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      Charlie was acutely aware of an urgent drumming in her ears. The noise threatened to deafen her. She couldn’t move. Even if she had the wherewithal to make an emergency ascent, she was unable to. Her feet were weighted down, rendering her immobile. The bubbles of air that had been floating above her head like silver balloons ceased as she held her breath, transfixed by the sinister grey shape that was now focusing on her. If she weren’t so terrified, she might have admired the enormous shark. However, it had fixed its glassy stare on her and was heading towards her, not at speed, but at a teasing, leisurely pace, biding its time before deciding to rip into her flesh. She didn’t take in the sparkling white underbelly of the creature or the power of the muscular tail as it effortlessly guided it through the water. All she could see were row upon row of razor-sharp teeth all grinning at her.

      Breathe, Charlie. She willed every muscle in her body to relax. Her vice-like grip on her regulator made her jaw ache. Remember to stay calm. Don’t show it your fear. The placatory voice in her head continued in vain as Charlie suddenly and uncontrollably began to shake. The shark picked up its pace. Why, oh why, did I allow myself to get in this situation?
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      ‘Thank you for your company the last two hours. Join me again tomorrow evening when we’ll have some smooth seventies tracks and more groan-inducing gags. In the meantime, snuggle under those bedclothes and enjoy the late show with Sam Sullivan who is coming up next. This is Charlie Blundell signing off.’ With that, ‘Dancing Queen’ filled the airwaves.

      Charlie removed her headset and glanced up at the window separating her from the technician/producer. She could see Mercedes talking to one of the orderlies. Mercedes finished chatting, looked through the glass and gave Charlie a thumbs up. The door to the studio opened and Sam bustled in carrying his usual flask of coffee, balanced on a Tupperware container of sandwiches and cakes. A large man in his early sixties, and sporting a white beard and glasses, he reminded Charlie of Santa Claus. Sam presented the late show from eight to ten o’clock each evening on City Hospital Radio. He preferred the late show. It got him out of the house every night and meant his wife, Brenda, could watch all the soap operas and period dramas on television in peace. Sam wasn’t interested in those. He preferred his music and enjoyed his gig at City Hospital.

      ‘Great show, Charlie,’ he said as he unpacked his food. She beamed at him. Sam was one of her favourite colleagues. ‘Where do you find those one-liners? I expect half the patients will need their stitches replacing after tonight.’ He smirked and slipped into the chair now vacated by Charlie, fiddled with the mixing desk and sat back to wait for his cue. He waved at Mercedes who blew him a kiss. The youngest and keenest member of the team, Sean, had joined her and was hunched over a screen. Sean was interested in journalism and IT, but could not afford to go to university, so was learning the ropes at City.

      ‘Good evening, you are listening to the late show with me, Sam Sullivan. I have some excellent tracks tonight to help lull you to sleep and if you fancy a late night brainteaser, we’ll be doing Sam’s Teaser at half past eight. First, let’s start with some Simon and Garfunkel and one of my personal favourites, “The Boxer”.’

      Charlie mouthed, ‘Bye!’ Sam nodded in acknowledgement, now concentrating on a sheet of A4 with his running order and notes scrawled on it. She slipped out of the studio and into the technician’s room where Mercedes was shrugging on her coat.

      ‘Hi Sean. How’s it going?’

      ‘All good thanks. I’ve been updating the radio website. I didn’t have much to do this afternoon so I hung out here, uploaded photos of the presenters and added a few words about each one so anyone listening to the station can now put the face to the name.’

      ‘That looks great,’ she said, leaning over and squinting at the screen. ‘You’re really clever with all this technical stuff.’

      His face lit up. ‘I enjoy it. I like presenting even more though. I’m going to try and persuade Sam to let me read out some news stories later.’

      ‘Good luck with that. Once he starts talking, you can’t interrupt him. He adores that microphone,’ said Mercedes. ‘I think he loves it more than he loves his wife. Come on, Charlie. Let’s get going.’

      Mercedes reversed her wheelchair and manoeuvred it towards the door that Charlie held open for her. Charlie accompanied her friend to the car park where she helped her into her adapted vehicle and folded the wheelchair away, slipping it into the back of the van. Mercedes was fiercely independent and even though a sporting accident in her late twenties resulted in damage to her spinal cord and the subsequent loss of her lower limbs, she lived life almost like any other thirty-five-year-old woman. She was married to Ryan, a police officer and the love of her life. They had no children but treated Bentley, their miniature schnauzer, like a spoilt child.

      ‘You still on for the weekend? I don’t want to think of you being on your own New Year’s Eve, but I know how difficult it is for you. You sure you’ll be up for it?’ Mercedes squeezed Charlie’s right hand.

      ‘I’ll be okay. Gavin is meeting me at the cemetery. I just can’t believe it’s been five years since we lost her. It only seems a short while ago.’

      A vision of Amy, Charlie’s thirteen-year-old daughter, flashed before her eyes. So young, so beautiful yet not destined to live long. She blinked it away.

      ‘Well, if you want me to come along for support, give me a call. If not, we’ll see you at the house at seven before the others arrive. It’ll give us a chance to have a quiet drink before Ryan plays at being Pete Tong, shoves his favourite dance CDs on the player and we end up doing the Hokey Cokey around our garden. I made him promise not to set you up with another of his work colleagues like he did at the last party. I’m sorry about Tentacle Trevor. I had no idea Ryan planned that.’

      Charlie laughed. ‘It was okay. You’ve apologised enough. I managed to fend off his advances in the end. Boy, that man had his hands all over the place.’

      ‘Oh god don’t remind me. I still cringe at the memory. So, see you Saturday. I’ll be thinking of you and if you change your mind...’

      ‘I’ll be okay… I hope.’
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      Charlie watched Mercedes drive away. She trundled to her own car and let herself in. The mask she had been wearing began to slip as she pictured Amy – her blonde-haired angel. The pain was still raw even after five years. Losing Amy had changed her life dramatically. The weeks following her little girls’ death were the hardest of Charlie’s life. Her relationship with husband Gavin took a turn for the worse and a few months after the accident, unable to live together any longer, they divorced. Life deteriorated further for Charlie when she also lost her mother to cancer.

      City Hospital Radio had saved her from insanity and depression. At City, she still felt some connection to both of the people she had loved most, for both of them had spent their last days on wards there. The radio station had helped her through it all and it had been during one of her request rounds that she had met Mercedes.  Recovering from major surgery and feeling low, Mercedes had been glad of Charlie’s company and over the ensuing weeks the pair became firm friends. Charlie now considered herself fortunate to have people like Mercedes in her life and City Radio gave her a sense of purpose. By presenting a light-hearted show, filled with laughter and fun, she felt she could at least try and help others who were suffering by raising their spirits. Her spirit had been crushed by the death of her daughter. She wiped the mascara smudges from under her eyes, started the car and tuned into Sam’s show to see if she could guess the answer to his quiz question. Yes, at least she could make some difference.

      

      It was windy when Charlie pulled up to St Peter’s church. St Peter’s, originally built in the thirteenth century, was an ancient Gothic fabric made of stone with a slate roof and a square tower. It had been welcoming people for centuries. The local community was active there, with a bell-ringing club, regular meetings, and services. During daylight hours, it was always open for visitors who needed a few minutes of quiet contemplation. Charlie recalled the day she and Gavin were married there. She could still envisage the faces of their friends and family as the newly married couple had walked back up the aisle, arm in arm, man and wife. She remembered posing for photographs as the ancient bells pealed joyfully. The pathway to the entrance arch was filled with laughing people and strewn with brightly coloured confetti. Outside, on the road, a white horse-drawn carriage had waited to take them to New Hall for the celebratory dinner. The church was the perfect place for such occasions, nestled as it was in a picturesque village that boasted antique shops, local pubs and a sweet village school. The school that Amy had attended. She had so many friends there; Charlie wondered where they all were now. Amy was christened at St Peter’s too. She hadn’t cried when the near-sighted vicar dribbled water all over her head and into her mouth. She’d gurgled and cooed. It had been one of Charlie’s happiest memories.

      The church also held sad memories: the small white coffin sitting in a black horse-drawn glass carriage – the wreaths and flowers lining the path to the church door – an entire village mourning, all dressed in black, wearing sombre expressions – the recollections of that day as fresh as if it had only happened a few weeks ago.

      It seemed happiness had travelled full circle and now her baby was here, so she visited most weekends and some days in the week to be with her or to maintain the grave and ensure fresh flowers were always in the little vase on Amy’s plot. It was a peaceful location and the grounds were well tended. In springtime, bright-yellow daffodils grew throughout. Today, the large pine tree in the corner of the churchyard sported Christmas lights that twinkled even on this grey afternoon.

      Charlie stepped out of the car and drifted down the path past the church entrance and into the graveyard behind, clutching a small pink porcelain teddy bear. Gavin was waiting for her by the graveside. He held a posy of freesias. He was enveloped in a large black coat and a striped scarf. She noticed grey streaks in his hair. The tragedy had aged him. He looked tired but still as handsome as she remembered. The loss had taken its toll on both of them. Gavin held out an arm as she approached and wrapped it around her, holding her to him. They may be divorced, but neither blamed the other. It had just happened. Two people had loved, lost and had grown apart. But she knew she was mostly to blame. After all, it had been her that had mentally withdrawn from the relationship and allowed it to crumble. Gavin was now remarried to Tessa, a teacher.  He had begun to rebuild his life. Charlie envied him that ability.

      They stood in silence absorbed in memories of their precious child. Neither wished to recall the last weeks of Amy’s life, but focused instead on the happier times. After a while, Gavin knelt and placed the sweet-smelling flowers into the vase in front of the headstone. He stood up again, unable to speak.

      Charlie bent down and placed the teddy bear on the grave beside the headstone. ‘Happy birthday, sweetheart,’ she whispered, and then sunk her head into her hands as a large sob escaped from her throat.

      Gavin held her against him as she continued to cry. When the sobs eased, she looked at him with reddened eyes. He too had tears running down his face. ‘If only we could have really celebrated her eighteenth,’ she began.

      

      ‘So, how have you been?’ asked Gavin as they sat in the pub opposite the church. It had changed hands since the days when they had lived in the village. Neither of them recognised the landlord who served them their drinks.

      Charlie looked out of the window that faced the pretty church. ‘You know. Keeping busy. I do five days a week at the café and I still do my radio slot every evening and Sunday afternoons at the hospital. I thought I might volunteer to work in the charity shop in town, St Chad’s Hospice. All the proceeds go to help the hospice.’ She looked at her orange juice and faltered a little before looking up and smiling determinedly. ‘I’m fine, Gavin. Honestly. I’m just fine. What about you? How are you enjoying life in Devon?’

      ‘It’s certainly different,’ he replied. ‘I’ve taken up surfing. Can you believe it? A forty-year-old surfer? I haven’t got to the point where I call everyone “dude” yet, though.’

      Charlie chuckled. ‘I can’t quite imagine you in a wetsuit or board shorts. I guess the move brought out your rebellious side.’

      ‘It made sense to move after, well, you know. We don’t need to go over that again. Tessa’s family is in Bideford so it’ll be convenient when…’ he stopped, flushed and took a deep breath. ‘Look, I know this isn’t the time or the place and there is no proper way to tell you…’

      Charlie looked into his eyes. She knew what he was going to say and felt the air whoosh out of her.

      ‘Tessa and I, we’re… expecting a baby. It was completely unplanned and came as a shock but…’ he left the sentence hanging between them.

      Charlie blinked tightly, and then inhaled. ‘Congratulations,’ she said and squeezed his hand. ‘I mean it. I wish you both much happiness. It’s a surprise, that’s all. I’m genuinely happy for you both.’

      They sat for a while longer but did not know what else to say. They had, after all, drifted apart. Amy had been the glue in their marriage and now there seemed nothing but fuzzy affection and sadness.

      ‘The village has changed quite a bit, hasn’t it?’ said Gavin, after a few moments. ‘They knocked down the old garage and turned it into a plot for houses; and the Spar shop, that’s gone too. I wonder what happened to Mrs Pepper who owned it.’

      ‘She moved to Scotland to live with her daughter, by all accounts. I saw Ted, our old neighbour, about six months ago. He was visiting a friend in hospital and came by the studio to say hello. He’s still got Dolly, his terrier.’

      ‘What? Dolly must be about fifteen years old.’

      ‘Yes. Dolly loved Amy...’ Charlie stopped herself. She didn’t want to wipe Amy out of her heart or mind, but it wasn’t helpful to keep reminiscing and reminding Gavin of what they had lost. It was not his fault he was driving that dreadful night. If only she had not caught a rotten cold and had an awful headache. She would have collected Amy from her friend’s house. If she had collected her, it might not have happened. She would certainly have chatted longer to Sarah’s mum and then they wouldn’t have been on the road at that fateful moment.

      She looked at Gavin. The pain was still evident. He was thinking the same thoughts; thoughts they had shared for too many years. The angry scar under his left eye from the injury he sustained that night was now faded; but it had left its mark. The mark on his face, though, was not as deep as the one left on his soul. He would never forgive himself for the accident. He was overtaking the lorry when it suddenly burst a tyre and veered out, crashing into the side of his car. The guilt ripped them apart as a couple. For the first few months after the accident, they both poured their energy into willing Amy out of her coma and back to life. When she died, Charlie’s hurt turned to anger and even she blamed Gavin for a while. They bickered. Then they avoided each other and, finally, they separated, each broken, miserable, and tired of fighting.

      She took in Gavin’s sad eyes. The hurt was palpable. He deserved to live again. He did not warrant the constant guilt. One of them at least had to move on with their lives

      She patted his hand. ‘You make sure to let me know when the baby is born and send me photos, please. Do you know what sex the baby is yet?’

      Gavin nodded, a spark of enthusiasm lighting his eyes. ‘It’s a boy.’

      Charlie was in part relieved. ‘That’s wonderful. You always wanted a little boy. You’ll be able to teach him how to be a surf bum!’

      Gavin laughed. ‘Thanks Charlie. I didn’t know how you’d take it and I didn’t want to write or call you about it. I hope you find someone too. I really do. You deserve some happiness again.’

      

      They parted after the drink with promises to stay in touch, yet Charlie knew that it was unlikely. Gavin had moved on and would not want to drag his past about with him. He had a new life in a new area with a new family. She had moved away from the village and into a city, but her life was still without purpose. It was a good thing she had her friends. At least she wouldn’t be wallowing in misery tonight.
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      ‘You look gorgeous!’ said Ryan, wiping his hands on an apron that bore the words ‘Stand Clear – Man Cooking’. He invited Charlie inside and hugged her fiercely. A small coffee-and-black miniature Schnauzer that had accompanied him to the door, wearing a blue velvet bow tie, was equally effusive and jumped up at her legs, tail wagging furiously, vying for her attention.

      ‘Put her down, Ryan. You have to attend to the cooking and Charlie needs a drink!’ called Mercedes.

      Ryan winked at Charlie. ‘Yes, boss!’ he replied and disappeared again.

      Mercedes wheeled into the room. Charlie handed over the chilled bottle of Pinot Grigio then bent down to the small dog.

      ‘Hello Bentley. Don’t you look smart in your posh bow tie?’

      The dog rolled on his back to have his stomach rubbed. She obliged.

      ‘Ryan’s right. You look stunning. You should be in a nightclub surrounded by lustful men not hanging out with us fuddy-duddies,’ Mercedes said. Charlie rolled her eyes at her friend. ‘Fancy a glass of this, or do you want to try some extra-strength beer? Ryan has an enormous crate of it. I can’t imagine he’ll drink it all.’

      Ryan reappeared with perfect timing, clutching glasses and a corkscrew. ‘I shall drink it. I blame my wife. She drives me to drink.’

      Mercedes grabbed a cushion and threw it at him. Ducking at the last minute, it hit the curtain behind him. He laughed and disappeared again. Bentley raced off to join him.

      ‘I won’t ask. I can tell by your face it was just terrible,’ said Mercedes, extracting the cork from the bottle and pouring three generous glasses of wine.

      ‘It’s always bad. Every birthday since she died has been dreadful, however this one was the worst. She’d have been an adult today, and I can’t help but wonder what she would have been like. I keep imagining life with her. We’d have been such good friends. We were always such good friends.’ Charlie stopped before her emotions got the better of her and she dampened the party vibe. ‘Anyway, it’s not about me. This is about the New Year and new beginnings. I bet you are delighted about Ryan’s promotion.’

      ‘She wants me to wear my new inspector’s cap to bed,’ said Ryan who returned with a bowl of crisps and some nuts, Bentley following behind carrying a chew. He took it to his bed and sat down with it, observing the trio.

      Mercedes snorted. ‘The handcuffs are enough, Ryan,’ she sniggered and lifted her glass. ‘To Ryan – a wonderful man – and to his new career as an inspector.’

      ‘Cheers!’

      ‘Inspector Ryan Thomson. It has a certain ring to it, doesn’t it?’ said Ryan, quaffing his wine. ‘Oh hang on, that’s the doorbell. It’ll be Debbie and Colin. I invited them a little earlier than the others. Um, I think they’re bringing Colin’s mate, Rob. I hope that’s okay. He’s over from Thailand and they didn’t want to leave him on his own. I said he could join us.’ He scurried off, pursued by an excited Bentley, leaving Mercedes to roll her eyes behind his back. Charlie stifled a giggle.

      ‘Honestly, will he never learn? Sorry, Charlie. Hope this Rob isn’t a frightful bore.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      It transpired that Rob, sun-tanned from his time abroad, was an amusing and attentive guest who entertained them all with stories of life in Thailand. The evening passed in a haze of laughter and joviality. Ryan and Mercedes were tremendous hosts. After playing several silly games involving passing balloons through various parts of their clothing, drinking too much, dancing to some rather loud eighties music, and avoiding an overexcited Bentley who skidded among them until he tired himself out, they sat everyone down.

      ‘Here we go,’ said Mercedes, handing a small box to each of the guests.

      ‘What’s in it?’ asked Charlie, rattling the box.

      ‘Duh! Why not open it and find out, Miss Marple?’

      Charlie undid one end and a blue object fell out in to her lap. She picked it up and turned it around in her hand, eyebrows furrowed in puzzlement.

      ‘It looks like a kazoo.’

      Glancing at the others, she saw that they too had kazoos all varying in colours.

      ‘And why have I got a pink one?’ asked Rob. ‘I should have a blue one. I’m a boy.’

      Charlie made a tutting noise. ‘Hand it over. I’ll swap with you.’

      Colin was blowing into his green kazoo with force, making his cheeks red. ‘It doesn’t work. Mine’s broken,’ he complained.

      ‘You stick the large end into your mouth,’ said Mercedes, causing her friends to snigger. When they’d settled back down, she continued. ‘You’re like children. Behave yourselves. It’ll only take you a few minutes to learn how to play it.’

      Debbie was confused. ‘Why do we need to play it? This is a just a toy for children,’ she mumbled.

      ‘Ah, that’s where you’re wrong,’ Ryan replied. ‘It’s used by adults and has a fascinating history. Well, sort of fascinating, because no one is quite sure how kazoos came to be used. Maybe the cavemen made kazoos and hummed around the campfires, after all, they didn’t have much else to do on an evening.’

      Rob chuckled. ‘I could think of something far more interesting to do than play this.’

      Colin piped up, ‘Me too.’

      ‘Yes, but that would only take up five minutes,’ retorted Debbie and they all laughed again.

      Mercedes got some order back to proceedings. ‘As far as I can gather, the kazoo has been around for quite a while in one form or another. All over the world, people used hollow tubes to make sounds. People used all sorts of things, like bamboo, bones, and gourds to vibrate for different sounds,’ she said. ‘I read that somewhere in Africa, dried spider-egg sacs were used. I couldn’t find any of those so you’ve been spared that pleasure. They called these sorts of instruments mirlitons and they were around in Europe from at least the sixteen-hundreds, or maybe before.’

      Colin stuck his kazoo in his mouth and pretended it was a cigarette. No one paid any attention to him so he removed it again and listened to Mercedes.

      ‘Around 1840, Alabama Vest took the idea to a German clockmaker named Thaddeus von Clegg and they made a kazoo. A travelling salesman, Emil Sorg, saw the kazoo and decided it would be easy to sell. He got together with a metalworker called Michael McIntyre and together they produced the first metal kazoo in 1912.

      ‘At first, it was treated as a real musical instrument. It became part of serious music, then later part of folk music. And today, it is used on some famous songs. Anyway peeps, enough of the history lesson. We’re going to have a few minutes to learn how to play… and then we’re having a Kazoo Karaoke party. Ryan’s going to get the Karaoke DVD ready, then I nominate Debbie to start. She looks like she could blow a mean tune.’

      Once Charlie discovered she did not need to blow or hum but instead needed to vocalise to get sounds out of the kazoo, she had mastered it. It was indeed melodic, and bizarrely addictive.

      Before long they were all buzzing along to various songs, and in between, Ryan made sure their glasses remained charged. It was thirsty work playing a kazoo.

      All were in exuberant spirits as they counted down to a brand new year and sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Rob ensured Charlie’s year started well with a passionate kiss that she rather enjoyed but felt was fuelled by Ryan’s beer rather than any strong attraction for her.

      It was almost two in the morning when having said goodbye to the others, Charlie was sunk into a cushion on the sofa attempting to balance a cup of black coffee on the arm. Bentley was asleep next to her, his bow tie still firmly in place. Ryan, having consumed far too many beers, was slumped in a chair opposite her, wearing his new inspector’s cap. Mercedes was by his side, sipping a glass of water, one hand on his knee.

      ‘You’re a lovely lady, Charlie,’ he slurred. He shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. ‘It’s a big shame you haven’t found another man. Rob’s a fun guy. I think he took a shine to you.’

      ‘Actually, he asked me for my phone number,’ she replied. ‘I’m not sure though. He’s a laugh, but I suspect he’s a bit of a lady’s man. My tonsils are still tingling after he kissed me.’

      ‘He kissed every woman here and almost snogged Colin, which came as a shock to the poor man,’ said Mercedes.

      ‘Colin should never have worn that floral shirt,’ sniggered Ryan. ‘Don’t you think you should test the water with Rob, so to speak? It’s been five years since you went out with a man.’

      ‘I went out with Perry,’ she protested.

      Mercedes snorted back a laugh. ‘Nurse Perry Farquharson bats for the other side, my dear, as we all know. You went to a musical together and then out shopping. If I remember correctly you ended up in MAC where you both got a makeover and Perry insisted on purchasing some lurid yellow nail varnish to match his new cravat. That doesn’t count as going out with a man.’

      Charlie giggled and hiccoughed. ‘Damn hiccoughs. It always happens when I drink too much. Hang about. You’re forgetting Harrison Matthews who worked at the hospital. I went out with him. Big mistake.’

      ‘Oh yes. Harrison was pretty intense, wasn’t he?’ agreed Mercedes.

      ‘He was definitely weird. He wouldn’t leave me alone after we split up. He had real problems letting go.’

      ‘He sent flowers to the studio for weeks. It was like a florist’s in there. I didn’t like the way he’d pass by the studio door and stare in through the glass. It was a good thing he left. Something very odd about that guy.’

      ‘Yeah, I was beginning to get freaked out by him, but then he left a note saying he was leaving and that was that. There aren’t many suitable free men out there. Besides, I’m too old now. I’m going to be forty this year. Yuck! An old maid. Boring and old.’

      ‘Rubbish. You’re still plenty young enough to live life and find someone again. After all, look at Gavin and Tess. Who’d have thought they’d have a baby? Tess is forty-four.’

      ‘Ryan,’ warned Mercedes.

      ‘It’s all right,’ replied Charlie. ‘I’m sort of pleased for them. No, I’m very pleased for them. It’s a bit of a shock, that’s all. Gavin seems to have got his life back on track but I don’t seem to have moved on much. I'm such a wimp. I shouldn’t be so frightened of change, should I? I love working for the radio and I like my house, I enjoy doing the garden and cooking, but I haven’t done anything exciting the last few years. I haven’t been on holiday abroad since.

      ‘Gavin gave up his career as a lawyer to go and be a surfing and sailing guru in Devon, and there’s Rob who told me all about his exploits in Thailand. Crikey, the man sold a small building business to go and become a photographer! Then, there’s me. I’ve been stuck in my bubble for five years, venturing no further than the Lake District, and even then I came home three days early because it rained and I was lonely.

      ‘I should’ve gone back into marketing and had a career, instead of moping about. Inheriting mum’s house and money made me lazy. It all happened at the wrong time. I didn’t want to do anything after I lost Amy, then Gavin and finally Mum. I let too much time drift by. Even now, some days, I tell myself I should get off my backside and find a proper job but then that stupid voice in my head reminds me I’m too old. I’ve missed that particular boat. I wouldn’t be able to get an interview, let alone pass one.’

      ‘You’re being too hard on yourself,’ argued Mercedes. ‘You do so much good. First off, Art would be in a right pickle if you didn’t bake cakes for the café. They're probably what are keeping the place afloat, because I’m sure the craft items in the shop aren’t big sellers. Next, you help oodles of people in hospital and not just through the radio show. You spend huge amounts of time chatting to patients if they have no visitors, or in the hospital coffee shop, talking to relatives who are anxious. You are a positive, kind person. People really like you.

      ‘Your problem is you devote too much of your time to good causes and not enough to yourself. How much money did you raise for that little girl who went to America for a bone marrow transplant operation? What about Tommy Atkinson? You worked tirelessly to get him a guide dog. Not to mention the annual event you organise for the Rainbow Trust. You’re far from lazy.’

      ‘It seems so little. Besides it’s always fun to set up stalls and raise money, so that doesn’t seem like any effort. If you look at it from the outside, I’m a part-time worker and volunteer who lives on her own. I’ve not achieved anything. I’m going to be forty. That seems frighteningly old. And I discovered my first grey hair yesterday. And on top of it all, I have no husband, no parents and no children. You, on the other hand, have your family up North. You have Bentley and Ryan who’s not only a wonderful man but is now an important inspector.’

      ‘Inspector Clueless!’ giggled Mercedes as Ryan began to doze off.

      ‘I heard that,’ he mumbled.

      ‘I’m nearly forty for God’s sake,’ Charlie moaned. ‘I should be doing more with my life, but what?’

      Mercedes prodded Ryan in the ribs. ‘Wake up sleepy. We need your help. I have had an idea.’

      ‘Oh no! Not a genuine Mercedes brainwave!’ groaned Ryan.

      ‘I know, we’ll both write out a list of what we want to do, see or achieve this year. It’ll be a sort of mini bucket list. Make that a Carpe Diem list. That’s much more positive. I don’t think either of us intend kicking the bucket just yet. That’ll give us a few objectives for the year. You’ll be able to get stuck into projects and tackle goals before you become an ancient has-been and I’ll try out some exciting challenges and activities that appeal to my adventurous spirit even though I’m in this wheelchair. Ryan, would you please fetch some paper. No, first, bring us some more wine. This is going to take some thought.’
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      ‘Hand it over, Charlie. You’ve had plenty of time. For goodness sake, it’s almost three-thirty in the morning.’

      ‘No, I’ve only managed to think of a couple of things.’

      ‘You’ve spent too much time guzzling wine. Hand it over. Now!’

      Charlie reluctantly gave up her list. Mercedes put it to one side without reading it and cleared her throat. ‘Okay, do you trust me?’

      Charlie nodded. ‘Of course, I do. You’re my best friend,’ she slurred. ‘I love you. I love you Ryan too. You're my bestest friends and I love you loads.’

      ‘We love you too, Charlie, so tonight, we’re going to help move your life on.’

      ‘Onwards and downwards,’ giggled Charlie.

      ‘Listen up, my friend,’ continued Mercedes. ‘I’m pretty brave about most things and I can do a lot of stuff that able-bodied people can do, but there are things I want to do but physically can’t manage. So, my dear, I want you to do them for me. I’ll be there with you when you do them, and I’ll video them or photograph them, so it’s almost like doing them, but I want you to promise you’ll do them for me.’

      Charlie emptied the dregs from her glass. ‘I’ll do anything, for you dear, anything,’ she sang and giggled. ‘Oops. I am a teeny weeny, bit tipsy.’

      ‘Ryan you're going to be our witness. Charlie, I’ve not looked at your Carpe Diem list and you haven’t seen mine, but I want you to do all the things on my list and I’ll do yours, as long as they aren’t too wild and beyond my physical capabilities. Although, knowing you, I don’t need to worry about that.’

      Charlie smiled enigmatically and then stuck out her tongue.

      ‘Ryan, video this so she doesn’t back out,’ said Mercedes.

      Ryan tumbled out of his chair and picked up his smartphone. After a few minutes of fumbling, he pointed the phone at them both. ‘Okay!’

      ‘I’m Mercedes Thomson and this is my best friend Charlie Blundell who has helped me through some pretty low patches in my life and even helped me meet the man of my dreams.’

      ‘Who was that, then,’ said Ryan. ‘I’ll beat him up.’

      ‘Shut up you nincompoop. You know it’s you. Charlie was there for me when I needed a friend and she’s been my rock ever since.’

      Charlie tried to protest. Mercedes shushed her with a look. ‘We have made a New Year’s resolution that we intend keeping.’

      ‘A New Year’s resolution is something that goes in one year and out the other,’ chuckled Charlie earning another ‘look’ from Mercedes. ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed.

      ‘We have both written Carpe Diem lists for the year of things we want to do. But here’s the important bit, Charlie is going to attempt all the activities and challenges from my list and I’m going to try my hand at those on her list. The lists are going into my desk drawer and only I shall know what is on them both. This is the official agreement.’ She held up a third piece of paper she had written out while Charlie had been absorbed with her list and swayed a little.

      ‘Keep still, babe. It’s out of focus,’ said Ryan.

      Charlie sniggered and waved a pen at him.

      ‘Go on, Charlie,’ he continued. Charlie squinted at the paper, put it on the dining table and scrawled her signature.

      Mercedes added her signature, and then they raised two glasses to the camera.

      ‘So, are you sure you are going to complete Mercedes’s Carpe De, De, Diddlydum list?’ asked Ryan, holding on to the wall for support.

      Charlie finished her drink in one. ‘I am. Guide’s honour,’ she mumbled as she curled up on the sofa and fell unconscious.
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      Charlie sat hunched on a kitchen stool, head in hands and groaned loudly. Mercedes ignored her and continued rooting about the cupboards for a frying pan, looking up only when an ashen-faced Ryan appeared at the kitchen door.

      ‘How many bottles of beer did I drink?’ he asked, surveying the mess in the kitchen. Bentley scampered over his feet, carrying a sock dragged from a radiator, oblivious to his master’s hangover.

      ‘In dog beers you had five,’ answered an alert and cheerful Mercedes. Bentley dropped his treasure by Ryan’s feet and waited for him to play with him. When Ryan ignored him, he picked up the sock, trotted back to his bed and proceeded to chew it.

      ‘It’s not fair. How come you haven’t got a rotten head?’

      ‘I drank three buckets of water before I went to bed while you were drooling in the chair. Works every time. You have to get up a lot in the night but better that than a sore head. Fancy some fried eggs? It’s a bit late for breakfast. This is more like a cross between lunch and tea. I think I’ll call it lea.’

      Ryan’s face paled further. ‘No, I’ll pass if you don’t mind. Morning, I mean afternoon, Charlie. You okay?’

      Charlie raised her head to gaze at him with bloodshot eyes. ‘Hi and no. I feel lousy. What a night! I ache from zonking on the sofa. I haven’t been that drunk for years. I can remember someone trying to shove a balloon down the front of my top and I can recall playing Kazoo Karaoke but then it all goes fuzzy. I can’t recollect anything after I said goodbye to the guy from Thailand. Not a darn thing. Did I do anything stupid?’

      Mercedes wiped toast crumbs from her lips and replied, ‘No, apart from whipping off your clothes and tearing off down the high street singing “The Streak”, you behaved quite well. Oh, and I expect you might not remember this.’ She held up Ryan’s phone and pressed play.

      ‘Did I really take off my clothes?’ asked Charlie, taking the phone from Mercedes. The question was forgotten as she watched the short video.

      ‘Now, that, I don’t remember,’ she said, having replayed the video twice. ‘Is it for real?

      Mercedes nodded. ‘It certainly is. We wrote and then swapped Carpe Diem lists.

      ‘Whatever did I write on my list?’ Charlie asked.

      ‘Aha, that’s for me to know and for you to find out. I’m only going to divulge the list item by item. You and I have to complete each item before going on to the next one and by the end of them all, you’ll be a new, more fulfilled Charlie. Now, anyone for eggs?’
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      Charlie did not have to wait long to find out what was on the list. It happened the following afternoon. She was watching a film when the phone rang. It was Mercedes.

      ‘I’ve got to go to London for an appointment with my specialist, so I thought we’d start the list. We’re going to lunch.’

      ‘That’s not much of a challenge, is it? You’ve not got a surprise where I’m actually cooking the meal or you’ve arranged for me to be a waitress, have you? I know how you think. You’ve got a devious mind.’

      ‘Devious? Moi? You’ve got me mixed up with someone else. No, just lunch. I’ve booked us a table. You can do some shopping if you like and I’ll meet you after my appointment. I’ve arranged it for Friday. Sean said he’ll cover your show. You know how he wants to practise presenting. He’s been begging to do a few slots.’

      ‘Friday it is then.’

      ‘I’ll be around at nine. That’ll give us plenty of time to travel there, and for me to visit the clinic and then have lunch.’

      

      The journey down was uneventful. Mercedes was quieter than usual. Charlie left her to her thoughts. It wasn’t until they were near Watford Gap that Mercedes spoke up.

      ‘I’m sorry. You must think I’m dreadful company,’ began Mercedes. ‘I’m actually terrified. I’m seeing a consultant today.’

      Charlie gasped. ‘Are you ill? Is it serious?’

      ‘No, not at all. Quite the opposite. I’m healthy. Ryan and I, well we’ve been trying to have a baby. We’ve been trying for over a year. At first, we thought it might not be possible what with me being paralysed and all, but I did a load of research on the internet and there are lots of cases of women in similar states of paralysis who’ve gone on to have children.’ She paused for a moment and concentrated on the traffic in front that was slowing behind a large vehicle. Charlie waited not wishing to interrupt her friend.

      ‘So I went to my GP and she said it was completely viable for me to have children. We tried but nothing happened. Every month it’s the same old story: I hope I’m going to be pregnant and then my period starts up like clockwork and I’m horribly disappointed. Sorry, I know this is difficult for you, which is why I’ve not brought it up before, but it’s really getting to me, Charlie.’

      Mercedes lifted moist eyes towards her friend. She had not wanted to hurt her by evoking memories of Amy. Charlie shook her head.

      ‘It’s typical of you to consider my feelings before your own. Listen, there isn’t anything you can’t talk to me about. I care about you more than anyone else in my life. And, for what it’s worth, I think you and Ryan would make amazing parents. Nothing would make me happier,’ Charlie said.

      Mercedes dabbed at a runaway tear before continuing. ‘I want to have Ryan’s baby so much it hurts. It tears me up, and some days I can’t think about anything else. It’s hard enough being in that bloody wheelchair all the time and making an effort every sodding day, trying to stay positive. It’s a drag sometimes. A real drag and I can be a complete bitch when I’m feeling low. And this has just made it worse. Ryan’s been copping it big time recently and it isn’t his fault. It’s not his fault I’m not able to behave like a normal woman, that I can’t do normal things. You’ve seen me struggling to haul myself off the damn thing just to go to the loo. It’s just too much some days. And now, I can’t even get pregnant. I can’t have the one thing I want more than anything else in the world: a baby. I’m such a failure.’

      Mercedes sniffed as angry tears threatened her vision.

      Charlie was lost for words.

      After a few more minutes of listening to sniffing, Charlie asked, ‘Do you want to pull in at the service station for a while and chat about it?’

      Mercedes nodded. They drove the remaining mile in silence. As they pulled into a space, Mercedes dropped her head in to her arms and cried. Charlie put her arm around her and stroked her hair, soothing her as she used to soothe Amy when she was upset. Eventually, a red-eyed Mercedes lifted her face.

      ‘Sorry, Charlie.’

      ‘Shh! You have nothing to be sorry for. You’ve carried this frustration around for too long and it’s built up inside you. You need to let it out. Let’s get one thing straight, though. You are not a failure. I don’t need to tell you how untrue that is. As for having a baby, well, lots of people struggle. We live in a society where it’s just assumed you try for a baby and you conceive. That isn’t the case. There are hundreds of thousands of ordinary women who find it difficult or impossible to fall pregnant. In your case, I doubt it’s to do with your disability. As you said, there’re examples on the internet of women like you who have had children. The consultant will help you understand what’s going on and give you the advice you need.’

      ‘I’m so scared he’s going to say that there’s some complication and I can’t have children. Ryan deserves better. He loves children. He’d be such a great father and I feel like I’m such a flipping burden at the best of times. Christ! He’s got a wife who’s stuck in a wheelchair and now it looks like she can’t even give him a child. He shouldn’t have married me.’

      ‘Now you’re being silly. Ryan adores you. He loved you from the moment he met you and he sees way beyond a wheelchair. He’ll stick by you whatever the outcome. And if it is bad news, there are other ways of having children. You could even consider adoption.’

      Mercedes blew her nose noisily into a tissue and nodded once more.

      ‘You’re right. I’m letting it get to me again. But, Charlie, you understand. You of all people know how hard it is for me some days. I hate being in this wheelchair. I hate what happened to me. And worst of all, I hate myself.’

      ‘Hey, come on. You’ve proven lots of people wrong in the past. I know if anyone is going to succeed and have a baby by hook or by crook, it’ll be you. Medical science is wonderful these days and you haven’t even heard what the consultant has to say. So, put your happy face back on and let’s go and find out. Shall I come in with you?’

      ‘I’d rather I saw the consultant alone, if you don’t mind. Ryan wanted to come with me too but I want to deal with this myself. I can’t explain why. I suppose if it’s bad news I need the time and space to digest it and deal with it before I tell anyone.’

      ‘No, I can understand. But if you change your mind, I’ll come with you.’

      Mercedes wiped off the black mascara stains from under her eyes. ‘Better get going. I don’t want to be late,’ she said without enthusiasm.

      ‘You’ll be fine. It won’t be bad news. I’m sure.’

      ‘I wish I had your optimism.’

      ‘I’ll lend it to you for today.’

      ‘Deal!’

      They set off and joined the motorway again. The subject was dropped and conversation became lighter. Charlie concentrated on telling stories about Art, who having been put on a strict diet by his wife, Pat, had taken to hiding food in all sorts of interesting places and scoffing slices of cake at every opportunity in the café when Pat was out of range. The tales of all his antics soon had Mercedes smiling.

      At Oxford Street, Mercedes swung the van into a space reserved for unloading lorries.

      ‘You can’t stop here,’ said Charlie.

      Mercedes grinned. ‘Bonus of a disabled badge and a wheelchair. Anyway, it’s only for a minute, out you get. I’ll meet you at Archipelago restaurant on Cleveland Street at twelve-thirty. Have fun.’

      ‘Good luck, Mercedes. You’ll be fine. Stay positive.’

      ‘Will do. See you later.’

      Charlie meandered off to the shops where she found little she wanted to purchase. She seemed to have lost enthusiasm for shopping. She was comfortable in her baggy jumpers and jeans. And it wasn’t as if she had many occasions to dress up. Today, she had made an effort and was wearing one of three smart outfits she owned. Even that was a little tight on her. After Gavin and she split up, she had found solace in baking and eating. She had put on quite a few pounds and although she was not too large, she certainly was not the same shapely Charlie she used to be. Many of her clothes from that era no longer fitted. She found it easier to hide her shape under T-shirts and jumpers.

      

      Eventually, worn out by the marauding crowds of shoppers trying to bag bargains in the sales, Charlie flagged down a taxi and requested Archipelago restaurant. She would be early but the thought of spending any more time avoiding people was too much to contemplate.

      After a short journey, the taxi pulled into a quiet side street. Charlie paid the driver and went into Archipelago. It was mesmerising. It was without doubt one of the most astonishing restaurants she had ever visited. The décor was decadent, a little kitsch and romantic. She had seen nothing like it before. The dining room was stuffed full of eclectic travel paraphernalia from all over the world, including golden Buddhas, palm trees and peacock feathers.

      A waiter took her name and confirmed she and Mercedes were booked in for lunch. He offered to let her go downstairs to the drinks lounge by the kitchen whilst she waited for her friend. She agreed, asking if she could be called back up when Mercedes arrived, then descended into a tiny basement room, with a couple of tables and bench-style seating around the perimeter of the room and no windows, equally as exotic as the room above. She was given a drinks menu – a scroll of parchment that looked like it should have been a nautical treasure map, rolled into a leather scroll holder. After much deliberation, she ordered a Strawberry Blush, which turned out to be fresh strawberries muddled with vodka and Grand Marnier and topped with ginger ginseng. A few sips later, everything was starting to look and feel brighter. Although she was alone in the room, she suddenly felt an unexpected sense of adventure and power. So it was a slightly inebriated Charlie who climbed back up the stairs to meet her friend.

      ‘How did you get on?’ Charlie asked.

      ‘He confirmed that I’m physically able to conceive. He thinks we’re trying too hard and that I’m wound up about it. He seems to think it’ll happen once we stop overthinking it,’ Mercedes replied with a smile. ‘I guess we’ll have to keep trying. I hope Ryan’s still got the energy now he’s been promoted. Anyway, enough talk of babies for the moment. I feel like celebrating my good news so let’s enjoy ourselves. What do you think of this place?’

      ‘Amazing. I feel like I’ve been transported to another country.’

      ‘That’s the intention. Have you seen the menu?’

      ‘I’ve seen and sampled from the drinks menu. I could drink another three of those bad boys,’ she said, pointing to her now empty glass.

      ‘I thought you were looking jolly relaxed. Bought anything nice?’

      ‘No. It was frantic and I couldn’t see anything I fancied. I even got a blister from trying to walk around excited tourists and frenzied shopaholics. They’re mad. They can’t help themselves. The second they see the word “sale” or “reduced” they herd towards the offering. There were bouncers at the exits of every high street store. I can’t imagine how much stuff must get stolen if they need bouncers. Or, maybe they’re actually there to protect the staff from crazy shoppers.’

      A waiter approached with menus, as thoughtfully presented as the drinks parchment, glued into the pages of old leather-bound books. Charlie read the starter choices and looked up horrified.

      ‘You’re kidding. This can’t be for real.’

      Mercedes was watching her friend’s face and chuckled. ‘This is my first Carpe Diem challenge. I got the idea from I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out of Here!  I can’t afford to send you to a jungle, or navigate the bush myself in my wheelchair but I can try to give us both a similar experience right here. I’m in charge of what we choose and eat. This is going to be huge fun. Haven’t you ever wondered what it would be like to eat chocolate-covered scorpions or bug salad?’

      ‘No, I can’t say I have.’

      ‘Now’s your opportunity. We’re going to have our very own jungle bush tucker trial and I’m taking photos of every dish you sample. This’ll be the beginning of a new, more adventurous Charlie.’

      Charlie shook her head in disbelief. ‘This menu is outrageous,’ she commented. ‘I wonder what, exactly, was in that Strawberry Blush I drank. I hope it wasn’t something too gruesome. What shall we go for?’

      ‘I ordered when I booked us the table and requested some of the dishes they normally serve on the evening à la carte menu. I wanted it to be even more exciting, so I’ve gone for zhug marinaded kangaroo skewer, spicy crocodile bites, Burmese Embrace, and a Serengeti Strut, with a side order of love bug salad and a sprinkle of weaver ants,’ Mercedes announced. ‘Don’t pull that face. They’re mighty nutritious. Kangaroo, crocodile, wildebeest and ostrich are extremely low in fat and cholesterol and therefore provide great alternatives to beef and lamb and they’re a highly sustainable source of protein. All of the ingredients here are organic, free range and are either farmed or are part of a nationally recognised culling programme; and they use nothing that has been irresponsibly taken from the wild.’

      ‘What’s a Burmese Embrace?’

      ‘Sweet-chilli-smoked python carpaccio, green tea and wasabi crackers and olive puree,’ Mercedes said, a mischievous grin spreading across her face.

      ‘And a Serengeti Strut? Please don’t tell me it’s a giraffe.’

      ‘Zebra. Crispy zebra “jerky”, boerewors – they’re a South African sausage – and it comes with carrot and ginger fluid gel and biltong soil. Biltong soil – that’s pretty much just spices.’

      ‘I can’t wait,’ said Charlie, flatly, downing her wine in one. The waiter appeared with a couple of businessmen. They were ushered to the next table. Charlie could not help but stare. Dressed in dark blue chinos, crisp shirt and wearing a jacket that looked like it had come out of a designer boutique sat a good-looking man in his forties. He thanked the waiter and ordered a bottle of mineral water. He glanced up and caught Charlie ogling him. He gave her a smile, nodded politely then picked up his menu. She was reminded of the quote from Hardy Amies who once declared, “A man should look as if he had bought his clothes with intelligence, put them on with care and then forgotten all about them.” This man fitted the bill exactly. He looked masculine and elegant. For a second she was completely distracted.

      ‘Earth to Charlie. Grub up,’ whispered Mercedes, nudging her friend. The waiter deposited an array of dishes in front of them.

      ‘So, Miss Blundell. How do you feel about tackling the bush tucker trial?’ asked Mercedes, pulling her phone out of her bag and snapping a photo of a horrified Charlie staring at the dishes.

      ‘I think I need some more wine.’

      ‘You can do this without wine. People come from all over the place to eat here. Just close your eyes and try one of these fried locusts.’ Mercedes dropped a couple onto Charlie’s plate and waited patiently while Charlie pulled faces.

      ‘Come on Charlie. They’re not going to harm you.’

      ‘Why on earth did you choose to put this on your list?’

      ‘Plain and simple curiosity. I wondered what it would taste like. Now, get chomping.’

      Charlie pinched her nose, tossed a locust into her mouth and crunched down onto its body, wincing as she did so. After a few seconds, she let go of her nose and opened her eyes.

      ‘I expected it to be hard-going, given that its little legs looked all tough and chewy, but there was nothing to them. They’re just dry and crunchy,’ she continued. ‘If you close your eyes and pretend you don’t know what this is,’ said Charlie, waving the second locust about, ‘it could be a crisp or a burnt bit of almost anything. Burnt like almost all the food you cook, for example.’ She hooted with laughter.

      The mixture of cocktail and wine was going to her head. She attacked the crocodile dish with zeal. Mercedes joined her, commenting on each dish and pausing only to take photographs of Charlie eating and gurning in an exaggerated fashion.

      Charlie decided she was enjoying herself. It was, after all, a new experience. And the more she ate and discovered it tasted good, the more she enjoyed it. She caught the man looking over from time to time. He had ordered some sort of bean stew. Not everything on the menu was as adventurous as the dishes Mercedes had chosen.

      ‘This crocodile is really tasty,’ said Mercedes, piling some more onto her plate and spearing it with her fork.

      ‘A bit like a cross between chicken and fish.’

      ‘Only with a plump juicy texture.’

      Charlie nodded in agreement.

      Plates emptied, the women were invited to choose a dessert.

      ‘I’m actually too full to try a chocolate locust,’ said Charlie, wiping her mouth with the serviette.

      ‘I’ve got that covered. We’re going for something called a “visit from the doctor”. It seemed most appropriate given we work in a hospital.’

      Charlie shook her head in disbelief. It seemed she was in for yet another surprise.

      The waiter cleared their plates and announced rather dramatically that both ladies looked dreadfully sick. He claimed they looked at death’s door and that he’d call a doctor immediately. His performance attracted the attention of those in the restaurant, including the man nearby who watched, amused, as the drama unfolded. His friend glanced over as well and made some comment to his friend. The man smiled and nodded.

      Charlie played along and claimed she was indeed feeling terribly hot and unwell. A few minutes later the waiter reappeared in a doctor’s jacket and with a stethoscope around his neck. He was carrying a large leather chest that he placed on the table between the ladies and opened to reveal an array of ornate bottles filled with spirits and liqueurs. The ‘doctor’ explained that they should choose their medicine.

      Mercedes squealed alarmingly and pointed to a bottle with a small coiled snake in it. ‘That one. We need to take some of that.’

      The waiter agreed and continued the act, raising the bottle to reveal the creature inside it. He explained it was absinthe that had been distilled for twelve years.

      ‘There’s no way I’m drinking from that bottle. And, apart from the fact there’s a pickled reptile in there, I read that absinthe can make you go blind,’ said a horrified Charlie.

      ‘Who cares? We have to give it a go,’ replied Mercedes, raising her phone to photograph the bottle.

      ‘Would you like me to take a picture of you both?’ asked the man at the next table. ‘It seems a shame not to have you all in the photograph.’

      The women agreed and posed with the waiter and the bottle containing the snake.

      He returned the phone and commented, ‘Hats off for being so adventurous. I’m most impressed.’

      Mercedes nudged Charlie and said ‘phwoar’ under her breath. Charlie giggled helplessly.

      The waiter meanwhile, continuing the act, poured the alcohol into two small glasses and called for a nurse to bring a bowl of boiling water to the table. He offered the women a capsule from a small jar, warning them not to ingest it. They were told to throw the capsules into the water, count to three and down their medicine.

      ‘Come on Charlie. Be brave,’ urged Mercedes. ‘Do something outrageous.’

      ‘One… two… three! Yeurgh!’ Charlie exclaimed.

      Mercedes joined her. She pulled a face of horror and was immediately consumed by a coughing fit. Once it abated, they both burst into fits of giggles.

      The man, who was paying the bill for his table, looked over and smiled genially at them again. He rose and wished them a good afternoon.

      Charlie was sorry he had gone. Alcohol and the lunch had made her feel brave. She might have attempted to engage him in chat if he had stayed.

      Still sniggering, the women realised that their green capsules had dissolved and released little sponge snakes. The waiter assured them it meant they were now completely cured. They ordered the bill which arrived in a keepsake box, with a note informing them that it had been made by a homeless man in South Africa and given to all customers as a reminder of their experience.

      ‘You have passed the first Carpe Diem challenge of the year,’ declared Mercedes as they left the restaurant and returned to her van. ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Like a new woman. I’m sure if I rub my legs together, I think I’ll be able to chirrup,’ said Charlie, guffawing.
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