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			The Other Half


			Fanny Blake


			Josie turned off her car engine. Mr and Mrs Warren knew she was waiting. Someone had waved at her from a window when she had arrived. She picked up her paper from the passenger seat, then put it down and looked back at the house.


			Behind the black railings was a small but smart front garden with neat box hedges circling a tree covered in large pink flowers. Josie had no idea what the tree was. You didn’t get trees like that on the housing estate where she lived with her mum and her two girls, Kelly and Daisy.


			The front gate opened onto a paved path that led to a porch supported by tall fluted columns and a shiny black front door. Through the window she could see a huge gilt-framed mirror over a marble fireplace and a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. Someone drew first one then the other curtain, shutting her out of the better life she dreamed of. She switched on the radio.


			Humming along to Adele’s ‘Someone Like You’, Josie tapped out the beat on the wheel. She wasn’t used to this waiting. As the only female working for the minicab firm, she was usually given the single women or children who were almost always ready when she arrived. But tonight the Warrens’ usual driver was held up in traffic so Brendan, the controller, had given her the job. Brendan always made a point of looking out for her, and the Warrens were valuable customers, so she was happy to sit tight.


			Her deep-blue Vauxhall car was her pride and joy. It was the one thing her husband had left her when he ran off with her best friend. That and their two girls. This was her haven, the only place where she had any private time away from the cramped little house the three of them shared with her mum.


			Josie looked at her watch. Twenty minutes late. Perhaps they hadn’t seen her after all? Should she ring the doorbell? No, Brendan would have let her know if she needed to do that. At that moment, the front door swung open. A creamy hallway was bathed in a soft light.


			As she got out of the car, there was a shout. ‘Isabel! We must go!’ Into view came a man in a dinner jacket: a dead ringer for George Clooney. If that was Mr Warren, what would Mrs Warren be like? Josie glanced down at her worn pink fleece, her jeans that had got so much tighter since she started this job, her old trainers.


			Mrs Warren was tall and slim, wearing a long figure-hugging dress in pale blue with sparkles on the bodice. You couldn’t get anything like that in the shops Josie could afford. Over her shoulder was a white fur wrap. Josie wondered if it was real. She wouldn’t be surprised. The two of them looked like film stars, and they were getting into her car. Thank God she had cleaned it that morning. There was not a trace of her toast-eating, carton-drinking girls she had dropped off at school.


			Josie held open the rear door for Mrs Warren, breathing in the scent of roses that came with her. And with that came another smell: the smell of money, success, privilege and, no doubt, children who wanted for nothing. That was the sort of life that Josie could get used to.


			After shutting Mrs Warren’s door, Josie raced round to open Mr Warren’s. He flicked at a bit of imaginary dirt on the seat, then bent his head so the slicked-back greying hair didn’t touch the door frame as he climbed in. Neither of them said a word to her.


			They had fastened their seat belts by the time Josie was back behind the wheel.


			‘The Ritz.’ Mr Warren gave the simple command. No ‘please’, Josie noticed.


			‘The air freshener’s very strong.’ His wife spoke in a stage whisper. She obviously disliked the smell.


			Josie cleared her throat. She had taken some time selecting the Lemon Zinger from the range of air fresheners at the garage. She was always careful to choose a scent she liked, because she spent so much time in the car. She started the engine. At the end of the road, she waited for a gap in the traffic.


			‘We’re in a hurry,’ said Mrs Warren. Her voice was like broken glass. ‘So make sure you take the quickest route.’


			‘Of course,’ said Josie, wishing she could point out that they’d be in less of a hurry if they had come out when she had arrived. But they were customers, so she had to watch her tongue. She turned into the main road.


			‘I don’t know why we have to spend our anniversary entertaining your clients.’ Mrs Warren said to her husband.


			He heaved a sigh. ‘You know exactly why, darling.’


			Josie watched him straighten his bow tie in her rear-view mirror.


			‘We can’t afford to lose the business. And we mustn’t be late.’


			Josie thought that last remark might have been directed at her but she couldn’t be sure.


			‘And why the Ritz?’ his wife wondered. ‘Any­one and everyone goes there these days. Doesn’t matter who you are.’


			And what was wrong with ‘anyone’, Josie thought? Life might have given the rich a different start and other opportunities, but underneath they were just the same as ‘anyone’ else.


			Mr Warren gave a short laugh. ‘I’ve never thought about it before but you’re quite right. At least it’s only for one evening. By the way, did you talk to the children?’


			‘About them having to pay for their own flights from Thailand? We agreed you’d do that.’


			‘That’s not what we said at all.’ Mr Warren’s voice was tight with anger. ‘But perhaps now’s not the best moment to discuss it.’


			Josie saw him nod in her direction. In which case, why bring it up in the first place, she wondered.


			‘We only ever discuss things when it suits you.’


			Could Mrs Warren hear how bitter and resentful she sounded?


			‘Be quiet, Isabel. Not now.’


			The traffic ground to a halt. There was a strained silence in the back seat .


			‘This isn’t the route I’d have taken.’ Mrs Warren spoke under her breath but Josie heard every word. She tightened her grip on the wheel.


			Through the static on the intercom, Josie heard the minicab controller Brendan giving her call sign. ‘When you finish, head to the Coach and Horses.’ He gave her the client’s name and the address of the pub, then signed off.


			The traffic was moving again. Josie let her thoughts wander to Brendan. He had been good to her, taking her on as a driver so soon after Bill had walked out on her and the children for good. Exactly a year ago, in fact. As a newly single mother, Josie had badly needed work but had nothing much going for her except her driving licence. This job gave her the freedom she needed, and a woman driver was an asset to Brendan and his minicab firm.


			So the arrangement had worked both ways. And she liked him. It had even crossed her mind that one day they might get to know each other better. But she would never be the one to make the first move. Not this soon after her husband Bill leaving her, anyway. Underneath the Lemon Zinger scent in the car, she caught the trace of Mrs Warren’s perfume.


			‘Is this really the best way?’ Mr Warren’s voice jolted Josie out of her dream. The traffic had slowed down to a crawl again.


			She glanced in the mirror to find his steely eyes staring back at her.


			‘Which way would you like me to go, sir?’ she asked.


			‘I’m sure it would be quicker if we went through Regent’s Park.’ Mrs Warren chipped in.


			‘Regent’s Park’s closed tonight,’ Josie said, and swung down a side street, taking one of the rat runs that the black cabs used. Mrs Warren grabbed the seat to steady herself. Josie allowed herself a smile as she went a little too fast over a traffic control bump.


			They emerged into another stream of traffic. A white van blared its horn and slid in front of them.


			Mrs Warren gasped. ‘That was close.’


			It hadn’t been close at all. Josie had seen the van and slowed to let it by. She took a deep breath.


			‘It’s quarter to eight,’ pointed out Mr Warren.


			The digital clock meant Josie could see exactly what the time was and how much longer she would have to put up with Mr and Mrs Warren. For all they cared, she could have been a robot behind the wheel. After all, she was just the ‘anyone and everyone’ they so despised. She used all the shortcuts and dodges she knew, pulling up outside the hotel at one minute to eight.


			‘Ben, have you got any cash for a tip?’ Mrs Warren dug into her glittery bag that was barely big enough for a lipstick. But Mr Warren was already halfway up the steps and didn’t look back. ‘You’ll pick us up at eleven?’ Mrs Warren pressed the exact fare into Josie’s hand.


			‘If I’m given the job of picking you up, I will, but I don’t know where I’ll be.’ Josie hoped never to see them again, but that was up to Brendan. She watched Mrs Warren glide into the hotel after her husband. Classy she might be, but she was cold as ice.


			Josie thought of her own family. They might not have much – but at least they knew how to treat people.


			Back in the car, feeling cross, Josie called Brendan to say she was on her way back. He insisted she check in after every job.


			‘How did that one go?’ he asked, his warm Irish accent returning her to the world she knew.


			She hesitated.


			‘Awkward? That’s why I’ve never given them to you before. Jim will pick them up later.’


			‘Thanks. That’d be great.’ She didn’t need to say more. She heard a rustle of paper, then Brendan spoke again.


			‘You’re on your way to the next job?’


			‘I’ll be there on time, don’t worry.’


			‘Ah, sure I’m not worrying.’ He laughed. ‘We’ll speak later.’


			The traffic back was better so she got to the Coach and Horses in good time. Leaving the Warrens behind her had lifted her mood. A few smokers stood outside the pub but no one looked at the car. She got out, locked up and pushed open the door to be greeted by a beery warmth and the buzz of voices. She walked over to the bar to wait while the tattooed barman served up a pint.


			‘Won’t be a minute, love.’ He winked.


			‘Josie!’


			She turned at the sound of her name. At a table in the corner sat Brendan, smart, in a jacket for once. In front of him stood a pint and a glass of white wine. So he was spoken for. Her disappointment took her by surprise. He stood up and waved her over.


			‘Sit down.’ He pulled out the other chair for her.


			‘Me? But I’m here for my next fare, remember?’ She looked around the crowded pub. ‘Where’s your other …?’


			Brendan was smiling. ‘This is for you.’ He handed her the wine. ‘I didn’t think you’d come if I asked. We’re knocking off work now, you and me. We’re going to celebrate you being one of our drivers for a year to the day.’


			


			She felt a grin spread across her face as she took her seat. Brendan didn’t seem to care about her fleece, or notice her tighter jeans. He was watching her with a twinkle in his eye. It turned out that what she had always imagined to be a ‘better’ life was not what she wanted for herself and her family at all. This was where she belonged. She raised her glass.


			Who needed the Ritz?


		


	

		

			Moment of Glory


			Elizabeth Buchan


			On a June morning in 1954, Ellen is doing the chores in her kitchen. The radio is on but she is feeling annoyed with the heat and the effort. The oven is the very devil to get clean and the floor requires two lots of red polish before it looks halfway decent.


			In an effort to cool down, she plunges her hands into the sink full of cold water.


			Standing there, enjoying the sweet relief, she looks through the window to the street. Her eight-year-old son, Sam, is playing hopscotch with his best friend, Mike. Mike is winning and Sam looks cross. Ellen smiles at the sight. Sam is not a good loser.
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