, trips out to the seaside and walking in the countryside.  We spent our money having fun and being together.  Now-a-days it’s a battle just to get him out the house and down to the chip shop.  I push the melancholy thoughts aside and focus on enjoying the day ahead.  It is hump day after all, and not long until the weekend.

      Gareth is chattering about his upcoming morning in court.  He tells me about the shoplifter he is representing who has a penchant for pinching ladies underwear, and the bitter wife who is determined to take most of her cheating husband’s income before she divorces him.  I tell him his work sounds interesting and he looks at me with inquisitive eyes.

      “What do you do with your day?  I don’t think Samantha or I have ever asked.”

      “I work in a baker’s shop,” I reply lightly.

      “Did you go to uni?” He rummages in the kitchen drawer for Lucy’s lead.

      “No, but I wanted to.”

      “To study what?”  He peers at me, with his head cocked on one side.

      “Creative writing,” I clip the lead onto Lucy, who is waiting patiently, “I’ve wanted to be an author, since I was knee high.”  I don’t know why I’m telling him this.  I’ve been walking his dog for eighteen months and in that time we’ve only exchanged polite pleasantries.  “I should let you get on.”  I smile and pull the door open, Randolph and Bertie are straining at their leads, when they see Lucy, all three erupt into howls and barks.

      Gareth rakes his hand through his messy hair, “it’s not too late y’know.  Why don’t you go… to uni I mean?  They were the best days of my life.”

      A noise catches in my throat, a mix between a sniff and a snort.  “I couldn’t afford it, even if I wanted to.”

      “Oh.”  Gareth looks away, and I walk with the three dogs to the top of the drive.

      “Louise!”  I turn around at the shout.  Gareth is holding cash in his hand and proffering it towards me.  As I retrace my steps, he explains sheepishly.  “we’re going to London for the weekend, so I thought I’d pay you now.”

      “Where will Lucy go?”  I ask, stroking her smooth black coat.

      “My mum’s,” Gareth hands over the money and I stuff it in my pocket.  Maybe I can afford that take-away after all.

      “Thank you,” I smile as the rain patters on my face, “have a great day.”
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      Me and my posse of dogs walk around the estate and through the entrance gates to the park.  There isn’t a single soul here, even on the children’s play area, which is usually full of teenagers.  The grass squelches underfoot as I walk over it, towards the skateboarding zone.  I unclip the three dogs and they charge off, foraging in the undergrowth and gambolling in the mud.  Randolph is covered, his fur no longer white but a dark brown mess.  Lucy has found a stick and is tossing it in the air with her mouth and Bertie is lapping water from a muddy puddle.  I stop for a few moments to stretch my legs before setting off into a gentle jog.  The mud splatters up my lower leg as I run faster.  I do a whole lap of the park with the dogs in close pursuit and then come to a stop back at the entrance.  My thighs are throbbing and my breathing is ragged, but I feel exhilarated and alive.  I wipe the sweat off my forehead with the cuff of my sleeve and call the dogs back to me.

      As I’m heading for home, I see a milk truck rumbling towards me.  Darren Walker paps the horn and waves at me from behind the glass.  He swerves across the road, eliciting a series of beeps from a disgruntled commuter behind him.  I stop to let the dogs sniff a lamppost and watch him stretch across to open his window.

      “Morning beautiful,” he flashes a sparkling grin my way.

      “Morning,” I reply.  He is clean shaven for a change and looking as handsome as ever.  Whereas I on the other hand am aware that I look far from beautiful, more like a sweating tomato.

      “What you up to?”  He asks, as his gaze travels up and down my voluptuous frame.

      “Just the usual,” I reply, crossing my arms across my ample bosom.  “Have you finished your rounds?”

      “Yep.”  He grins, “delivering the finest milk to the nation’s doorsteps.  You should put your name down Lou.  There’s nothing better than fresh doorstep milk on your cornflakes.”

      “I couldn’t afford you,” I say, smoothing back my wet hair.  It’s still raining, and I’m soaked through.  My toes have gone numb and the tip of my nose is ice cold.  I long for a hot, revitalising shower to banish the caked mud from my ankles and soothe my aching legs.

      “Well, if you change your mind I might give you a discount,” he flashes me a cheeky grin.

      I can’t help the smile forming on my face, “I’ll keep that in mind.”  I move back slightly, ready to leave.

      “Lou!”  He calls me back.

      “Yes?”  I wait for him to make another of his wisecracks, but he looks suddenly uncertain.

      “Do you want to go out sometime?”

      Ah, the words I’ve been longing to hear all my life.  I look at him closely, wondering if he’s serious.

      “Well sure, I’ll probably be in the Feathery Duck over the weekend sometime…”

      “I meant just the two of us, and not at the Feathery Duck.”

      I swallow, “you mean as in a date?  Just us?”

      Darren huffs, “of course I mean a date.  I like you, you like me, why not?”  He wiggles his eyebrows and I suppress a giggle.  Why is it that I feel like a silly schoolgirl whenever he’s around?

      “Okay.”  My head is saying no, no, no but of course I ignore it and follow my heart.

      “Yes!”  Darren punches the air, “I knew you couldn’t resist me.”

      “Where do you want to meet?”  I try to hide my excitement, but I can feel a goofy grin spreading across my face.

      “The Oriental Express, eight o’clock sharp.”

      “Oh okay,” disappointment washes over me.  I was anticipating a night at the movies, snuggling up next to him with popcorn, or a meal at the posh new Italian in the city centre.  Instead, we’re going for an all you can eat buffet at the local run down Chinese.

      Darren winks, “see you Saturday angel.”  His window slides back up and I’m left peering after him, as the rain continues to lash down.
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        * * *

      

      When I eventually arrive back home the house is still quiet.  I bang my way down the hallway, yelling up the stairs, “Robbie you’ll be late for school.”

      “I’m up!”  He peeks his head round the banister.

      “You’re washed and dressed?”  I ask, surprise raising the inflection in my voice.

      “Yup.”

      “Brilliant,” I give him a bright smile, “toast or cereal?”

      “Both?”

      “Coming up.”

      I bustle into the kitchen, fill Bertie’s bowl with fresh water, wash my hands and start on breakfast.  I am dancing along to the radio, swaying my hips in time to a pop song when Robbie slides soundlessly through the door and sits at the table.

      “Stop!” I spin round, laughing at the sight of him covering his eyes.

      “Why are you in such a good mood?”  He asks, tipping his chair back and observing me.

      “No reason,” I hum along to the cheesy song.  There is no way I am divulging to my little brother that I have a date.  “Do you want jam on your toast?”

      Robbie nods and takes the jar from me.

      The door squeaks open and Dad shuffles in wearing his old tatty dressing gown.  “Morning,” I say brightly, passing him a steaming cup of coffee.

      “Morning,” he mumbles.  His hair is sticking up in all directions and his face is darkened with stubble.

      I ask him if he wants poached eggs for breakfast and he nods distractedly.

      As I’m flicking the eggs with bubbling water, Robbie sidles up close to me and whispers, “what’s wrong with Dad?”

      “Dunno,” I whisper back.  But I do know, I know exactly what’s wrong with him.

      “What’s going on at school today?”  I ask my brother, in an attempt to distract him.

      “Double PE,” Robbie grimaces, “followed by English.”

      

      Some might say that I’m lucky living in a house with two men who both dislike sport.  Instead, Robbie is obsessed with music and dad with his art.  I have two obsessions: reading and creative writing.  It’s true to say that we are a family of obsessives.

      “I loved English,” I say, as I butter the toasted bread.

      “You say that every week,” Robbie rolls his eyes and pulls at his tie.  “We’ve got a new teacher.”

      “What happened to Mrs Carmichael?  She was so nice.”

      Robbie shrugged, “she left.  Couldn’t cope with the stress and the bad behaviour.  Last week she ran out of the class crying.  The headteacher came in and gave us all a rollicking.”

      “The poor lady.”  I had met Mrs Carmichael a few times at parent’s evening.  She had always been friendly and kind and genuinely seemed passionate about her job.

      “Will she come back?”  I wonder aloud, as I transfer the eggs out of the pan.

      “Dunno,” Robbie pouts, “she’s gone on a sab… sat.”

      “A sabbatical?” I take the plates over to the table and set one down in front of Dad.  “She probably just needs a rest.”

      Robbie pours himself a glass of orange juice, “I’d leave permanently if I were her.”

      “It’s not that easy Robbie,” I sit down and pick up my cutlery, “she must have financial responsibilities to consider.  You can’t just leave a job.”

      “Why not?”  Robbie sticks his chin out, “I’m never going to do something that makes me ill.  What’s the point?”

      “The point is,” I wave my fork, “not everyone has a choice.  Some people have to work at jobs they hate, just to pay the bills.”

      “Like you?”  My little brother raises his eyebrow.

      “I like my job, but I could have done better, and that’s why school is so important.  If you get good grades the world’s your oyster.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Robbie yawns, “you’ve told me this so many times.”

      “Well I hope it’s sinking in,” I sniff and look at Dad, who is staring into space.

      “Dad, are you alright?”  I touch his hand, trying to bring him back to the present.

      “What?… oh yes love.”  He slices a piece of toast and dips it into his runny egg.

      “What are you up to today?”  I ask softly.

      “This and that,” he answers.  “I thought I might go into the city centre.”

      “Yeah?”  My eyes light up at his words.  “The job centre’s not far from the bus stop is it… they might have some new vacancies in… better paid ones…” I trail off as I notice him cock his head to one side.

      “Turn up the radio Robbie,” he says with excitement.

      My brother lets out an exasperated sigh but does as Dad asks.  Motown music fills the air.  Diana Ross and the Supremes, Mum’s favourite.  I grip onto the table edge as memories wash over me.  I can picture her now, peeling potatoes at the kitchen sink, wiggling her body in time to the music she loved so much.  I sniff the air, trying to recreate the scent of her, but I can’t smell anything but burnt toast.

      “This music is so lame,” Robbie picks at his fingernails, “why can’t we listen to Radio 1?”

      “This is proper music,” Dad replies, a misty look in his eyes, “your mother’s favourite.”

      “Oh.”  Robbie scowls and I feel of rush of sympathy for him.  He was only five when Mum died, too young to remember much about her.  I on the other hand have a whole childhood full of her memory.

      “It’s her birthday next week,” Dad smiles sadly.

      It would have been, I want to correct him, but don’t have the heart.

      “How old Dad?” I mumble.

      “Fifty-one.  On the 7th November.”  There is a silent pause.

      “November already,” I shake my head, “where has the year gone?”

      “I can’t wait for Christmas,” Robbie’s eyes gleam with excitement, “d’you reckon Santa might bring me a new laptop?”

      “Only if you’re good,” I tease, mentally baulking at the idea of purchasing such an expensive item.

      Dad clears his throat, “I thought we could go to the grave, just the three of us.”

      Robbie looks down at his feet with a scowl.

      “Yes that’s a nice idea,” I elbow my brother, “isn’t it Robbie?”

      “I’m going to homework class every night next week,” he murmurs, not looking up.

      “We can go later,” Dad insists, his tone firm, “it’s important to remember your mother on her birthday.”

      “Fine!”  Robbie jumps to his feet and heads out of the kitchen.

      “Robbie your rucksack,” I call him back and he returns to flip it over his shoulder.  “Have a nice day.”

      “You too,” he mumbles and then he’s gone.
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        * * *

      

      I shower and change into my work gear, which consists of a plain pair of black trousers and a blue t-shirt with the name of the bakery emblazoned across it.  When I go downstairs, Dad is still sitting at the kitchen table.

      “Have a nice day,” I say, kissing him on the forehead.

      “Don’t work too hard,” Dad quips, “Lou…”

      “Yes?”  I turn around with a ready smile.

      “I’ll nip in… to the job centre.”

      “Thank you,” I am overwhelmed with gratitude.  The bills are mounting up and we desperately need more income coming in.  As I pull on my shoes and leave the house, the rain has stopped, and the sun is peeping through the clouds.  Maybe it will be a good day after all.
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      “So run this by me again,” I wave a buttered baguette in the air, “you’ve joined Tinder?”

      My manager Steph passes me a large pot of tuna mayonnaise filling with an indignant huff.

      “Of course I haven’t.  Everyone knows Tinder is for young folk.  The agency is actually called Frisky, Flirty and over Fifty dot com.”

      I gulp back a yelp of laughter and slide a glance at my colleague Marvin who is trying his best to control his mirth.

      Steph pulls the ties of her apron tighter, “you can mock all you want, but I’m getting a lot of attention on there I’ll have you know.”

      “Let me look then.”  I hold out my hand.

      Reluctantly Steph fiddles with her phone, before passing it over.

      I stare down at an unfamiliar face.  “Steph… this isn’t you.”

      “Well yes duh… I set up the account Lou.”

      “But… but, isn’t that forgery?  Who is this anyway?”  I tip the screen towards Marvin, so he can cast his youthful eyes over it.

      “Sandra Bullock,” he says confidently.

      “Sandra who?”

      “She starred in Speed and heaps of other films.”

      I’m incredulous at my bosses subterfuge.  “You’re mimicking a Hollywood star?”

      Steph picks up a bread knife and gives me a sharp look, “It’s a bit of lighthearted fun.  What with the stress of running this place and living my life alone and in a constant state of chastity.  I need some attention from somewhere.”

      I try not to purse my lips in disapproval.  Steph after all is a brilliant boss and a good friend.  I think compassion and empathy, but it’s still bugging me that she’s concocted a great big whopper on her dating profile.

      “You don’t need to pretend to be someone you’re not.  You’re gorgeous inside and out.”  I’ve opted for flattery, sincere of course, to entreat her to see the error of her ways.  Steph is a petite jolly looking woman with bright blue eyes and adorable ringlets.  She reminds me of Bonnie Langford, with a different hair colour of course.  I’ve often surmised that Steph should be a redhead though.  Her temperament is fiery and her tongue can be acerbic.  I’ve known her for a decade now and have learnt the signs when she is about to erupt.  When this happens, invariably on a daily basis, we all run in the opposite direction.  Today she seems quite affable, but it’s still early morning.

      Marvin pulls a tray of sausage rolls out of the industrial size oven, nodding at my words.

      “I had a friend once who pretended to be Keanu Reeves on Twitter.  He had a whole load of abuse; women humiliating him, men wanting to fight him.  He was banned in the end and threatened with the police.”

      “There you go.  You need to be careful,” I say with a gasp in my manager’s direction.

      “Okay, okay,” Steph holds up her hands, “I’ll change it.”  She picks up her phone and scrolls through her picture file, “will this one do?”

      I smile at the photograph of her glammed up on a night out, “perfect.”

      Steph wanders off to the front of the shop, where there is a long line of customers queuing.

      I begin smearing the baguettes with filling, humming along to the music on the radio.  Marvin fills up a tray of pasties and we work in companionable silence for the next hour.  Finally the shop front is fully stocked and I take a moment to have a break.

      “Fancy a cuppa?”  I say to Marvin.

      He flashes a grin my way, “thought you’d never ask.”

      As I make the tea, Marvin tells me about his college course.  He’s studying A levels, with the intention of progressing onto university.  His goal is to become a high ranking detective.  It all sounds very interesting to me.  We move onto other topics; what we’re watching on T.V at the moment and what we’re doing with our leisure time.  Marvin is also a reservist in the Territorial Army, as well as a gym fanatic.  His social life is a million times more exciting than mine.  To be honest I don’t know where he finds his energy from.  He’s out every night, whereas I’m usually in bed reading by nine and unlike Marvin’s, my two main pastimes are extremely sedentary.

      We’ve established that I love reading, and my other hobby is creative writing: short stories, poetry, children’s stories, I’ve even started a novel.  Over the years I’ve amassed quite a collection of fictitious writings.  They’re squirrelled away at home in a big box.  Organised into lever arch folders, specific to the genre.  Lovingly placed into plastic wallets to preserve them for posterity.  My lifelong ambition is to be a published author, but to me, it seems an unreachable kind of status, sort of like becoming an astronaut or a brain surgeon.  The career of the highly intelligent and super talented.  I’m acutely aware how difficult it is to be traditionally published and securing a literary agent seems nigh on impossible.  For me writing is an escape from the doldrums of reality and a chance to delve into my weird and wonderful imagination.  It’s my one true passion and I love it.

      Because of my love of writing, I decided a year ago to set up a writing group at my local library.  It’s an informal gathering, we meet once a month to share what we’re working on and for a general chit chat.  There are only six of us, a small group, but it’s cosy and everyone is lovely.  Tomorrow is November’s meeting.  I’m eager to share a couple of new children’s stories I’ve written and to listen to my friends sharing their work.  Marvin has been coming to the group for the past couple of months.  He’s working on a detective novel, purely for fun, he keeps repeating.

      “Will you be coming to the creative writing group?”  I ask him, as I sip my tea.

      “Jeez,” he dunks a biscuit in his drink, “is it that time already?”

      “Sure is.”

      “I’ll be there.”  He says, “although I haven’t had much time to work on my novel, have you?”

      I tell him briefly about the contemporary romance I’m working on and the new children’s stories.

      “I’m jealous,” he says with a pout, “you’re so prolific Lou.”

      “It’s only because I’m not doing anything else with my life.  My social life is dire.  Although,” I lean forward and whisper, “I do have a date the weekend.”

      “You have a date?”  Steph sticks her head round the opening.

      “Were you eavesdropping?”  I laugh at my manager’s wide eyes.

      “Tell us all about it,” she wipes her hands on her pinafore.

      “It’s no biggy,” I fidget uneasily, “just a Chinese and a few drinks.”

      “Who is it with?”  Steph asks.

      “Don’t you have customers to serve?”  I’m feeling a little irked at her prying.

      She stands still and looks directly at me, “the girls can manage.”

      I let out a resigned sigh, “it’s just an old school friend.  I doubt you know him.”

      Now Marvin is staring at me too.  “Darren Walker,” I say quietly.

      Steph coughs, “the milkman?”

      “How do you…” I tail off.  Of course she’d know him, Steph is a local girl too and Darren is well known in the area.

      “He’s bad news Lou,” her mouth is set in a firm line and her natural joviality has vanished.

      “He’s alright,” I laugh nervously, “don’t worry I’m not going to let him take advantage of me.”

      “I should hope not!”  Steph stomps over to the kettle and flicks it on.  “Don’t waste your time is my advice.  Max from the charity shop is single and he’s a nice lad.”

      I glare her way, “Don’t you dare try to fix me up with Max!”

      “What’s wrong with Max?”  Marvin leans against the wall and chews his biscuit with a thoughtful look on his face.  “Sure he’s a bit of a nerd, but he’s a decent guy.”

      “I agree Max is lovely,” I swallow, “I just don’t like him that way…”

      “Huh?”  Marvin cocks his head in puzzlement, “what does that way mean?”

      I roll my eyes and open my mouth to try to explain, but Steph beats me to it.

      “She means there’s no chemistry between them,” when Marvin still looks confused she carries on, “sexually I mean.  You know that feeling you get when you want to rip another person’s clothes off.”

      “Ah,” a grin spreads over Marvin’s enlightened face, “so you don’t fancy him?”

      “No!”  I almost add a hallelujah.

      “But you fancy Darren Walker?”

      Heat rushes into my cheeks, “erm… maybe, possibly…”

      Steph snorts, “of course she does.  He’s the fanciable type, with those big muscles and ripped jeans.  He looks like one of the Diet Coke ad blokes.”

      “Really?”  Marvin’s eyes light up.  Did I mention that Marv is gay?

      I drain the last of my drink, roll up my sleeves and walk over to my work station, subtly hinting that the conversation is now closed, but Steph seems unaware of my discomfort.

      “I know exactly what your problem is Louise Henry,” she waves a teabag at me theatrically.  “You’ve got the bad boy fixation.”

      Now it’s my turn to snort, “I have not!”

      Marvin is nodding his agreement, “you so have.”

      “I’m going back to work now,” I tut, “some of us are busy around here.”  I duck my head into the fridge, hoping it will dispel the heat of my embarrassment, painfully aware that my work colleagues are tittering away.  Bad boy fixation indeed!
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      “Did you manage to find any jobs?”  I ask Dad, later on that afternoon.

      I’m standing in the doorway of his shed, watching him sweep blue across a canvas.  Cobwebs sparkle above his head, caught in the glint of the setting sun.

      “I… er, didn’t get chance to go in,” he replies, avoiding my gaze, “it was packed with people, so I thought I’d pop in another day.”

      My spirits deflate at his words.  Will another day ever arrive I wonder?  I purse my lips into a tight line.  I’m not going to nag, but I do feel disappointed in him.

      “So where did you go?”  I keep my voice light.

      “Oh I had a wander around the church and the gardens, sat in the coffee shop with my newspaper.  Had a browse round the shops.”  Dad puts down his paintbrush, “I got you something.”

      Dad shuffles over to his cabinet and pulls the lower drawer open, “here.”  He passes me a package, wrapped in a plastic carrier bag.

      “Thank you,” I smile, touched by his kindness.

      I peer inside the bag.  It’s a notebook, covered in a pretty floral pattern.

      “There’s a pen in there too,” Dad tells me.

      “It’s lovely,” I gush, “I can take this tonight.”

      “That’s what I thought.”  Dad sits back down, “I know you love your stationery.”

      “I do,” I fish my hand in the bag and extract the pen, which is nestled inside a glass case.  It’s a papermate and is exquisite.

      I swing my arms around him, hugging him tight, “thank you.”

      “You’re going to write a bestseller with that,” he pushes up his glasses, which have slipped off the bridge of his nose, from my exuberant hugging.

      “I’ll try my best,” I say with a smile, “and you’re going to paint a masterpiece.”

      Dad dips his brush into a pot of clean water, “I went today… to the art gallery.  They had a new pottery collection in there, from a local lady.  Birmingham I think she was from.  It was wonderful.”

      “You’re wonderful,” I lean my head on his shoulder, “have you spoken to the staff there?  Told them what a great painter you are.”

      Dad chuckles, “I’m not one of those egotistical artists Lou and I’m realistic about my talent.”

      “You don’t realise how talented you are Dad,” I protest, “and you definitely need to have more self confidence.  Get yourself out there, be pushy …” I stop, no that’s not my dad.  He’s a quiet, gentle soul and he’s humble too.  All the things I love about him.

      “I’ll go start tea,” I brush the dust from my jeans, “shall we give this shed a good clear out this weekend?  Before the weather turns too cold.”

      “Only if you’ve got time love.”  He smiles softly, “that would be nice.”

      “It’s a date.”  I close the door behind me and head back up the garden, pondering on what I can do for tea.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m waiting at the top of the drive, when Marvin screeches to a stop in his svelte new mini.

      “Nice wheels,” I say, hopping in and admiring the sparkling dashboard.  Marvin’s previous car was a tip.  I wonder how long this car will remain clean and tidy.

      “Have you bought the cakes?”  He asks as he pulls away from the kerb and rejoins the road.

      “Yep.”  I pat my rucksack, “eight chocolate eclairs.”

      “Eight?”

      “Two for the library staff.”

      “Cool.”  Marvin turns up the music and moves his head in time with the tempo.

      I wince as he slams on the brakes, narrowly missing a double decker bus.

      “Still getting used to driving it,” he mouths apologetically.

      I check my seatbelt is strapped across my body in the correct position, “how tall are you again?”

      “Six foot four.”

      “Oh.”

      “I know what you’re thinking.  Why have I bought such a small car right?”

      I glance at him, “you do look sort of hunched up.”

      He pats the steering wheel, “believe it or not, this is my dream car.  I’ve always wanted a mini.”

      “I’d be happy with any car,” I muse.

      We pass an expanse green of luscious fields, where a group of children are kicking a football about.

      “Do you like living here?”  I ask.

      “Wolverhampton?”  Marvin nods, “yeah sure.  I mean it’s not the worst place in the country to live.”

      “I’d love to live beside the sea,” I sigh, “Devon or Cornwall.  A romantic fishing village where I can spend my time writing.”

      “Those places are bleak in the winter,” Marvin gives his nose a knowing tap, “surely you can write wherever you live.”

      “There are too many distractions at my house, always something to do.”

      “Sounds like procrastination to me,” Marvin indicates right and the library comes into view.

      It’s a small building, painted black and white with a ramp leading up to sliding doors, complete with two colourful hanging baskets that are swaying in the breeze.  One of the writing group members is standing outside, chewing her thumbnail.  She waves when she sees us pulling into the nearby parking space.  Her name is Raveena, she’s been coming for six months now.  She’s loud and cheerful, with a penchant for swearing.  I’m always shushing her and reminding her that libraries should be quiet, calm places.  Raveena’s booming laugh and use of offensive language has almost had us ousted on a few occasions.  Luckily for me the librarian Martha has a soft spot for my dad and has overlooked the noise, so far.  As I slip out of the car and fall in step next to Marvin, I notice the distress etched over Raveena’s face.

      “Blimey,” Marvin says out of the corner of his mouth, “what’s up with her now?”

      Every month heralds some catastrophe in Raveena’s life.  Last month she’d lost her job and had spent the whole time at the writing group mithering over it.  The time before that she’d had a spectacular fall out with her mother-in-law at an Asian wedding.  Sometimes I wonder why Raveena comes to the writing group, she does very little actual writing and seems to use it more as a free counselling service.  But I don’t have the heart to confront her, so I let it go, as I do with most other annoying things in my life.  Laid back Lou, that’s me.

      “Be nice,” I say to Marvin.

      “If I must,” he mutters.

      “Raveena, hi!”  I step back in alarm as she rushes towards me, flattening her small frame against my chest.  Did I mention that I’m five foot ten?  In my heels, Raveena’s head is in line with my chest.  She is tiny, with flowing black hair, the most amazing dark eyes and a figure to die for.  When I first met her I literally tingled with envy, she’s that gorgeous.

      “Lou!”  She wails, “my life is such a mess.”

      Over her head, Marvin rolls his eyes.

      “Ssh,” I soothe, “what’s up?”

      “Jay,” she sniffs, “he’s gone.”

      I’m shocked by her words.  I’ve met Raveena’s husband Jay a few times and he always seemed besotted with Raveena.  Referred to her as his princess, spoilt her rotten, so she told us all.  Seems like all is not perfect in paradise.

      “Urm… Raveena,” she pulls back from me slightly and I notice a wet splodge seeping through my t-shirt.  “Are you sure you should be here?”

      “Yes,” she nods her head furiously, “I need to see friendly faces and I could really do with a heart to heart Lou.”

      “Okay,” I fumble in my bag for a tissue, “how about we grab a coffee after the groups finished?”

      “Please,” Raveena blows her nose, “I can’t believe the shit bag has done this to me.”

      “Let’s go inside,” I say decisively, “we can talk afterwards.”

      The three of us walk into the library, it’s dark in here, probably the council on a money saving initiative again I think.  Martha is at the self service machine, showing an elderly lady how to electronically return her books.  She smiles when she sees me.

      “Hi Lou, I’ve reserved a couple of tables for you.  Meet my new volunteer,” she pulls a bespectacled man from behind the bookshelves, “this is Guy.”

      “Hi,” I wave.

      “Louise runs the writing class,” she informs her protégé.

      “Group,” I cut in, “a very small, informal gathering.”

      “Ah that might be changing,” a look of excitement flits over Martha’s face, “I made flyers.”  She strides over to her tidy desk and returns with a leaflet.  I stare down at the glossy paper she has thrust into my hand.

      “Creative writing class,” I read, “explore your love of writing at our monthly meeting.  Suitable for complete beginners as well as the more experienced writer.”  In the right hand corner of the leaflet there is a picture of me surrounded by swirls and hearts, with a contact number for the library.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” says Martha, “I took the picture from your Facebook profile.”

      I bite my lip, “I’m not a teacher Martha.  How many of these have you given out?”  I have visions of hundreds turning up and a surge of fright rises inside me.

      Martha looks offended, “not many.  I only made the flyer last night.  Don’t you like it Lou?”

      I sigh with relief and look again at the leaflet, “it’s very kind of you to think of us, but maybe… you could just advertise it here, inside the library.”

      “That’s exactly what I intend to do,” Martha bustles over to her desk where a customer is waiting and I turn to Marvin and Raveena who are whispering.

      “Looks like our little gathering might be expanding,” Marvin says.

      “I like our small group,” shaking my head, I stalk towards the tables and plonk my box down.  “Let’s get organised.”
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      Marvin’s opened the biscuits too early again.  There are crumbs scattered over the table and he’s currently munching his way through his fourth.  I take the packet off him, before they’ve all gone, just as Freya walks through the door with Mr and Mrs Montgomery trailing after her.  The six of us are here; our writing group is complete.

      Raveena is immediately weeping on Esther Montgomery’s shoulder.  Esther is a statuesque, striking woman, with high defined cheekbones and a beehive hairdo.  Esther is taller than I am, she’s elegant and classy, wears designer clothes and spectacles, I watch her patting Raveena’s head and am irritated that yet again Raveena is hijacking the writing group with her personal problems.  Mr Montgomery is small in comparison but just as dignified as his wife.  His name is Alfred, he always wears a suit and tie and he’s a proper old fashioned gentleman.  Then behind them comes Freya; a cute impish looking twenty something year old.  She’s a trainee chemist with a two year old daughter.  Freya is the quiet member of the group.  I’ve spent the last three months gently coaxing her out of her shell and finally at the last meeting she shared a poem she’d written about daffodils.  I like our eclectic group; they’ve become friends as well as writing buddies.

      “I hate the bastard,” Raveena bursts out.  Martha the librarian turns around and peers at her disapprovingly.

      “Shall we sit down,” I motion for people to put their bums on seats, “Raveena come sit next to me.”  I pat the empty chair and she skulks over.  Marvin starts chatting to Mr and Mrs Montgomery about what’s going on in the soaps at the moment.  Freya is taking stationery out of her bag and Raveena is still complaining about her ‘hapless’ husband.

      “So shall we begin,” I say brightly, “would anyone like to share any writing they’ve done over the past month.”

      “I’ve written a short story,” Mrs Montgomery pats the side of her perfectly coiffured hair.

      “This is a good one,” her husband says proudly.

      “Go ahead,” I urge, “let’s hear it.”

      Esther reads to us in slow, perfectly pronounced standard English.  She reminds me of the bygone presenters, when television was aired in black and white.  Marvin says she speaks like The Queen and I have to agree with him.  Mrs Montgomery is originally from the posh part of London, she moved up to the Midlands when she married Alfred.  There is none of the Midlands slang and dialect evident in her rhetoric.  I relax back in my chair and listen to her read.  It’s an enjoyable tale, when she finishes we give her a round of applause.  Then it’s Marvin’s turn.  He’s all eager to read the next instalment of his detective novel and is very exuberant.  He gesticulates with his hands and raises his voice, especially during a scene where there is an exciting car chase.

      “Very good,” I say, when he’s finished and exhaling heavily.  “Freya – have you anything you’d like to share with us?”

      “I… urm, wrote another poem,” she colours slightly as we all turn to look at her.

      “That’s great,” I nod my enthusiasm, “do you want to read it?”

      Freya takes a deep breath and begins.  She’s shaky at first, but quickly her confidence grows.  It’s a lovely poem, about the love between a mother and her child.  Martha the librarian has stopped to listen and as Freya finishes she wipes a tear from her eye.  “That was beautiful.”

      “It was very moving,” I turn my attentions to Alfred.

      He shakes his head, “sorry, I’ve been busy in my greenhouse.  Mrs Montgomery is insisting that I grow all sorts of vegetables for her casseroles.”

      “I haven’t had chance to write anything either,” sniffs Raveena, “sorry.”

      “That’s no problem,” I smile, “I suppose I should read what I’ve been working on.”

      Esther Montgomery claps, “yes, please do.”

      I clear my throat, “it’s another children’s story.”

      “I love hearing your children’s stories,” Alfred says.

      “Is it for the wee ones?”  Asks Marvin.

      Yes,” I shuffle the papers, “it’s a picture book story, age range from two to five and it’s called the shark who lost his teeth.”  I start reading...

      Finlay was a proud shark.

      He was the fastest shark in the Pacific Ocean.

      Finlay had a tall fin and beady black eyes and BIG teeth.

      Finlay was super fast.

      He whizzed through the water growling and snapping his HUGE jaws and swishing

      his powerful tail.

      He loved being scary.

      All the other creatures in the ocean darted out of the way when Finlay was around.

      Even Billy the MASSIVE blue whale was frightened of Finlay.

      

      “I’m the King of the Sea,” roared Finlay.

      One day Finlay was feeling bored.

      His belly was full and he had nothing to do.

      He could see the sun shining on the waves and he could hear noises coming from

      up above.

      Finlay sniffed the water.

      He could smell more delicious food.

      He decided to leave the safety of the sea bed and go up to the surface.

      Finlay rose UP, UP, UP, following the lights and the noise.

      “I’M COMING TO GET YOU,” shouted mean Finlay.

      He poked his head up above the waves.

      In the distance he could see a fisherman’s boat.

      “CAW CAW,” flapped a seagull, “go back down Finlay.  It’s not safe up here.”

      “Go away silly bird,” growled Finlay, “I’M NOT SCARED OF ANYTHING.”

      He swam quickly to the boat.

      The fisherman shouted “SHARK!  Get the nets.”

      Finlay laughed, “you silly people are no match for me!”

      He swished his tail and created a large wave that rocked the boat up and down.

      The fishermen gasped and Finlay jumped high into the air.

      But as he was diving back down he felt something heavy fall on top of him.

      It was a net.

      The fishermen were clapping and Finlay was trapped!

      Then they started pulling and dragging Finlay towards the boat.

      Finlay flapped his tail and roared with anger.  But he was still TRAPPED.

      Finlay blew on the net with all his might, but he was still TRAPPED.

      Finlay decided to use his SHARP teeth.

      Chomp, chomp, chomp.  He bit the net and slowly made a hole.

      Finlay was free!  He swam through the hole and back down to the safety of the sea

      bed.

      Then the fishermen went chugging away in their boat and all was quiet again in the

      ocean.

      Finlay was tired and decided to have a sleep.

      When he woke up his mouth was sore.

      Sabrina the pretty Angel Fish was looking at him.

      “Go away!”  Mean Finlay was in a bad mood and his gums felt cold.

      “Your teeth Finlay,” Sabrina said, “they’re all gone!”

      Finlay used his slippery tongue to feel his mouth.  Sabrina was right – his teeth had

      all fell out!

      “OH NO,” he cried, “what shall I do without my teeth?”

      “Help!” He shouted.  “Help!”

      But all of the other fish swam away.

      “Why won’t anyone help me?”  He cried fat salty tears.

      “It’s because you’re so scary Finlay,” Sabrina the Angel Fish said gently.  “You have

      to be kind.  You have to be nice.”

      “I don’t know how too,” Finlay sobbed and buried his nose in the sand.

      “I’ll be your friend Finlay,” Sabrina smiled and swam around him, “come home with

      me.”

      Finlay followed Sabrina through the whirlpools and the sea grass.

      “I’m hungry,” complained Finlay, “but how can I eat without my teeth?”

      “You must eat plants instead.”  Sabrina showed him some waving green stalks which

      were stuck to a rock.

      Finlay swallowed them whole, “they’re quite tasty,” he licked his lips.

      The other fish were eating them too.  Finlay growled at them “get away.”

      “Stop!”  Said Sabrina, “remember you have to be nice Finlay.  You have to share.”

      Slowly Finlay learned to share.

      Slowly Finlay learned to be nice.

      Slowly Finlay learned to play.

      All the other creatures in the ocean began to like Finlay.  Finlay wasn’t mean

      anymore.  Finlay was nice.

      He swam with the penguins and let the affectionate octopus hug him.

      He played hide and seek with the baby fish and even let the trout with the big lips

      kiss him.

      Finlay stopped growling and shouting.

      Finlay started to laugh and have fun.

      He helped the old walrus up onto the rocks.

      He even stopped snapping at the greedy seagulls.

      At night Finlay slept on the sea bed with the stingrays.

      For the first time ever Finlay was happy.  He snuggled up to Sabrina the Angel Fish

      and gave her the biggest, gummiest smile in the whole ocean.

      “Thank you Sabrina for showing me how to be kind and nice.  Thank you for being

      my friend and helping me.”

      As they darted through the sea together Finlay chuckled, “maybe losing my teeth

      wasn’t so bad after all.”

      

      The library is silent.  I look around at the familiar faces, trying to gauge if they like my story.

      “That’s lovely that is,” Raveena breaks the silence.

      I exhale with relief as the others join in.

      “How did you come up with the idea?”  Asks Mrs Montgomery, “I’ve tried to write children’s fiction and failed miserably.”

      “It’s not an easy genre to write,” I admit, “I tend to think of a theme or a place initially.  With this story I was thinking about creatures that live in the sea, I’ve got a whole list of draft stories at home I’ve concocted, now I just have to knuckle down and write them.”  I reach in my bag and pull out the chocolate eclairs, “so shall we have a break?”

      We’re all grateful that Martha lets us use her kettle and teabags.  I leave some money on the side to thank her for her kindness.  Marvin follows me into the small staffroom area.  He’s chewing the end of a pen and looking uncharacteristically nervous.

      “What’s up?”  I ask, as I lay the cups and sugar on a tray.

      “I’ve got something to tell you,” he begins, “we’ve got something to tell you.”

      I notice the rest of the writing circle have crowded into the room and are standing behind Marvin.

      “What have you done?”  I joke.  Marvin has that serious look on his face, the same one he gets when he’s piping icing onto the biscuits at work.  I swallow, “you guys are making me nervous.”

      Esther walks towards me, her hands outstretched, “it’s good news darling.”

      Behind her Albert nods, “terrific news.”

      I allow them to lead me back to the table.  Freya carries the drinks back and passes them round.

      “So Lou, remember a few months ago, that erm… local writing competition you told us all about.”

      I scratch my ear, “you mean the West Midlands New Talent competition.”

      “That’s the one,” Marvin points his two forefingers at me.  I watch as a huge grin lights up his face.

      “Oh my gosh, have any of you entered?”

      “Urm… not exactly,” Marvin’s back to looking shifty.

      Esther Montgomery pats Marvin’s hand, “what Marvin is trying to say is that all of us in the writing circle think you’re very talented Lou.”

      “Thank you,” I smile graciously, “and you are too!”  I wait for her or anyone to continue, but everyone remains tight lipped.

      “For goodness sake what is it?”  I prompt.

      Then Marvin does something quite comical.  He exhales deeply and says the following in a rapid monotone.  “when you weren’t looking I photocopied one of your children’s stories and sent it off to the competition.”

      I stare at him, “is this a joke?”

      “You’ve won Lou!”  He punches the air, while the others whoop with excitement.

      “Let me get this straight,” I look round at the circle of apprehensive faces.  They must be worried what my reaction will be, because the fact is they’ve gone behind my back and tampered with work that is clearly copyrighted, without my consent or approval.  I feel a bud of indignation flicker in my stomach, “you sent off my work to a competition on the sly?”

      “Er… I suppose,” Marvin coughs, hops from foot to foot.

      Esther steps towards me, “we knew you’d never enter.  You’re so humble about your talent Louise.”

      Alfred continues, “so we thought we’d do it for you.”

      Raveena grins, “and now you’ve won.”

      I glance at Freya, “you knew about this too?”

      She nods, “I wanted to tell you, but the others… we all thought you’d never agree to it.”

      “Too right she wouldn’t” Marvin says with a snort, “does any of this matter?  You’ve won Lou, you’ve bloody won.”

      I allow my face to break into a smile, “I did?”

      “Yes!”  They all chorus.

      “But which one did you send off?”  My head is spinning slightly and I hold onto the table unit for support.

      “The one about the rebellious ladybird,” Marvin says with satisfaction.

      “It’s safer on the sunflower?”  I recap over the title, “had it been proofread?”

      “Yes, we checked it for typos but it was perfect Lou.”

      “Just like you,” Esther smiles warmly.

      “I suppose.”  I let out a shuddering breath, “I should thank you.”

      “No need,” Marvin says primly.  “They had almost a thousand applicants y’know.  Just proves my point that you’re good enough to make it as a published author.”

      I shake my head, “I can’t believe I’ve won.  What have I won by the way?”

      Marvin clicks his fingers, “prepare to be amazed, because you Louise Henry have won a week at a writer’s retreat.  Isn’t that utterly marvellous?”
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      On Friday evening I receive a text from Darren Walker, asking me if we can postpone our Chinese for a week.  He’s playing in a pool competition at the Feathery Duck, a really important one apparently.  I decide to go out with Heather, to the Feathery Duck of course.  Not that I’m checking up on him, but there’s not many other pubs in the local vicinity and I really don’t fancy catching the bus to the city centre, with all the drunkards and leering men.  I walk to Heather’s house with my brolly up.  It’s lashing down again and the temperature has dipped.  My coat is zipped right up to my chin and I’m wearing one of Mum’s old woolly hats.  I’m looking forward to having a lie in tomorrow morning.  No dog walking for me on a Sunday.

      Heather’s Dad answers the door with a lottery ticket in his hand, “I thought I’d won big,” he explains, “but I’ve only got drawn three numbers, is that still a tenner?”

      “I’m not sure,” I reply, wiping my feet on the mat before entering, “I never play it.”

      “Wise girl,” Mr McCarthy pushes the living room door open, “sit yourself down love.  Want a cuppa?”

      “No thanks,” I skirt around Heather’s eight year old brother, who is sprawled on the floor, playing with Lego.  Mrs McCarthy is sitting on the couch colouring.

      “Another thrilling Saturday evening in,” she looks up at me, “hello Lou.”

      “Hi,” I sink down onto the single chair and immediately their cat pounces on my lap.  Purr, purr, Marmalade flexes his claws and sniffs my chin.  I have a sudden bolt of inspiration, what a great idea for a children’s story.  An alien cat who lands in a little boy’s garden.  He’d have special powers of course and maybe he could fly.  I wish I’d bought my notebook.  Maybe I could jot it in the notes section on my phone.

      “Lou?”  Mrs McCarthy is appraising me.

      “Sorry,” I say, “I was just thinking about… work.”

      “I said how’s your dad?”

      “He’s fine thanks.”

      “And your brother?”

      “Still a handful,” I laugh.

      Mrs McCarthy crosses her legs, “that’s boys for you.  Heather was such a good quiet girl but Brandon on the other hand is like his Daddy: noisy and temperamental.  Who would have thought that I’d have another child at my age though?”  She carries on chattering about her large, extended family in Ireland and her deceased Mammy who had borne nine children.  “Child rearing was a full time job then.  None of this going back to work after three months.  I don’t know how she coped, she had the energy of ten men and an iron will to match.  We’d fight to hide in the coal cellar when she had one on her, she was that scary.  A proper matriarch she was.”

      Heather comes clattering through the door, pushing her arms into a leather jacket.  “The good old days eh Mammy?”  She teases, “you’re boring Lou now.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” I say to Heather’s mum, “I love listening to your tales.”

      “We’re leaving now,” Heather grabs my arm, hoisting me to my feet.

      “Bye,” I wave at Heather’s parents.  Brandon grunts when I wave at him.

      Heather and I skip arm in arm down the hallway, both of us are in high spirits.  I can’t stop myself from teasing her.

      “Does your mammy know about Marcus?”

      “Of course not,” Heather replies, “and that’s the way it’s going to stay, so lower your voice now.”

      “Besides,” Heather smirks as she opens the door, “that man is history.  I don’t know anyone called Marcus.”

      “That’s the spirit,” I say, as I head out into the torrential rain.

      We run to the pub. I’m painfully out of breath, coughing and wheezing and leaning against the brickwork for support.  Heather is five years older than me but she’s fitter, must be all the time she spends at the gym I muse.  The bar is packed full of people, there’s a man and woman wedged up by the dartboard belting out an Aretha Franklin tune.  I wince as they shriek a top note.  Heather is scanning the room for a table; she finds the last two seater next to the gents toilets and throws her bag down.

      “I’ll get the drinks in,” I wrestle my way through the throng to the bar and order a bottle of Prosecco.  I quickly look around and see Darren leaning casually against the pool table.  He blows me a kiss when he catches me watching him.  He’s looking good tonight in his faded Levi’s and checked shirt.  His dirty blond hair is swept back and his teeth sparkle as he talks.  There’s a woman hanging around him, twirling her hair and casting him appreciative glances.  I inwardly sigh, turn away and plod back to Heather.

      “So,” I say, banging the wine down, “is it still definitely over between you and Marcus?”

      “Watch the fizz Lou,” Heather shakes her head as it froths over the rim.  “I’m not gonna lie.  I’m missing him like crazy, but someone’s blocked him.”

      “Good.”  I pour the drinks and take a sip.

      Heather cocks her head in the direction of the pool table.  “I can’t believe you agreed to a date with him.”

      “It’s just a meal,” I sigh, “can we talk about something else?”

      “Yes.”  Heather grabs hold of my hand, “you can tell me all about this competition you’ve won.”

      “I don’t know much about it myself,” I reply.  “Basically it’s a week staying at a place near Cannock Chase…”

      “Go on…” she prompts.

      “I can’t go of course,” I pull open the packet of nuts and they scatter across the table.

      “What?”  Heather’s eyes have narrowed into slits, “are you crazy?  This is an excellent opportunity for you to mingle with other writers and to finish that novel you’ve been harping on about for ages.”

      I shrug, “it sounds good.”

      “Why can’t you go?”  Heather asks sharply.

      I lean back on my stool, almost tipping off in the process, “what about Dad and Robbie.  Who will look after them?”

      “Are you serious Lou,” Heather wags her finger, “your dad is what, almost fifty.  I’m sure he can cope without you for a week.  As for your brother, I’ve never met such a street wise kid.”

      Quickly I shake my head, “Dad is… fragile, and he needs taking care of.”

      “You’ve been saying that for ten years Lou,” Heather rubs my arm, “when are you going to start taking care of you?”

      I throw my face into the palm of my hands, “it’s just not a good time.”

      “There will never be a good enough time,” Heather shakes my shoulders, “Louise Henry you’re going because I am going to look after your dad for the week.”

      “You are?”  I stare at her incredulous.

      “Of course I am,” she sniffs, “he can come for tea, your brother too.  Mum will be in her element; you know how much she likes him.”

      I look at her with one eye open, “are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.  Now pour me another drink woman and we can plan what you can wear for your hot date next week.”

      Darren Walker leaves about an hour later, with a rowdy group of men from the football team.  He doesn’t come over to say goodbye and I don’t look for him.  I’m wondering why I’ve agreed to go for a meal with him.  He’s hardly the most attentive of men and I’m feeling thoroughly ignored and despondent.  Heather is planning retribution on him and seems determined that I should eat as much as possible and order the most expensive wine on our sort of date next week.

      “Turn up late, fleece him,” she says, with an evil glint in her eye, “then leave early like a proper diva.  Tell him you’re going into the city with the girls.”

      I nod along with her plans.  We’ve consumed the peanuts and have moved onto plain crisps.  We complain about our weight while filling our faces and vow to start eating healthier from Monday.  By eleven o’clock we’ve consumed another bottle of wine and I’m feeling rather tipsy.  We sing along with the entertainment and jig around our little table, before the bar staff tell us all to get off home.

      I wave goodbye to my best friend at the corner of my street and watch as she sways off in the opposite direction.  When I arrive home, Dad is still up watching Newsnight.  He loves a healthy debate, especially about politics.  I perch on the arm of the sofa, let out an almighty hiccup and then tumble onto my side.  Dad mutes the T.V and laughs as I struggle to straighten myself.

      “You’ve had a good night then?”

      “The best,” I reply, “there was a duo on.  They had the place rocking.”  I sidle across the cool leather to pat his knee, “why don’t you come with us one of the weekends?”

      “With you and Heather?”  He shakes his head; his eyes are merry.  “I wouldn’t want to spoil your fun.”

      “We’d love to have you there,” I protest, “where’s Robbie?”

      “Watching some awful horror.  His friend’s staying over.”

      I groan, that means they’ll be up to the early hours making noise.  My phone beeps in my back pocket and I shift to pull it out.

      Tell him, I read the message from Heather out loud.

      “Tell me what?”  Dad folds his arm across his chest.

      “I will tell you,” I swing onto my feet, “but first I need water.  Want a cuppa?”

      Dad chuckles at the sight of me swaying, “no thanks, I’ll be in and out to the loo all night if I have one this late.”

      “Right,” I point to the door, “I won’t be long.”

      I bring the water back in with me and gulp it down thirstily.  “Dad, you know I love my writing, like you love your painting and Robbie loves his music?”

      “Yes love,” Dad pats the empty cushion next to him.  I hover uncertainly, like a giant moth.

      “I’ve won a competition… for my writing.”

      “You have?”  Dad’s eyes light up, “that’s wonderful Lou.  What’s the prize?”

      “Erm… they want me to spend a week at a writer’s retreat, in the countryside Dad.”

      “You mean you’ll be staying at night too?”  One of his eyebrows lift in surprise.

      “Yep.”  I nod, “I wasn’t going to go.  I don’t like leaving you and Robbie…”

      Dad holds up his hand, “stop Lou.  Of course you must go, Robbie and me will be fine.”

      “Mrs McCarthy has invited you for tea, Robbie too and I can stock up the freezer for you.”

      “It’s no problem,” Dad grins, “really Lou.  This is an amazing experience, I forbid you to miss it.”

      “Okay,” I do a little dance on the spot.

      “I knew you had the talent,” Dad peers up at me, “my daughter the author.”

      “Aspiring author,” I correct him.

      Dad stands up and pulls me into his arms.  He smells of soap and the mints he loves.  “Well done love, I’m very proud of you.”

      I hug him back, tears pricking my eyelids as I think of Mum.

      “We should both get to bed, but I want you to tell me all about it in the morning.”

      “Okay.” I say happily, “do you want me to lock up?”

      “I’ll do it, you go on up now.”

      I climb the stairs with a happy spring in my step as Dad bolts the doors, and we’re safe in our little world.
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      The following week is Robbie’s parents evening.  I finish work early on Tuesday, dash to the supermarket and am preparing a casserole for later when Robbie bangs down the hallway and into the kitchen with a scowl on his face.

      “Hi,” I say, glancing his way, “how was school?”

      “Boring,” he mumbles, plonking himself down on a wooden stool.

      “What did you learn today then?”

      Robbie rolls his eyes, “I’m not five Lou.”

      “Sorry,” I smile apologetically.

      “Double French,” he pulls off one boot, “tres crap.”

      “Non,” I laugh, “tres bien!”

      Robbie shakes his head but chuckles along, “where’s Dad?”

      “Where do you think?”  I reply, nodding my head towards the garden.

      He pads shoeless towards me and I pass him the spoon for him to taste, “more salt,” he says.

      “Yes sir,” I twist the salt cellar over the pot.

      “Can Ade have tea here tonight?”  Robbie’s hair falls over his forehead, covering his eyes.

      “It’s your parents evening” I answer, “it’ll be a bit of a rush.”

      “I said you wouldn’t mind, things are a bit tense at his house.”

      I hum sympathetically, “his parents still arguing?”

      “Yep.  Don’t know why they just don’t get a divorce.”

      “He can come,” I decide, “but he can’t stay for long.”

      “Great,” Robbie is straight on his phone, “got any pudding?”

      “Donuts,” I nod, “the jam variety, and while you’re doing nothing you can lay the table and empty the bin.”

      I stir the casserole again, while Robbie lays the cutlery out.  The back door opens and Dad takes off his paint spattered shoes before entering.

      “Hi Dad,” I smile brightly, “do you want mash or boiled potatoes?”

      “Whatever everyone else prefers is fine with me.”

      “Mash it is.”

      Dad crosses to the sink and pours himself some squash.

      I chat to him without turning round, telling him about my day.

      “It’s been so busy, the baguettes all went and most of the cakes.  I haven’t had time for a proper lunch break because two of the staff phoned in sick.”

      “You should rest this evening.  No more chores.”

      I glance at him quizzically, “have you forgotten Dad?  It’s Robbie’s parents evening.”

      Dad slaps his forehead.  “My mind is like a sieve at the moment.”

      “Oh it’s alright,” I reply, “I’ve got a feeling that we’re going to get a glowing report for my little brother anyway.”

      Robbie gives me a strange look and then disappears with the bulging bin bag.

      Half an hour later we’re sitting round the table with two more guests: Ade and Aunt Josie.  I’ve made a gargantuan casserole, the plates are piled high and there’s still some left over.  Ade eats as if he’s never had food, before I’m even halfway through his plate is empty.

      “Would you like some bread?”  I ask politely.

      He nods rapidly so I direct Robbie to the bread bin to take out a few slices.

      “How is school going for you?”  I ask, slicing into my chicken.

      “S’Alright,” Ade shrugs and mops at the gravy.

      “Will you be studying A levels next year?”  I persist.

      “Dunno,” he shrugs.

      “What do you want to do as a career?”  Aunt Josie cuts in.

      Ade’s reply is the same as previous.

      “I always knew I wanted to be a nurse,” Aunt Josie dabs at her mouth with a sheet of kitchen roll.  “I struggled with the exams though, not naturally bright.”  She turns to me, “whereas your mum Lou was a born nurse, both academically and emotionally.”

      “She loved her job,” Dad says wistfully.  “She had healing hands and a heart full of compassion for her patients.”

      I raise my glass skyward, “here’s to a brilliant nurse.”

      “I think we should have a toast for Lou,” Aunt Josie looks around the table, “for winning that writing competition.  Your mum would be so proud dear.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur as we all chink glasses.

      Ade is grinning goofily.  “It’s so cool that you’re a writer.  Will you be famous now like Stephen King?”

      “I doubt I’ll ever reach his status,” I say with a smile.  “But that’s sweet of you to say.”

      Ade turns bright red and stares down at his empty plate.  I can see Robbie shaking his head with embarrassment and decide to leave them alone to chat together.  Dad and Aunt Josie become embroiled in a heated debate about politics, and I’m daydreaming about another children’s story I’ve had an idea for.

      When the donuts have been consumed and the plates and saucepans have been cleaned and put away, we flop onto the living room chairs.  Robbie and Ade go up to his bedroom to practise their music.  The sound of thrashing guitars boom above us.  Aunt Josie clutches her throat.

      “I couldn’t live with that racket,” she says, “doesn’t it give you both a headache?”

      “We’ve got used to it,” Dad says as he rustles open his newspaper.

      “I’m just glad they’re not on the streets causing trouble.”

      “There is that,” Aunt Josie sniffs, “I should be going then.  I want to get back home in time for my soaps.”  She rises stiffly and gives Dad a chaste peck on the cheek.

      I walk with her to the front door and am surprised when she envelops me in a tight embrace.  “Well done on winning again Lou.  You’ll make it as an author one day, you mark my words.”

      “I hope so,” gently I extricate myself.

      “You’re a good girl,” she says with a pat of my cheek, “now get out there and be successful.”

      After Aunt Josie has left I bound up the stairs and jump into the shower.  The water runs over my face and body revitalising, cleansing.  I wipe the steam off the mirror and stare at my reflection as I brush my teeth.  My hair has grown, it hangs down my back in waves.  My cheeks are rosy red and my blue eyes sparkle in the dim light of the bathroom.  I cocoon myself in a bath towel and pad through to my bedroom.  I step into a pair of clean jeans and a floaty top and perch on the bed to pull on shoes and socks.  I can hear Robbie and Ade on the landing discussing what time they’ll meet tomorrow, then the thud on the stairs and the bang of the door as Ade leaves.  A quick brush of my hair and an application of lip gloss and I’m ready.

      When I go downstairs I’m surprised to see Dad in a shirt and tie.

      “You look smart,” I tell him.

      “I thought I’d make the effort, don’t want Robbie’s teachers thinking we’re a family of layabouts.”

      “Lou I can’t find my black t-shirt,” Robbie wanders into the room bare chested.

      “It’s probably in the ironing,” I reply lightly, “can’t you wear another one?”

      Robbie skulks over to the basket and starts rummaging through the pile of clothes.

      “Let me,” I huff and go to pull the ironing board out of the under stair’s cupboard.

      Robbie messes with his hair as I iron his top.  I look at him with approval, he’s a good looking lad, tall and dark, he takes after Dad.  Whereas I’m the image of Mum.

      “Here you are,” I pass him his t-shirt and then go to pull on my coat.  “Shall we go?”

      Robbie smooths down his top, “let’s get this over.”

      When we arrive at Hayes Academy it’s like a trip down memory lane.  It looks exactly the same as when I was here and most of the teachers are still here too.  We walk through the entrance doors and I’m back ten years.  A lanky girl who used to roll the waistband of her skirt up and pop bubble gum defiantly.  The receptionist, a white haired whiskery chinned lady, peers over her glasses at me.

      “Hello Louise,” she says cheerfully, “it’s nice to see you again.”

      “Hi,” I bend to sign the form she’s thrust towards me, looking down the list for Robbie’s name.

      I feel awash with shame; me and the rest of my troublesome class used to mock her dreadfully.  Now she seems just a sweet old lady doing a hard job.

      Robbie takes a form from her, it has all the teachers we need to see at the allocated times.

      “Through there,” she points at the assembly hall where a group of other parents are gathering.  The headteacher is standing at the door, smiling and shaking hands with the ones who are brave enough to enter.  I hope that my little brother’s recent hiatus has been forgotten and edge forwards tentatively.

      “Ah Mr Henry,” Mrs Frostrich nods at my dad, “and Ms Henry, welcome.”

      We both grin inanely and move to pass her by.

      “Mr Henry!”  She halts our escape, “where is Robbie?”

      I look around and spot him hiding behind a towering potted plant, chatting to two girls.

      “I’ll urm… just,” I point in his direction and flee, leaving Dad alone to cope with the formidable headteacher.

      “Robbie,” I hiss, “come on.”

      The two girls he is chatting to start giggling as he walks towards me.

      “Do you have to be so embarrassing,” he mumbles, hands wedged in his pockets.

      “Well can you stay with us please… at least until this is over.”

      “I hate this school,” Robbie scuffs his trainers until they squeak.

      “Ssh, the headteacher’s talking with Dad now and I hope it’s for a good reason.”

      I steer a mutinous looking Robbie towards the doorway.

      “Everything alright?”  I ask brightly.

      Mrs Frostrich smiles stiffly, “I was just telling your father about our new art department.  It seems that Robbie has inherited the creative gene, I was pleased to read a good report from his art teacher.”

      “Oh that’s brilliant,” I smile, proud of my little brother.  “I think she’s the first one we’ve got a meeting with...”

      Mrs Frostrich has already moved onto the next parent.  Dad has wandered off and is staring at a collage board hanging from the wall.

      “Isn’t that great,” he says, “look at the colour and the textures.”

      I glance briefly up and then direct my attention at the two most important men in my life.

      “Can we concentrate on Robbie’s education?  The meeting with Miss Evesham started ten minutes ago.”

      I usher them both towards the large group of teachers who are dotted around the room.

      “Which one is it?”  I whisper in Robbie’s ear.

      “The one with the pink hair,” he grins.

      Miss Evesham is a young newly qualified teacher with the loveliest smile and a friendly nature.  Her comments about Robbie are all positive: he’s talented, hardworking, well behaved.  By the time she’s finished a warm feeling has settled inside my stomach.  Dad pats his shoulder and with a light step I move on.

      “Next one is maths,” I give Robbie an encouraging smile and then frown as I notice the name of the teacher, “Mr Hoffman?  Is he still here?”

      “Yeah… unfortunately,” Robbie scowls.

      “Crikey, he was a total control freak.  We used to call him hairy Hoffman.” I whisper conspiratorially in Robbie’s ear, “he only liked the bright students, which excluded me and most of the class.  Maths was my worst subject.”

      We wait behind a couple who are seated at his table.  Robbie is quiet but Dad is quite chatty.  He’s telling me about the tomatoes he’s growing in the greenhouse, when Mr Hoffman motions abruptly for us to sit down.  I perch on the edge of the chair feeling like a fifteen year old again.

      “Ah Ms Henry,” his smile is sly and his eyes are cold as they travel over me, “still working in the baker’s shop?”

      “Yep,” I grit my teeth, “still working hard.”

      He leans across me to shake Dad’s hand.

      “Robbie, Robbie, Robbie,” he begins, “to put it bluntly, I doubt that he’s going to pass his GCSE.”

      I can feel fury building within me, “and why would that be?  Robbie is bright…”

      Mr Hoffman holds up his hand, “please.  If you’ll let me explain.  Some kids find maths naturally easy and some struggle.  Robbie’s a struggler.”

      I glance at my brother, whose shoulders are slumped.  He looks the picture of despondency.

      “He’s also very quiet in class.  I’d go so far to say that he lacks confidence.”

      “Isn’t it a teacher’s job to instil confidence?”

      Dad nods along with my words, “I struggled with maths at school too.”

      “Me too,” I add, “although I found the teaching poor, which of course never helps.”

      Mr Hoffman narrows his eyes, and shifts in his seat, “of course there are after school clubs he can attend, but with his poor attendance record, at the moment it seems unlikely to help.”

      I swallow, “we’re working on that.”

      Mr Hoffman’s eyebrows shoot upwards, “let me show you exactly what I mean Ms Henry.”  He proceeds to baffle me with charts and figures.  Basically Robbie is working way below what is expected to pass GCSE maths.

      “We could get a tutor,” I say hopefully, closing my eyes briefly at the thought of more expense.

      “That would help,” Mr Hoffman nods and then turns to Robbie, “time to knuckle down.  You might scrape a C if you’d only apply yourself more.”

      Robbie opens his mouth, probably to swear, but I intercept by pressing my foot firmly on top of his.  “Thank you Mr Hoffman, I think we all understand.”  I push back my chair and walk away from his smarmy face.  The urge to wallop him one is strong, but I manage to quell it with a few deep breaths.

      “Some people just shouldn’t be teachers,” I mutter angrily to Dad.

      “Agreed,” Dad puts a consoling arm on Robbie’s shoulder, “are you okay son?”

      “He’s an idiot,” Robbie marches off and I steer Dad towards the refreshment table.

      After a calming cup of tea and a custard cream biscuit, we’re ready to talk to more teachers.  They’re a lot nicer and their feedback is kinder than Mr Hoffmans, but there is an overall feeling that Robbie is failing, especially in science and maths and we’ve still got two left to see.

      “English,” I say hopefully, thinking of Robbie’s matronly teacher.

      “She’s left remember.”

      “Oh,” my spirits deflate, “well never mind, what’s your new teacher like?”

      “Alright I guess.”

      “Come on then, let’s get this over with and then we can go see your favourite.”

      I sit down in front of Mr Love with an air of resignation, because English is one of Robbie’s least favourite subjects I’m expecting a poor report.  However I’m pleasantly surprised.

      “Robbie can do it,” Mr Love flips his pencil between his fingers, “with hard work and determination, I’m sure he can pass his GCSE.”

      “That’s great!” I smile at the teacher.  Mr Love reminds me of a scatty professor.  His thick dark hair is tousled and he’s wearing smudged glasses.  He has a cropped beard and a nice smile.  His shirt is creased and his tie is awry, but there’s a kindness about him that warms me to him.

      “Are you enjoying the books we’re reading Robbie?”  He’s also the first teacher to draw my brother into the conversation.

      “Dracula?”  Robbie grimaces, “not really.”

      “Hmm,” Mr Love rubs his chin, “the reading lists a lot better at A level, if you were thinking of studying English.”

      “Music,” Robbie replies, “I want to study music.”

      “Music’s great, but it would be even better to combine it with an academic subject,” Mr Love smiles, showing a set of even white teeth.  He looks at me and a fluttering feeling begins in my stomach, “that way you have more options if you want to go to uni.”

      I cross my legs, aware that I’m staring.  He’s not my usual type, he’s not rugged and muscular, on the contrary his appearance is soft looking with an old fashioned charm.  But there’s an undeniable handsomeness to this teacher.  He must be the target of many a teenage girl crush.  Mr Love looks my way again and holds his gaze steady, I feel a rush of attraction; heat floods my face.  I hear Dad clear his throat and I blink.  What on earth am I doing ogling Robbie’s teacher?

      “Thank you,” I say abruptly, rising to my feet.

      “My pleasure,” he holds out his hand and I press mine into it.

      As I walk away I can feel his eyes burning into my back.

      The music teacher gives Robbie a glowing report, which comes as no surprise to me or Dad.  He tells us that Robbie has a natural talent for the guitar and has passed all the music tests so far with distinction.  Robbie is suffused with happiness.  As we leave I high five him.  Even the sight of a lingering Mrs Frostrich can’t dull our combined joy.

      “Feel free to look around,” she calls to us.  We subsequently end up in the new art department.  Dad looks like a child in a sweet shop; wide eyed and excited.  He gushes over the pupil’s artwork displayed on the walls.  I examine the pottery wheel and am reminded of the scene in Ghost, when the stars bonded over a slab of spinning clay.  I have a sudden yearning to be at home, in my onesie, with a bowl of popcorn, watching a romantic weepie.  By the time we’re back in reception, all the other parents have left, and the janitor is swinging his keys and looking at the wall clock.

      We walk back through the estate and on Robbie’s request make a detour to the chip shop.

      “I’ll treat you to a saveloy,” I tease, “as long as you promise to try more with your core subjects.”

      Robbie rolls his eyes, “I don’t get it.”

      “What?”

      “Maths.  Algebra, Pythagoras, it just doesn’t make sense to me.”

      I slip my arm through his, “we’ll get you a home tutor.  You can pass Robbie, show old Hoffman he’s wrong.”

      “My boy can do it,” Dad links his arm through my other one and together the three of us skip up the road, ready to take on the world.
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      I’m rushed off my feet over the next few days.  At work we have a new pasty, which has been advertised on prime time T.V.  It literally flies off the hot shelves and Marvin and I are stuck out on the shop floor, serving the hordes.  Steph lets me finish early on Wednesday.  It’s Mum’s birthday remembrance and I need to pop to Flowers From Heaven to purchase fresh roses, which were Mum’s favourite.  I’m rummaging in my locker when Marvin sneaks up behind and grabs me round the waist.

      “Marvin!”  I yell, “don’t do that.”

      “Sorry,” he backs away, with a sheepish look upon his face, “have you forgiven me for the competition yet?”

      “Of course,” I say with a smile, “although it was very sneaky of you all.”

      “So you’re definitely going?”  He ambles over to the workstation and nabs a scone.

      “Yep.  Like you all told me, it’s too good of an opportunity to miss.  I have no idea how I will get there though.  I don’t think the buses round here travel to Cannock Chase.”

      “I’ll take you,” he mumbles, pieces of scone fly from his mouth.

      “Would you?”  My spirits lift a little.  I’ve been feeling maudlin all day, lost in memories of Mum.  It’s the same every year and it never seems to get any easier.  Grief still gnaws away at me.

      “Course I will,” he reiterates.

      “Thank you, you’re kind,” I walk over and hug him.

      “Hey, don’t get all emotional now,” he pats my back, “what’s up?”

      “Mum.”  I can feel tears pricking at my eyelids and will myself not to cry.

      “Sorry,” Marvin leans his forehead against mine and we stand there for a few moments.

      “It’s such a pity I’m gay, you’re one gorgeous chick.”

      A burst of laughter escapes my lips, “a huge pity.”

      “You two flirting again?”  Steph bustles into view, “Marvin get your backside on the till, it’s chaos out there.”

      “What’s up with her?”  Marvin mumbles out of the side of his mouth.

      “I heard that,” Steph retorts, “if you must know it’s my time of the month.”

      “I’m outta here,” Marvin deposits a kiss on my forehead and rushes back out front.  I’m left on my own with an irate manager.

      “You alright?”  I ask tentatively, wincing as she bangs her badass boss mug down.

      “Lou,” she turns her flushed face towards me, “am I unapproachable?”

      “Only when you’ve got one on you,” I reply, careful to omit that that is most days just lately.  “What’s happened?”

      “Someone’s complained to head office about me.”

      “A customer?”  I lean against the wooden surface, taking the weight off my weary legs.

      “A staff member,” Steph sniffs, “you and Marv would just tell me if I’m being horrible, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course we would,” I soothe.

      “I don’t mean to be hard faced,” she carries on, “I just don’t want anyone to take advantage of me.  Kindness can be a weakness you know, especially when you’re a manager.  I’m a bitch aren’t I?  Go on, give it to me straight.”

      “You’re not a bitch,” I pass her a bottle of unopened milk, “you can be fiery though.  Marv and me are used to it, but maybe some of the younger Saturday staff aren’t.”

      “Yeah I’m scary huh?”  She chews her thumbnail, “they’re sending me on a how to manage people course.  Will that mean I’ve got to start making inspirational speeches?”

      “Just be nice,” I say, then add quickly when her face falls, “nicer I mean.”

      “I’ll try,” she stirs her drink, “what would I do without you?”

      “Well you’ll have to cope when I’m off for the week.  How’s the dating going by the way?”

      Her face lights up, “I’ve been chatting to someone,” she says coyly, “He’s a trainee solicitor, we’re meeting this weekend.”

      “Looks like both of us are out then,” I remind her of my date with Darren Walker and am surprised when there are no acerbic remarks.

      “Aren’t you going to warn me off him again?”  I say.

      “Hey, this is the new me,” she grins, “I can be nice.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I swing my bag onto my shoulder, “see you tomorrow then.”

      “Bye Lou,” she gives me a little wave, “and… I hope everything goes okay tonight.”

      “Me too,” I whisper, as I leave the familiar bustle of the baker’s shop and head out into the bright sunshine.

      When I arrive at Flowers From Heaven, Heather is busy tying ribbon around a beautiful posy.  I linger in the doorway, inhaling the gorgeous scents that permeate the flower shop.

      “Lou,” she looks up, “come on in.”

      “Another wedding?” I ask, staring down at the red roses intertwined with gypsophlia. “Yes.  Winter weddings are becoming as popular as summer ones now.  This particular bride is wearing black.”

      “Black?”  I echo, “that’s different.”

      “She’s been the worst bride to be I’ve ever had as a client.  I call her pernickety Pamela, but she’s paying me heaps so hey ho.”

      “I love your shop,” I say, gazing round at the vibrant colours.

      “It is rather nice isn’t it,” Heather uses a pair of scissors to expertly create curls, “ta-da, all finished.  Shall we go for lunch?”  She looks at me expectantly.  I glance at my watch.  It’s another couple of hours before Robbie will finish school, plenty of time to indulge in a posh sandwich and a cappuccino with my best friend.

      “Let’s go,” I say, with a nod.

      I stir my coffee and listen to Heather chattering away.  When she mentions Marcus I sit up a little straighter.

      “He turned up at the shop yesterday ranting and raving.”  She puts on her best Marcus impression, “why you not answer my messages?  I’ve been worried sick!”

      “What did you do?”  I ask.

      “I shouted back at him of course.  Told him to his face that our relationship is dead, kaput, over.”

      “Well done,” I catch sight of the tears shimmering in Heather’s eyes, “you’re doing the right thing you know.”

      “Am I?” she pulls a tissue from her coat pocket, “he said he’s going to change… that he’ll leave her…”

      “Do you really believe that?”  I ask gently.

      Heather shrugs, “I miss him Lou.”

      “Be strong,” I pat her hand, “you can do better.”

      Heather swipes at her nose, “anyway, are you all ready for the big date?”

      “Yep.”

      Heather’s eyes sparkle with mischief, “revenge time.  I’ll come round do your make up, so you look drop dead gorgeous.  You eat as much as you can and then when the bill arrives you can leave with me.”

      “I kinda feel bad,” I confess.

      “Don’t you dare Louise Henry, that guy stood you up and then ignored you.  Give him a taste of his own medicine.”

      “Okay,” I snigger, despite the reservations I have of getting my own back on Darren Walker, it is a great plan.

      We’re interrupted by the arrival of the waitress and two delicious looking paninis.  I eat my lunch, buoyed by the pleasant company and the warm afternoon sunshine filtering through the window.

      I head for home after a browse round the shops with Heather.  Dad and I wait for Robbie to finish his afterschool paper round, then we walk to St Mary’s church.  To reach Mum’s grave we follow a path through the church grounds that takes us up a mossy steep incline.  I’m puffing and panting when I reach the top, and so are Dad and Robbie.  The view is spectacular.  It’s dark already but the city is laid out before us; hundreds of twinkling lights pulsing against the backdrop of an ink black sky.  Robbie pulls out his phone and proceeds to take a few selfies.

      “Robbie have some respect,” I admonish, “in a graveyard really?”

      He puts his phone back in his coat pocket with a shrug.

      My gaze rests on a nearby gravestone, I’m surprised by the engraved date.  “Some of these are so old.  1890,” I read, “beloved daughter, Catherine Rose, taken into the arms of the Lord.”

      “There’s a whole family of them over there,” Robbie points to a marble tomb surrounded by iron railings and creeping ivy.  “Take a picture of me by it sis.”

      “Don’t be so macabre,” I suspect Robbie’s been watching too many horror films.  He seems to have acquired an unhealthy interest in the dead just lately.

      “They used to bury people alive a long time ago,” Robbie tells me knowingly, “not on purpose but they’d have bells attached to string that ran inside the coffins just in case.  If a person was alive they’d ring the bell and the gravediggers would dig them up.”

      “How do you know that?”  I shudder at the thought of it and wrap my arms around myself for warmth.

      “We had a supply teacher for history,” Robbie replies, “used to tell us all sorts of interesting stuff.”

      Dad has wandered off along a pebbly path, I pull Robbie by the sleeve, “stay close,” I whisper, “it’s spooky up here.”

      “Are you scared Lou?”  Robbie teases.  I sock him on the arm and we increase our step to catch up with Dad.

      “Here she is,” Dad stops abruptly at the foot of Mum’s grave.  The wind is whistling through the trees and a light mist envelops us.  I stare at the marble headstone and try not to cry.  Dad takes the roses from me and places them gently on the soil.  We stand silent for a good five minutes, each one of us lost in our thoughts.

      “Happy birthday my love,” Dad’s voice is so quiet I can barely hear it.  I reach for his hand, give it a squeeze.  Both our eyes are filled with tears.  I feel a wetness on my cheeks and look up at the sky.  The rain matches our sombre mood.  I have a sudden longing for home, for warmth and familiarity and light.

      “Can we go?”  Robbie voices my thoughts.

      “Just give me a few minutes,” Dad rests his hand on the gravestone as Robbie and I back away.

      “I hate coming here,” chunters Robbie, “why not remember Mum up here?”  He taps the side of his head.

      “We do it for Dad,” I whisper, glancing round.  “He’s still grieving Robbie.”

      “It’s been ten years,” he kicks at the loose stones.

      “I know,” I soothe, “but Mum was his soul mate and I don’t think Dad has still come to terms with it.”

      “You have,” Robbie’s eyes glint in the darkness, “you’re getting on with life Lou, not stuck in a shed all day.”

      “It’s different for me… and Dad’s a work in progress,” I sigh, “just be patient with him and try to understand, okay?”

      Robbie’s mouth sets into a firm, obstinate line, as Dad falls into step beside us.

      He takes hold of my arm and I ask if he’s alright.  Then we walk slowly home and I’m immersed in the worrisome thoughts of what I can do to help my dad.
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      Saturday is my day off work.  After walking the dogs I spend the morning grocery shopping, followed by hoovering and dusting the house from top to bottom.  I’ve managed to get Dad out of his shed and into the garden where he’s raked all the dead leaves off the lawn and pruned the dying summer plants.  Robbie has been in his room, thrashing his guitar.  I knock on his bedroom door and tell him lunch is ready.

      “Have you done your homework?”  I ask, as he surfaces in his pyjama bottoms and a stained heavy metal t-shirt.

      “Not yet,” he replies, following me down the stairs.  “I’ve written a new song.”

      “Have you?”  I smile at his face, suffused with excitement, “you should play it for your music teacher then.”

      “Will do.”  He delves in the cupboard for crisps to go with his baguette.  I opt for the healthy option and pick an apple out of the fruit bowl.  My stomach is rumbling but I’m determined to eat a light lunch so I can pig out later, courtesy of Darren Walker.

      Dad comes in wiping his perspiring brow and I’m happy that he’s spent the morning in the fresh air for a change.  The three of us sit in the conservatory watching daytime T.V, eating our lunch.

      After I’ve washed up for the third time that day, I sit at the kitchen table with my notebook and laptop.  The rest of the afternoon is reserved purely for writing.  It’s a peaceful environment where I feel serene and calm.  Writing always makes me feel this way, I’m transported to a different world where I forget all my worries.  I manage another thousand words on my romantic mystery and finish the new children’s story that I’ve been working on.  Feeling productive I close down my computer and go upstairs to get ready for the big date.  When I’m finished in the shower, I pad back to my room and almost jump out my skin at the sight of Heather lying on my bed.

      “Christ,” I holler, “you scared me.”

      Heather rolls her eyes, “your dad told me to go on up.  I invited him to ours for tea by the way.”

      “You mean when I’m away for the week?”

      “Of course.  Mum said he can come every evening,” she pushes herself up on the bed, “your brother just grunted at me though.”

      “That means yes,” I smirk, “have you come to annoy me?”

      “I’ve come to weave my magic,” she clarifies, “although I’ve never seen such a pitiful make up bag, there’s hardly anything in there.”

      “I’m a natural beauty,” I tip my head forwards and rub briskly at my wet hair.

      “What are you wearing?”  Heather asks.

      “Urm… jeans probably.”

      “Jeez,” Heather shakes her head in disgust and jumps off the bed.  As I’m struggling into my underwear she begins rooting through my wardrobe.

      “Definitely not,” she tuts bypassing my favourite skinny jeans.  “Maybe,” she holds up the leather trousers I’ve only ever worn once.

      “Definitely,” I throw at the back of her head.

      “I never noticed before…”

      “What?”  I ask, pulling a comb through my hair.

      “What few clothes you have.  I mean I know you’ve always been fashion challenged but you really need some new clothes hun.”

      “Says the goth,” I tease and we both burst out laughing.

      “Neither of us are followers of fashion,” I admit.

      “Wouldn’t want to be,” Heather says tartly, “wait a minute… oh now this is nice.”  I turn to look.  She’s holding up a dress, a red lacy number.

      “Too posh,” I immediately say, “that’s my Christmas dress.”

      “It is nearly Christmas,” Heather replies distractedly.

      “It’s only November.  In my opinion Christmas doesn’t start until the beginning of December.”

      “Well okay… but I still think you should wear a dress,” Heather says firmly, “show off your gorgeous legs.  Let’s see what else you’ve got hidden.”

      Between us we eventually decide on a floaty black maxi dress and team it with a pair of shiny ballet pumps.  I sit on the edge of my bed and let Heather colour my face.

      “So don’t forget our plan,” her tongue is sticking out the side of her mouth as she applies glittery eyeliner.

      “Eat and drink as much as I can?”  The thought of an all you can eat Chinese buffet makes my stomach rumble.

      “Yep and don’t forget to enjoy yourself.”  Heather leans back and inspects her handiwork, “there, all done.”

      “Let me look,” I grab hold of the ornate silver hand mirror that once belonged to Mum and stare at my reflection.  “I like the red lipstick.” I pout, acknowledging that Heather’s done a great job.  I look very different with this much make up on; older and sophisticated and my clipped up hair with trailing tendrils looks extremely stylish.

      “Thank you,” I preen, “I approve.”

      “You look like a babe,” Heather scoops the makeup back into its bag, “Darren Walker is going to be drooling with lust.”

      It’s too early to leave, so we decide to open a bottle of Prosecco that’s been chilling in the fridge a few days.  I don’t have any flutes, so I pour the fizz into mugs.

      As Heather is telling me the gossip on her flower shop customers, Dad wanders in scratching his head.

      “I’ve lost the newspaper,” he mumbles.

      “Ah sorry Dad,” I point to the table, “I borrowed it to lean on to paint my nails.”

      Dad glances over me, his mouth formed into a circle.

      “Well what do you think?” I twirl on the spot, happy that I decided to wear flat shoes.

      “Beautiful,” he sinks down onto a chair, “you remind me so much of her.”

      “Thank you,” I take a long gulp, the bubbles fizz up into my nose.

      “Where are you girls going?”  Dad asks.

      “Lou’s got a date,” Heather says with excitement.

      “A date?”  Dad echoes, “anyone I know.”

      “Urm…” I’m reluctant to give him a name.  Heather answers for me.

      “Just someone we went to school with.”

      “It’s more of a friendly get together,” I pick nervously at my nails, willing Heather not to disclose our plans, “I’ll probably be late, so don’t wait up.”

      “Okay,” Dad smiles, “well have a great time.”

      “What are you doing this evening Mr Henry?”  Heather asks.

      “There’s a new nature series starting tonight,” he replies, “I thought I’d watch that and then I’ll probably turn in early.”

      “I bought you a bottle of port,” I point to the lower cupboard, “and there’s scratchings and nuts.  Maybe Robbie could sit and help you eat them.”

      Dad chuckles, “I don’t know whether I want to share them.  Besides, you young ones don’t want to hang around like an old fossil like me.  You go and have fun, don’t worry about me.  As for Robbie, he’ll be happy in his room with his music.”

      “You’re not old Mr Henry!  I think you’re really cool,” Heather’s tone is warm, “and my Mum’s a big fan of your paintings.  It’s her birthday in a few months, do you think you could paint her portrait as a present from me?”

      Colour fills Dad’s cheeks, “I’ve never painted a portrait.  I’m a landscape painter.”

      Heather nods, “sure, but if I got you an up to date photo, do you think you could give it a try?”

      “You should Dad,” I say with encouragement, “you could do it.”

      Dad clears his throat, “well there’s no harm in trying I suppose…”

      “I’ll pay you of course and I wouldn’t expect any discount because I’m Lou’s friend.”

      “That’s settled then,” I grin at Dad.

      He looks completely bewildered and I feel a rush of affection for him.

      “Well,” he says, picking up the newspaper, “I’ll leave you girls to it.”

      “Bye Mr Henry.” Heather calls out in her sing song voice.

      “Please call me Job,” he says with a small smile, before disappearing out of the room.

      “I love your Dad’s name,” Heather glugs down the remnants of her wine, “it’s so biblical.”

      “You love everything,” I say with a laugh, “thank you for being such a lovely friend.”

      “Welcome,” Heather stands up to hug me, “don’t forget to reapply your lipstick.  I’m outta here.  Text me when you’ve finished with Darren Walker okay?”

      I walk with her to the door.

      “It’s freezing out here,” Heather complains as she zips up her fleece coat, “enjoy yourself Lou.”  She ambles down the path, pausing to wave at me, “and remember to smoulder hun.”

      I shake my head with a large grin on my face and then gently close the door.

      Half an hour later I’m on my way.  There’s a full moon beaming and the sky is full of stars.  I check my phone, no messages from Darren.  Maybe he’s already there I muse.  I quicken my step passing an amorous teenage couple leaning against a shop window.  Music blares from the Feathery Duck, a few of the regulars are outside smoking.  We exchange polite hello’s as I pass them by.  I wait at the edge of the kerb for a line of traffic to pass then jog across heading towards the supermarket.  The Oriental Express is just behind it.

      Whoosh, the warmth hits me as I open the restaurant door.  I stand nervous beside the welcome desk.  It’s packed full of people chattering and laughing.  Waiting staff rush to and fro, carrying trays of drinks and clean plates.  There’s a relaxed vibe in the restaurant, full of diners enjoying a Saturday night out.

      “Hello madam,” an oriental lady welcomes me with a bright smile.

      “Hi,” I swipe back a lock of escaped hair, “I have a reservation for two at eight.”

      “Name please?”  She taps the computer screen.

      “Louise… Henry.”

      “Ah yes.  Would you like to go straight to your table?”  Underneath her fringe the waitress has the prettiest eyes.

      “I’m waiting for a friend,” I explain, “can I grab a drink first?”

      “Of course,” she points to a rich red sofa, “please make yourself comfortable.”

      After ordering a large glass of wine, I relax on the sumptuous sofa.  Ten minutes past eight, I glance at the wall clock.  Darren Walker is late.  I check my phone, no missed calls and no messages.  He must be on his way, I think, probably styling his hair.  A snort of laughter escapes my lips as I imagine him in front of a mirror with a can of extra firm hairspray.  Five minutes pass… ten minutes pass.  I’m starting to grow annoyed.  One thing I’m a stickler for is punctuality, a trait I inherited from my lovely Dad.  Then the door bangs open, a flurry of leaves swirl inwards and a figure I recognise stands there.  His gaze sweeps around the room, then comes to rest on me, recognition lights up his face too.  I swallow hard and smile tentatively at this man, and for the life of me I can’t remember his name.
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