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Precious and warm a memory; I still can see Blue Velvet.

“A cat will stay loyal as long as you are,

disrespect a cat, you disrespect yourself.” – Anonymous
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Victoria

​Victoria was not looking forward to this evening. In fact, she was dreading it. It was a meeting of minds, apparently. Basically, five women in their late fifties, getting together for wine and chat. To talk about books. It was never about books though. It was all about gossip and whose marriage had been the worst. Victoria knew the answer to that, but it wasn’t her story to tell. Her ginger shorthair cat, Biscuit, a stray she’d taken in, rubbed against her legs. “Good girl,” she said, patting her head. “I would rather stay home with you, but I promised Charlotte I’d come tonight and maybe I can get them to talk intelligently about the book we’re supposed to have read.”

Charlotte

Charlotte wiped the already spotless glasses and set them on the counter, ready for the ladies to come and drink her wine and pretend to talk about literature. Yet she knew, as soon as she went out of her beautiful designer-grey living room to fetch the snacks, they’d point to the wedding photos lined up on the marble fireplace mantlepiece and speculate about what had happened to her marriage. “Darling Mirabelle,” she murmured to her long-haired Persian, “it’s a good thing I love you.” She picked up some strands of fur and wondered if she ought to run the vacuum again. She certainly didn’t want the other women to criticize her housekeeping skills. Mirabelle meowed for food, and Charlotte rushed into the kitchen to replenish her kibble bowl.

Lizzie

Lizzie, who lived across the green in a tiny cottage, all she could afford to rent—sighed as she put on her coat. “Here we go, another night with the heathens.” She smiled wryly as she spoke the words out loud and went over to her dresser. Give me strength, she thought, gazing at the ‘Home is Where the Heart is!’ plaque her ex had given her before he’d left her high and dry. She picked up her keys from the dark wooden dresser that she’d wanted to replace years ago but...yeah, well. Tom, her sweet lame kitty, went on grooming his paws, but as she left the house, he lifted his head and watched her departure through his slit green eyes. “Bye,” she mouthed into the silent house.

Cathy

Cathy, who’d lived in the village for many years, stared into the mirror, hating what she saw: crepey arms and neck, a menopausal belly purse hanging over her crotch. “What’s even the point of me?” she muttered under her breath before fluttering a hand up in front of her face. She pulled on some too-tight jeans hoping they’d make her belly look flatter. The tunic top she selected covered her bulging waistline. After smearing on more concealer over the red spots from her rosacea, she got out a silk scarf and waved it at Molly, her blue grey, but the cat wasn’t interested, curled up on the bed, taking a nap.

Lou

Lou smiled at herself in the mirror. “Looking good, Doll!” She swiped the bright red lipstick from her front teeth with a perfectly manicured finger and twirled around. She was so glad she’d moved to this small village, Ickenham, where she felt important, unlike being one of too many wannabes in London. Over the years, she’d gotten a few roles in TV commercials, but nothing big ever came her way. She enjoyed book talk with the girls, knowing her career as an actress impressed them. Tonight was going to be her star performance. For, tonight was the night, she was going to tell them about the leading role she’d just landed, and she wanted to look the part. Peregrine, the Manx cat, who was as special as his mistress, purred. “It’s at times like this I wish I had a tail to wag.” His eyes, full of love, met Lou’s.
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Charlotte

Charlotte drank a glass of wine to try to calm her nerves before the ladies arrived. This was the fifth meeting of their newly started book club, and she was the last to host. She was always anxious about people coming over, afraid she wouldn’t be good enough and she’d upset them in some way. She’d always been shy and socially inept around people. She’d rather be on her own and not face anyone. As she sipped her chardonnay, sitting in her lounge, she could see the rain streaming down her front windows. It was teeming down. She hoped it wouldn’t be a problem for the women to get here. On the other hand, if no one came, it would be a relief.

This awful rain reminded her of the first time she met her ex-husband, John. He’d been so sweet to her when she’d begun studying at the University of Pittsburgh, overwhelmed by so many buildings scattered everywhere. Parking had been a nightmare on that first day. She probably would easily have found the Cathedral of Learning, the forty-two-story gothic building, but she was terrified about trying to locate her classroom. A tall fellow in blue jeans came across the road, wielding a large umbrella, and when he saw her getting out of her car, he held it aloft to shelter her and led her to her room. He’d been a professor. How could she not fall for this sexy man with his Georgia drawl? They’d married while she was still a sophomore.

After ten years, and a son and daughter later, who were now grown up, she realised that she’d leaned on him too much. She never understood, or perhaps refused to believe, his late nights and excuses for having to go away on weekends were not about lectures but about other women. And there hadn’t only been one. What was really stupid was that he had divorced her! As if she’d been the one who was unfaithful. She’d been devastated and swore she’d never date or remarry.

Several years as a single mother took up all of her energy and time. But a guy with an accent, Colin, a visiting marine biologist at the college where she was a professor, swept her off her feet. He was English. Classy. Taller than her (almost) six feet frame and charming. He was promoting his book about how crabs were misused and bled to provide a special chemical used in vaccines. There was now a synthetic chemical that was cheaper and more efficient that ought to put a stop to this practice. She’d only gone to the lecture for something to do but his presentation had impressed her. Afterwards, she’d attended the reception. She’d thought herself beyond romance and unattractive to men, but he’d grabbed her hands and smiled into her eyes and asked her to dinner the following day. She’d never regretted going and before she knew it, she’d agreed to move to England with him. Her kids were grown, and there seemed nothing to keep her in the States. London was a dream come true, the country of Shakespeare, Austen, and Rowling. In fact, she’d recommended Pride and Prejudice for their first book, but Lou had groaned, and they’d all agreed to read Fifty Shades of Gray. How ridiculous, she’d thought, but went along with them, hoping she might yet introduce them to some literature.

She glanced up at the photo of her and Colin on their wedding day and sighed deeply. Where had he gone? Even though she’d called in a missing person report to the police, they had not found him. It had been three years. He’d so often gone on deep sea missions and might or might not still be alive. She’d told her lady friends that she was divorced, and that was true, but she had no intention of telling them about her second husband, Colin’s, disappearance.

Mirabelle jumped onto the sill of the deep bay window and stretched out, purring, but when a cab pulled in front of the house and out leaped Lou in leopard skin tights beneath a bright orange tunic, the cat made a hasty retreat up the stairs.

Lou flung open a huge yellow and green umbrella, perhaps intending to be glamorous, but only succeeding in looking flamboyant, so unlike her serious and brilliant Colin. Lou had made sure in their first get-together that everyone knew she was an important actress. Charlotte doubted it was true but didn’t challenge her. It would be unkind, and she hated confrontation. Even her students knew she was a pushover. She never gave even the worst of students a failing grade.

As Lou came wobbling down the front path on her wedged shoes, Charlotte hurried to the front door and pushed it open, moving to one side to let Lou through. “Oh, sorry,” Lou said with a big smile as she dropped her umbrella on the tile floor. “It’s dripping everywhere.”

Charlotte resisted running to get a mop. “Glad to see you,” she said quietly, wanting to tell Lou to remove her shoes before going into the living room, but of course she did not. It might be insulting to her guest, not that pushy Lou would care.

“Wow! A white rug! Are you crazy?” Lou strode across to one of the linen pushback recliners, plonked down and kicked off her shoes that had left wet spots across the carpet. “That’s better,” she muttered, obviously intending to make herself at home, which of course Charlotte hoped for, but not at the expense of her spotless house. She managed a wry smile and wondered why Lou didn’t have the book with her.

The doorbell rang so Charlotte excused herself to let in the next of the ladies. Victoria and Lizzie crowded into the entry hall, stepping around the overly large brolly. “I bet I know who brought that,” Victoria said, taking off a tan raincoat and hanging it on the coat stand. Lizzie took off her tatty navy peacoat and put it on the hook next to Victoria’s. They both had on jeans and tee-shirts causing Charlotte to feel overdressed in her pleated skirt that she thought was English-looking and would help her fit in. Even her Marks and Spencer’s matching blouse seemed ridiculous. Next to these two, she felt like a school ma’am, which of course she was. Next to Lou, she’d felt like an old prude, which she wasn’t. After all, she’d had two husbands and remembered some amazing sex that the stupid book they were reading had reminded her she missed.
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Lou

Lou hadn’t missed the muttered snide remark about her umbrella by Victoria as she’d arrived, and she rolled her eyes. Screw you, she thought, you’re just jealous, you old prune. She chuckled to herself and looked around the immaculate living room. Well, formerly immaculate, she noted, her eyes glancing at the dirty wet prints her shoes had left on the carpet upon her arrival.

It had given her a thrill to watch Charlotte itching to clean it up, but desperate to give off some kind of nonchalance. Ha! You don’t fool me, Miss Prim and Proper.

“Hey ladies,” she beamed as Charlotte ushered Victoria and Lizzie into the room, rising up from her seated position to air kiss the other women.

“How are you, Lou?” Lizzie, her shoulders always hunched as though the weight of the world resided on them, gingerly offered a cheek.

“I’m ready for vino and getting down and dirty with Mr Gray, is how I am!” She cackled, finding amusement in the blush that spread across Lizzie’s face, and the utter disdain on Victoria’s.

“Yes, of course,” Charlotte fussed, “drinks? Chardonnay for everyone?”

A chorus of affirmatives chimed up and Charlotte hurried from the room.

“Where’s your copy of the book then, Lou?” Victoria eyed the other woman’s empty hands, raising an over plucked eyebrow that made her look constantly startled.

“Doll, I don’t need notes; I got it all up here!” Lou prodded her skull with a long, manicured talon and then clutched her well-endowed chest as she giggled coquettishly.

Victoria gave a loud tut, but Lou didn’t miss the tiniest of smirks on Lizzie’s face.

“Mind you,” Lou continued, encouraged by Lizzie’s mirth, “I’m not sure what in my head is of the fictional Mr. Gray or of my own actual memories!”

“Lou, shame on you!” Victoria snorted and shook her head, just as Charlotte re-entered the room with a tray of glasses.

As the girls made small talk, Lou thought back to her last comment.

Despite her bragging about her sexual encounters, this wasn’t strictly the case. Yes, she’d had some fabulous sex over the years, but honestly, the mind-blowing kind she bragged of were only ever with one person. On and off, over almost three decades, she and her lover had met in clandestine hotels all over the world. Never for long, and never enough, but hers all the same. Until he would have to return to his wife and family, and she, to her failed auditions for walk on TV parts and a world of rejection and of fear that as her looks faded, so would her spirit and any hope of success. She glanced down at her bright, sassy outfit, knowing the other girls thought her too brash and too brassy, but determined that she would never let her colours fade. With a sinking heart she wondered if it was too late; she hadn’t heard from her lover in over three months now and feared that his interest had waned as quickly as it had begun.

Twenty-eight years ago, she, a young beautiful twenty-seven-year-old theatre actress at the after-show party in the Wimbledon theatre, had almost ran straight into the arms of Richard. He, ten years her senior, his dark hair with only a smattering of grey, dark eyes framed by thick lashes, wearing a navy Savile Row suit, had been standing at the bar, a drink in his right hand, and a gleaming band of gold on his left.

She should have walked away then: That gold wedding band screaming at her to back off. Unfortunately, his eyes upon her body, taking in her tight corset top and long slinky satin skirt, screamed at her that he would more than please her if she so chose.

And so, she did. And so began almost thirty years of loneliness, pain, jealousy, and guilt. Through all of this she consoled herself with other lovers, another life: the glamourous, aspiring actress, free and fun loving; the good time girl. But she was always waiting for the call, the command, from him, from wherever he was in the world. But recently, no command had come, and that stung.

Chin up, Doll! She inwardly sighed. You’re an actress, you can style it out.

And yes, she thought smugly, my new role will prove that. She puffed out her chest and threw her head back dramatically. “Ladies,” she announced grandly, “I have some news!”

Before she could continue, the doorbell rang, announcing the arrival of Cathy.

As Charlotte scurried to the front door, Lou side-eyed Victoria who was watching her with an expectant look on her thin face.

“I’ll tell you when we’re all here.” Lou winked at her, then threw back a gulp of wine as she waited for the group to gather.
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[image: ]




Victoria

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Cathy told the group, following Charlotte into the lounge. “I could use a glass of wine after my morning.”

“Oh dear,” Charlotte said sympathetically. “You sit on the couch, and I’ll pour you a large chardonnay.”

“What’s going on?” Victoria asked, noticing that Cathy looked more down in the dumps than usual. 

Her tight blue jeans did nothing to hide her middle age spread. My goodness, why did women make such fools of themselves? she thought.

Cathy took her wine from Charlotte and held it up for a toast. “Here’s to positive medical results!” she said, almost in tears.

“What?” Lizzie said, and they all looked at one another and back at Cathy.

“I had to have a biopsy. Ovarian. The doctor said my blood tests are a little high but probably not cancer. We have to wait for the lab results.”

“I used to work in the lab at St. Thomas. I can use my contacts to try and get your lab results faster,” Victoria offered.

“I have no idea where the test will be done,” Cathy lamented.

Charlotte sank onto the couch next to her, wanting to give her a reassuring hug, but the sound of the door opening made her and everyone else look up expectantly at the entrance to the room. “Who on earth could that be?” Charlotte felt twitters in her tummy as heavy footsteps sounded, coming towards them.

A tall man with dark hair greying at the temples, wearing a tweed coat, stood in the doorway. “Oh! I thought you’d be alone, Charlotte!” he muttered, his voice a little strained.

“What are you doing here?” Charlotte cried.

Before he had a chance to answer, Victoria leapt to her feet. “Get out!” Her eyes stormy, she plucked her cell phone out of her pocket. “I’m calling the police!”

“Wait!” the man said. “Tell them who I am, Charlotte.”

Charlotte’s shoulders slumped. “He is my ex-husband. I don’t want him here!”

“Get out, you, you stalker!” Victoria yelled, striding towards the guy, who backed up.

“I’ll be in touch later, Charlotte.” He made a hasty retreat, and they soon heard the door slam behind him.

“I am so sorry girls,” Charlotte murmured, watching him through the window, heading down the street that led to Ickenham Tube Station. “I have no idea what he could possibly want. We’ve been divorced for years.”

Victoria sidled over to the mantelpiece and picked up the photo of Colin. “So, who is this chap?” she asked.

Charlotte’s face turned bright red. “I can’t talk about it right now. Let’s talk about the first chapters in the book, the ones we were supposed to all have read. Who wants to start?”

There was silence in the room for several moments. “We’re not your students,” Lou said, glaring at Charlotte and then laughing. “I’d rather talk about our sex lives!”

Everyone looked embarrassed. Charlotte straightened her skirt. Cathy fidgeted with her tunic top. Lizzie stared into space. Victoria turned and faced Lou, looming over her. “My sex life is none of your business!” she yelled.

Lou grinned. “I say we tell of our first kiss and the first in and out with a guy,” she said rudely. “Come on,” she coaxed. “We’re all adults here. Unless for some of you it was so long ago, you can’t remember!”

Victoria clenched her fists as if she might whack Lou, but Charlotte quickly deflected. “Let me get the snacks. I have mini quiches and other nibbles.”

Victoria offered her hand to Lizzie who let herself be pulled up from her chair. “We’re leaving,” she said.

Lizzie nodded and smiled sadly at Charlotte. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll host next week, if you like.”

No one responded as the two departed.

Outside, once they were no longer within sight of the house, Victoria gripped Lizzie’s hand. “I cannot stand that Lou! And what’s with Charlotte’s man on the mantel. Is he a lover, do you think? Or an old boyfriend?”

“I have no idea,” Lizzie responded, “But Charlotte’s grown-up kids all had dark hair and looked like the intruder. Two-timing bastards make me so angry,” she ranted.

“I know.” Victoria swung Lizzie towards her and hugged her. “You’ve got me now!”
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[image: ]




Cathy

Cathy felt her heart go out to shy, retiring Charlotte; she knew these evenings were difficult for her. Hosting it herself would have felt like an enormous task, but to then have her ex-husband show up. Wow, she must feel mortified.

“What is with those two?” Lou asked incredulously as Charlotte simply gazed at her hands in her lap.

“Are you okay?” Cathy gently asked Charlotte, deliberately ignoring Lou’s comment.

“Yes, yes, of course, absolutely,” Charlotte flustered, and Cathy noticed the smirk on Lou’s face that she did nothing to disguise. Typical drama queen, loving the drama, she thought angrily.

“Would you like us to leave?” She made to stand up, but Charlotte was shaking her head.

“No, it’s fine, let's carry on...”

“We can’t without the other two, there’s no point.” Lou interrupted. “I mean, there’s no point in discussing the book without them,” she clarified.

Cathy saw Charlotte’s shoulders visibly relax at the thought that her ruined evening was almost over. She was relieved; she wasn’t in the mood for it tonight.

“However,” Lou continued, with a wicked grin on her face, at which Cathy’s heart sank. “There’s still vino to be quaffed, and mini quiche to scoff, and perhaps some gossip to share?”

Cathy raised a wary eyebrow at her. “Gossip?”

Charlotte audibly sighed as Lou went on.

“Yes, don’t you think those two,” she eyed the front door, from where Lizzie and Victoria had recently departed, “are a little bit closer than just friends?” She drew quotation marks in the air with her fingers as she watched the other two.

Cathy narrowed her eyes. “What on Earth are you implying?”

Charlotte, wringing her hands in her lap, reddened, her eyes widening as she waited for Lou to respond.

Lou smiled and waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You know, Lesbo’s, dykes, gay...”

Charlotte looked horrified and jumped up from her seat. “I’m sorry, I really don’t think such talk is right. Perhaps we can...”

Cathy quickly stood and caught Charlotte’s arm, realising that as an academic known for tolerance, she must be appalled at Lou’s insensitivity. “Take it easy, sit back down. We’ll leave you be. You’ve had a terrible shock tonight.” She guided Charlotte back to the sofa and eased her gently down.

“But...” Lou was open-mouthed as she began to protest, and had Cathy not been so concerned about Charlotte she would have probably laughed at her hang-dog impression.

“No, Lou,” Cathy spoke firmly to shut her up, something she knew for certain Lou was not used to. “Enough for tonight, the last thing Charlotte needs to hear is your ridiculous gossip. She’s had a terrible shock and...”

“But...” Lou repeated, and Cathy held up her hands to halt her.

“Enough.” She repeated, as she bade goodbye to Charlotte with a promise to call her in a few days, gave a curt nod to Lou, whose return scowl almost made her chuckle, and walked out the front door.

Phew! She thought to herself once she was on the street. Where the heck did I get that assertiveness from? She shook her head, astounded at her bravery. She’d never been one to speak out; had spent most of her life quietly doing everyone’s bidding without question, the thought of doing anything to put the spotlight on herself was her worst nightmare.

She’d been so needy when she’d started nursing, falling for the doctor who’d hurt and rejected her so cruelly. She’d run away from that hospital where she loved working like a scared rabbit and always regretted how she’d never worked as a proper nurse again. But at least today she had taken care of Charlotte and was proud of herself for being caring. Not to mention managing to be independent for years without anyone to prop her up or tell her what to do.

That horrible doctor had impressed her and had so easily been able to weave his way into her life, making her feel grateful for any attention he gave her. Gosh, she’d had a lucky escape from him if truth be known. He’d put her down when he thought she might be getting a ‘bit too big for her boots’, complimenting her when she was at her lowest, so that the immediate high of his rare kind words became addictive. And she had not noticed the subtle changes, the withholding of money, the passive aggressive comments, the eventual loss of her independence.

An independence that, even now, she struggled to find, despite the doctor being long gone. His soul-destroying intimidating control had left its mark, and she was still searching for herself, for who she was supposed to be. She wondered now if her current health issue was brought on by the stresses in her life, or was it something she’d done in her past? Had that man given her some sexual disease that led to the scare she was now facing?

She should stop over-fretting about it, she thought rationally, at least until she had the test results.

Cathy’s stomach grumbled loudly, and she thought longingly of the mini quiches back at Charlotte’s. She pinched the roll of her fat on her waist and felt her eyes sting with unshed tears.

Glancing up, she realised with surprise that she’d already arrived in the village, so lost in her thoughts she’d been. Her house was just a few minutes further over along the Ickenham Road, but as she waited for an oncoming car to pass before she could cross, she wrinkled her nose appreciatively. Mmm, she breathed deeply, inhaling the delicious food aromas coming from The White Bear pub.

She stood briefly in contemplation, then...

“Sod it,” she muttered, “I’ll start the diet tomorrow.”

And with that, she turned and shuffled into the pub, thoughts of a crusty pie and crispy fries with gravy, the only thing on her mind.
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Charlotte

Charlotte tugged on her sneakers, which they called trainers here in England. She was wearing blue jeans and a flowery tunic that was a bit dressy, but that’s all she had for this next session of the book club. She gripped her copy of “Fifty Shades” as she walked across the green to Lizzie’s place. Thank goodness it wasn’t raining. The old cottages where Lizzie lived had been gentrified and looked quite prosperous with their peaked roofs and brown brick facade, reminding her of posh townhouses back in Pittsburgh, reminding her too of John showing up unannounced. She’d ignored his many calls and deleted his text messages without reading them. That phase in her life was over. She did, of course, check with her son and daughter to make sure all was well with them. It was. She did not mention their father.

Victoria came to the door to let her into Lizzie’s place. It flashed through Charlotte’s mind that maybe there was something going on between the two women. But who cares! It was none of her business. She wished, in fact, that she had close friends the way these two took care of one another. She half-smiled to herself to think of Victoria running off her ex. But she hoped no one would question her because she had no answers that she cared to give anyone.

“Hi Charlotte!” Victoria smiled. “Cathy’s already here. Come on into the kitchen and get yourself a glass of something and a plate. I thought we’d eat before we started our discussion. Lizzie and I put all the snacks on the counter.”

Charlotte couldn’t help but notice the place smelled of sausage rolls and a strong odor of dust, and the walls needed a coat of paint. The sofa she passed could use a cover or be completely replaced. Maybe she could offer Lizzie her old one since she wanted to get something new, but maybe that would seem insulting.

Cathy was already in the kitchen carrying her Styrofoam plate loaded with sausage rolls, cucumber sandwiches, and scotch eggs. A large slice of cream gateaux sat on one side. The spread of food was not elegant, but it was plentiful, and it did look tasty. Charlotte helped herself to two cucumber sandwiches and took the glass of wine Lizzie offered her, following Cathy into the lounge to sit on the couch next to her. It was a good thing she hadn’t worn black because cat hair was everywhere.

“We’re all here except Lou,” Victoria called from the kitchen. “If we’re lucky, she won’t show up!”

Cathy, looking sympathetic, met Charlotte’s eyes, but Charlotte did not want to be catty about anyone, even though it had taken her two hours to clean the muddy marks from her rug and she’d cursed Lou’s carelessness and, yes, perhaps even intentional thoughtlessness. Who knew what she might be dealing with in her life? She nibbled her sandwich and looked down.
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