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JESUS LOVES CHILDREN EVERYWHERE.

So announced the sign above the wax-crayon artwork. Gill thought that Jesus would make an exception of this venue if He had to come here every week. This was the third dreadful Tuesday afternoon she had spent in the echoing church hall. The decibel level was well above acceptable environmental limits and she had a headache.

She was sitting on an uncomfortable chair at the side of the hall watching her two-year-old son, Ian, drive a yellow plastic tricycle in an ever-decreasing circle. He was followed by a small boy on a red tractor. They were both making noises reminiscent of kamikaze pilots on a glorious mission to destroy the American Fleet. On a mat marked out with roads and pavements, several other boys were playing with a garage and a selection of toy cars. ‘Playing’ was, in fact, a euphemism for ‘bickering interspersed with more kamikaze noises’. In the far corner, in the playhouse, a precocious three-year-old housewife was instructing a troop of two-year-olds in the domestic chores she expected of them. One of them had been silly enough to disagree with Mrs Homemaker and was now screaming loudly.

Mother-and-toddler groups are supposed to have a dual role:  the socialisation of toddlers and a support group for the mothers. Ian was socialising in a limited sort of masculine fashion, but no one in the room seemed to be offering Gill much support. They had not been exactly unfriendly, but no one had gone out of their way to talk to her. They all knew who she was, although she couldn’t remember who they were because she was awful at names, and as usual, she hadn’t actually listened when she had been introduced because she had been concentrating on being bright and smiley.

Four-month-old Kate stirred and began first to grizzle, then to cry. Gill undid the sling, took the baby out, lifted her faded sweatshirt and realised that she had forgotten to change it after it had been puked on that morning. She hoped the smell was not too pervasive. Allowing the cuckoo mouth to latch on, she glanced across the room and realised she was not the only lactating mother. A tall, elegant African woman was sitting in the far corner feeding a baby, while her daughter was establishing herself in the playhouse pecking order. Ethnic diversity had not yet arrived in this country town, where the only other non-white faces ran the Indian and the Chinese restaurants respectively, so Gill imagined that this family, notable for being different, would have caused more than a few stares when they had arrived last year. Gill smiled at the woman and decided she would go and speak to her after Kate had finished feeding. She was wondering what had brought the family here rather than to a city when her thoughts were interrupted by a very pregnant girl who came and sat down. She had been introduced the first week Gill had attended, but Gill had no idea what her name was now. Perhaps the girl would reintroduce herself. She didn’t.

‘Hello, Mrs Andrews.’

Gill would have to ask her name. ‘Hello. Please call me Gill. I’m sorry I can’t remember your name.’

‘Angela.’

Kate momentarily became detached and a spray of milk jetted in an arc across the room. Angela’s gaze followed the projectile.

‘I tried feeding Allan but it didn’t work. Has its advantages and disadvantages, doesn’t it?’ Her expression conveyed that she thought that the disadvantages far outweighed the advantages.

‘That your wee boy on the yellow trike?’

‘Yes, that’s Ian.’

‘That’s my Allan on the tractor. What age is Ian?’

‘He was two in June, so he’s -’ she did a quick calculation - ‘twenty-eight months.’

‘Same age as Allan. Is he potty-trained?’

The challenge has been issued. To compete or not compete, that was the question.

‘Not really.’

‘Allan is. Dry through the night too.’

What does one say? Gill wondered. Oh, good? Well done, Allan? Well done, Angela? Or does one compete on other motor milestones? He can feed himself. He can post the various shapes into the postbox. He can also say ‘bugger’ when you’d rather he didn’t.

She opted for tact. ‘Lucky you - you’ll be saving a fortune on nappies.’

‘Not for much longer.’ She patted her bump. ‘Didn’t intend to fall so soon, but these things happen.’

For Gill, the term ‘falling pregnant’ had always conjured up an image of tripping up and falling on to some handy erect phallus. She tried to put this from her mind.

‘Have you got long to go?’ she inquired dutifully.

‘Three weeks. Mum hopes it’ll come on her birthday. She’ll be thirty-seven.’

Good God, thought Gill. I’m thirty-two; no wonder she calls me ‘Mrs Andrews’.

‘You must have your children young in your family.’

‘Mum was eighteen when she had me, and I was sixteen when I fell with Allan.’

Gill had to banish the unwanted image again.

‘Snack time!’ called another woman, who had a weeping child attached to her leg, like a terrier in search of sexual gratification. She hobbled towards the table in the corner with a large jug of sugar-free blackcurrant juice, her progress hampered by the snivelling child, who was hiding his face in her saggy tracksuit bottoms.

‘Children, come to the table and sit down. Coffee for mums in the kitchen.’

Angela heaved herself off the chair and went to pluck the dry-bottomed Allan from the tractor to take him to the table. Now his partner on the Grand Prix circuit had gone, Ian looked towards his mother. Immobilised by the sucking Kate, Gill waved a hand in the direction of the Ribena and the plate of fruit segments. Angela tried to take Ian’s hand to lead him to the table, but he was not going to let his mother off so easily. She was giving full attention to his sister and not attending to his needs. He jerked his hand out of Angela’s.

‘Doan wan duice,’ he whined.

‘It’s lovely juice, and there’s some apple too,’ cajoled Angela.

‘Mummy! Not you. Mummy!’ Ian glanced over at his mother to see if this order was having the required effect. It didn’t seem to be, so his sense of injustice increased and his anger level rose. ‘Mummy do it! Mummy do it!’ he screamed.

Gill realised that this was going to be one of the more spectacular of Ian’s tantrums. With one hand clutching the still sucking baby to her semi-exposed breast, she got to her feet and walked across the floor to the screaming, stamping toddler. She was conscious that all consumption of coffee and custard creams had ceased as the other mothers waited to see if she  was a Smacker, an Ignorer or an Appeaser. In order to avoid being a Smacker, she was at home an Ignorer, but this was an occasion for Appeasement. Ian was enough of a spectacle already.

‘Come on now, Ian,’ she said. ‘I’ll come to the table with you.’

‘No duice! No duice!’ he screamed. Kate, who had been joggled off the nipple by this unexpected trip across the room, also started to scream.

Be firm, thought Gill.

‘Ian! Behave yourself and come to the table!’

‘BUGGER OFF.’

If there had been a silence before, it was nothing to this frozen moment. She took in the looks on the faces of the assembled adults. Some were shocked, but worse were those who realised that they were now in possession of a prime bit of gossip: MP’s two-year-old is not only foul-tempered but foul-mouthed as well.


How should she play this? It would be a long time till Mike was up for re-election, but this was not a vote-winner. There was no childminder, no older siblings or resident demented grandfather to blame for being a bad influence.This phrase had to have been learned from her or Mike. In fact, it had probably been learned from both of them, as it was the constant rebuke given to Penny, their ‘in-your-face’ collie. From a politically face-saving point of view, Gill knew she had to be the culprit.

‘Ian!’ she said feebly. ‘Don’t say things like that. It’s what I say to the dog when she jumps up.’ She turned to the onlookers. ‘They always pick up the wrong words, don’t they? They never say, “Thank you very much, Granny, for my lovely birthday present,” or, “Please may I play with my toys?”’ Gill, you’re prattling. Shut up, she thought.

Ian had stopped to draw breath. He didn’t know why that  phrase had attracted everyone’s attention, but it was certainly effective, and being bright enough to learn by experience, he decided to repeat himself.

‘Bugger off. Bugger off. Bugger off,’ he said with a smile of satisfaction.

Very gradually, the silence melted as people began to murmur to each other and children started to whine for more juice. The woman who had served juice had finally managed to get her son, Matthew, to let go of her leg on the understanding that he could stay with her in the kitchen and not join the melee in the hall. She was starting to wash up the coffee cups. Through the open serving hatch, she watched Gill put the baby over her shoulder to wind her. Gill took the now compliant Ian by the hand, led him to the table, sat him down and gave him a cup of juice and a piece of apple. Holding her head high, Gill made for the kitchen and picked up a cup of coffee.

‘I’m sorry about that,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry,’ the woman said. ‘It’s made my afternoon. Anything to cheer up Black Tuesdays! I hate them! I loathe and detest mother-and-toddler group, but it is marginally better than having to be president of the Guild and spend Monday evenings being enthusiastic over yet another set of slides from someone’s holiday to New Zealand. If I see another picture of boiling mud and Maoris with their tongues out, I’ll scream. Let me introduce myself - I’m Ali Graham and I’m the minister’s wife. I live next door. Sorry I wasn’t here when the sessions started but I was away visiting my mother. And by the way, the baby has just sicked up down your back.’

‘Oh, yuck. I’ll sort that in a minute.’ She pointed to the stain on her chest. ‘It will match this morning’s offering. I’m Gill Andrews. We’ve just moved here. My husband is the—’

‘The MP. Yes, we all know who you are. The town grapevine has been working overtime about you and your husband. Let’s  see . . . what do I know? You lived in Edinburgh before you came here, you were the head of a primary school before you had your children, and you live in the McPhersons’ house on Strathperry Road. You put in an offer for three other houses before you got that one.You drive a silver Golf, and your husband is away all week. You’ve got a dog, and you are looking for a cleaner and occasional babysitter according to the card on the notice board at Tesco. You hired John Johnstone to do your painting before you moved in, and you removed all the flock wallpaper and patterned carpets and replaced them with plain. You drink wine and gin - Mrs Caldwell saw you at the bottle bank - and either your parents or your husband’s have just been to stay. Odds on they were your parents, as the granny looks a bit like you. You don’t hang nappies out to dry, so it’s either disposables or you use the tumble-drier.’

Gill was horrified. She knew that they were of local interest, but this woman seemed to know everything about her, including things that were a complete fabrication: she had only ever been a class teacher, and the McPhersons’ house was the first they had offered on. She realised whatever happened at toddler group was not going to stay within the walls of the church hall.

‘Everyone will hear about Ian, won’t they?’ she said.

‘Probably, but it won’t last long. They’ll soon find something else to talk about. It’s not malicious. Well, most of it isn’t. It’s a small town and everyone knows everyone else’s business. Most of it is genuine interest, but beware of Chinese whispers and don’t believe everything you hear.’

‘Chinese whispers?’

‘Yes, Chinese whispers, or one person’s conjecture is their neighbour’s fact.’

Gill looked puzzled, so Ali continued. ‘Let’s imagine Mrs A sees you walking along with your children. She thinks you look tired. She says to her friend Mrs B that she saw you and you  looked tired. She wonders if the baby is not sleeping. Mrs B meets Mrs C and says that the MP’s wife is very tired because the baby is not sleeping. She wonders if the baby is unwell. Mrs C meets Mrs D and says that the MP’s wife is very tired because the baby is ill and not sleeping and she wonders if it’s serious. Mrs D meets Mrs E, who says that the MP’s baby is seriously ill and wonders if she’ll have to go to hospital, et cetera. On that premise, I’m afraid Ian will have used the F-word and probably the C-word, but it will only last a couple of days and then there will be someone or something else to talk about.’

Mothers began to put dirty cups and half-chewed pieces of fruit through the hatch, while their children returned to play-houses and pedal toys.

‘Look,’ said Ali cheerfully, ‘come for a coffee after this and we’ll have a proper chat. I’ve got to go and organise the craft session now. I’m afraid it involves gluing together used cereal packets, glitter and tissue paper, all of which will become unglued in the car on the way home. If you would like to be helpful, you could finish washing the cups and keep an eye on Matt. He hates this as much as I do. He’s far happier in here.’

Gill looked at the child in the corner, who had taken all the pans out of the cupboard and was arranging them neatly in diminishing order of size.

‘I’ll just get the buggy to put Kate in. Thanks, I think I’d like to hide in here for a while.’

Gill was on her way back into the hall with the buggy when she heard Ian screaming,‘Shit! Shit!’ He had fallen off the tricycle and wanted his comfort blanket, a bit of flannelette sheet.

Gill grabbed it from the buggy and waved it flamboyantly. ‘It’s OK. Here it is! Here’s your sheet!’ She put particular emphasis on the word ‘sheet’.

Ian took the piece of material and held it next to his face while inserting his thumb in his mouth. His sobs subsided. Gill  glanced around the room. All the eyes were suddenly averted and conversations restarted. She could hear them thinking, Nice try, dear, but not quite good enough.

She retrieved the buggy. Ali was organising children to come and sit round the table for the stimulation of the creative areas of their little brains. As she scuttled back to the kitchen, Gill noted with satisfaction the creeping dark stain on Allan’s jeans.




Chapter Two
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Mike Andrews opened his eyes.The luminous numbers on the radio alarm showed six forty-five and he fumbled with the switch to turn on Radio Four. Five more minutes, he decided, then he would get up. He missed Gill and his two children so much when he was away but it was good to have an uninterrupted night’s sleep. Monday had been non-stop - meetings with constituents, then travelling south to London and sorting things in his office. It had been after eleven when he had got back to the small flat in Dolphin Square and realised he had not phoned Gill. It had been too late to risk it then, as she did not appreciate being woken up. He would call her in a while. He knew she would be awake by now: small children are no respecters of parental need to sleep.

When he had showered and dressed, he made himself a cup of tea and lit a cigarette. Another advantage of being away from home: he didn’t have to stand out in the cold to have a smoke in case he polluted his children’s lungs. He picked up his mobile and dialled home. It rang six times before Gill answered.

‘Yes!’ she said in a Basil Fawlty tone of voice. Mike could hear the dog barking, Kate crying and what sounded like Ian  building up to a tantrum over the fact that he didn’t like Weetabix any more.

‘You OK?’ Mike asked.

‘Fine! And you?’ She didn’t sound fine.

‘I’m all right, I suppose. Tired still, and I’ve got a hectic day ahead.’

‘Me too! I’ve got housework, a trip to the supermarket and mother-and-toddlers. Bet your day isn’t going to be as busy or exciting as that.’

She was obviously stressed. He would have to tread carefully. ‘There’s the committee at ten o’clock. Then I’ve to sit in on the Transport debate. Then there’s the parliamentary party meeting later on, followed by dinner with Network Rail tonight.’

‘In the interesting-day stakes, I think you win. Do you want to speak to Ian? It might take his mind off Weetabix.’ She laid down the phone and Mike could hear her cajoling Ian to come and speak to him.

‘’Allo.’

‘Hello. How are you today?’

‘Me no like Weetbix. Me want Totopops.’

‘Well, ask Mummy nicely and see if she’ll give you some. What are you going to do today?’

‘Doddlers.’ There was a long pause. ‘Daddy in TV?’ he asked.

This notion had started when Mike had made a speech at the party conference about integrated transport links in rural areas. Gill had settled Ian in front of the TV and told him to watch for Daddy and now Ian thought that his father lived inside the TV when he was not at home.

‘No, I’m not in the TV. I’m in London - at Big Ben.’

‘Daddy’s cock.’

‘Clock, Ian, clock. There’s an “l” in there!’

‘Bye-bye.’

‘Bye. Blow you a—’

Before he could say ‘kiss’ he heard the receiver clatter to the ground and the demands for Cocopops restart. He did feel guilty that Gill was left on her own to cope with the children for most of the week, the more so because since Kate was born, Ian had changed from an endearing cherub into something far less appealing. He could hear the sounds of family life going on and Ian being told that Cocopops were not an option. The screams began.

‘Daddy div me Totopops. Wan Daddy.’

The phone was picked up abruptly. ‘Did you give him Cocopops when you gave him his breakfast yesterday?’

‘Yes. He was being good, so I thought he deserved a treat.’

‘Great! I try to get him to eat a healthy diet and you fill him full of chocolate-coated rubbish.’

‘I’m sorry, but I was eating them and it was a bit difficult to refuse him.’

The screams were getting louder.

‘Anyway, I have to go. Speak to you later.’

The line went dead. Mike heaved a sigh.Whenever he tried to help with the children it wasn’t right. When Ian was a baby, Gill had never been this stressed. The dog was another thing he had got wrong. An elderly constituent had been moving into sheltered housing and for some unknown reason had come to him to see what could be done with his dog. Gill had always been complaining she was lonely, so it had seemed a perfect solution all round. But she appeared to regard the dog not as a solution but an extra problem. He would have to phone her later, when she had calmed down a bit. He helped himself to a bowl of unhealthy cereal and lit another cigarette.

The four months since the general election seemed to have passed so quickly. Kate had been born a week early, ten days after the election. He had missed the birth, as he had been in  London, but felt he had managed to redeem himself by staying at home for a week when Gill came out of hospital. Admittedly, he was glad to escape back to London, where, although he was very busy, he was not expected to spend the day trying to negotiate with a toddler who was beyond reason because his place at the centre of the universe had been usurped.

Six weeks after the election, they had moved to Corrachan, a market town some fifty miles from Edinburgh. It had all gone remarkably smoothly, and despite occasions such as this morning, he thought Gill seemed to be settling into small-town life.

Starting a new job is always stressful, but Mike knew what he was now doing was interesting and challenging. Some of the traditions of the House of Commons seemed outmoded and unnecessary, but the political process fascinated him. He had fought council and parliamentary elections without any hope of being elected until a Liberal Democrat MP in that most unusual of things, a safe seat, announced his retirement. Mike had gone for the nomination and now here he was, Member of Parliament for Corrachan, Invercraig and Strathperry.

The nearest thing there had been to a holiday was the party conference in September, but what had, in years past, been an outing to indulge his hobby was now hard work. Suddenly he was in demand to speak at fringe meetings, and his opinions were constantly sought by those for whom politics was always likely to remain a hobby. And now he was back in London for the new session.

Mike glanced at his watch. He was running late. He gathered up his belongings and walked briskly up the Embankment, reaching his office by eight fifteen.

Just after nine, Janice arrived with the day’s mail. She was a lady of middle years who had worked for several MPs. Mike had inherited her from an English Tory who had lost his seat at the last election. Janice had been unacquainted with Scotland  and with Liberal Democrats, so it was a learning experience on both sides.

‘What’s in there today?’ Mike inquired.

‘Much the same as usual. There are two green-ink ones with multiple underlinings, but only one is a constituent. It’s Mr Peterkin again. I’ll bin the other.’

‘What is it today? It was flogging shoplifters and hanging everyone else last week.’

‘He doesn’t like immigrants and wants them sent back to wherever they came from. “Too many darkies here already.” Signs it “Yours in Christ”.’

‘Send him the standard “immigration and asylum-seekers” letter.’

‘You just encourage him by sending him a long, detailed letter. Give him the “Thanks for your letter, the contents of which have been noted.”’

‘No, he deserves a detailed reply as much as anyone else. I represent everyone. I can’t ignore those I disagree with. What else?’

Janice looked at him and thought he could be really pompous sometimes.‘There is another one from Mr Hall, the Nazi, about the satanic plot hatched by the Jewish state to promote homosexual practice among schoolchildren. He’s used his Letraset again. Must have taken him hours.’

‘I take back what I said before. He can have the “contents have been noted” letter. Perhaps I should draft a “just to let you know a lunatic is using your name and address to write to Members of Parliament” letter.’

‘There are two about benefit claims - I can sort them - and there are a couple of others: one from a Mr Lyle, who thinks that because he was injured on the Normandy beaches he ought to be exempt from paying income tax on his sixty-thousand-pound share income, and one from a Mrs Caldwell  about the lack of litterbins in the town centre and how the bin men were very rude to her. I’ll send that to the councillor.’

‘No, don’t. I think the woman is our next-door neighbour. I’ll have to be seen to do something. She’s probably written to poor Peter Graham already. Write a letter to the council, inquiring after their litter policy. Send her a copy and one to Peter, so he knows what we are up to. And tell the war veteran that we are all very grateful for what he did for us and suggest that he contact his accountant to see if he is using his allowances appropriately. Anything else?’

‘Mr Taha, whom you saw at the surgery, has sent all his details and those of his mother and his aunt for their visas. I assume you know what this is about?’

‘Yes. This is a guy who came from Sudan to university here. He’s a permanent resident, works as a scientist in the biotech factory in Strathperry, and he wants his mother and his aunt to come for a three-week holiday to see his children, whom they have never seen. Not unreasonable, you would think, but the powers that be are refusing to grant them a visa because they can’t prove that they are only going to be here for a holiday and not become illegal over-stayers. It’s ridiculous. If they were white and came from Australia, no one would question their motives. I said I would try to speak to the embassy in Khartoum and see if I can put a word in.’

Janice handed him the letter.‘The others are all quite straightforward, so I’ll draft replies. There’s an email from Rachel from the constituency office. Annie wants to move the time of the next surgery to the afternoon.’

‘That’s fine.’

Annie Cochrane was the local Member of the Scottish Parliament. They held their surgeries together as people were still confused about who did what and it saved time in the long run for them to see people together.

‘And Minty Oliver left a message on the answer machine to say that she will come to discuss the new leaflet with you on Friday evening. She didn’t sound like the sort of lady you argued with.’

‘Minty’s OK. She was my election agent and now sees it as her duty to be my local eyes and ears. But you’re right, it’s easier just to agree with her. Thanks for all that, Janice. I’ll try to have a word with you later, after I’ve been in the chamber for question time.’

 



At about seven fifteen, just before he went to the Network Rail dinner, Mike tried to phone Gill. He hoped an afternoon socialising at mother-and-toddler might have improved her humour.There was no reply. He dialled her mobile, which rang out but was not answered, so he left a message asking if she had had a good day and saying he would phone later. Where the hell was she? If she had gone out, someone would be babysitting. But Gill didn’t go out. She hadn’t got any close friends in the town yet, and she didn’t go to evening classes or anything like that. He hoped something awful hadn’t happened to one of the children, but she would have phoned him if that was the case. Perhaps she was bathing the children. He would try to phone later.




Chapter Three
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At the time of Mike’s call, Gill was not bathing the children, she was out. And she was still out. She was now pleasantly, mellowly drunk. She lay back on Ali’s battered sofa and realised that she was actually enjoying herself. In fact, she felt human for the first time since Kate was born. A cup of coffee had turned into a glass of white wine, which had turned into at least a bottle.

‘Tom’s in Edinburgh for some Church meeting. Then he’s taking Lizzie - that’s our eighteen-year-old - out for a meal, so why don’t you stay and keep me company?’ Ali had inquired.

A takeaway had miraculously appeared at the door and Gill had not had to organise any of it.

Kate was asleep in the buggy, and Ian, who had been playing in the next room with Ali’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Ruth, was now asleep on a large beanbag in the corner. It was the best evening Gill had spent since leaving Edinburgh. She was not at anyone’s beck and call or under scrutiny as the MP’s wife.

At four o’clock, when drinking her mug of coffee, Gill had been cautious as usual, keeping her opinions to herself until she sussed out whether this woman was a serial gossip or a  born-again Christian, or both.Then the wine had appeared and the wall of enforced politeness that Gill had built round herself since the election began to crumble. Ali was a kindred spirit.

Ali, too, had been cautious, aware that the contact could just be limited to a cup of coffee and a ‘See you next week’ if she thought they had nothing in common. Gill was having to learn the hard way all the things Ali had learned when Tom had been appointed minister to St Andrew’s Church. She’d had Tom to confide in and they had been able to support each other. He had been brought up in a small village nearby and had gone to school in the town, so they had known a few people when they arrived.This woman had two small children and an absent husband, and her only contacts seemed to be the Liberal Democrat Committee, the majority of whom, with a few exceptions (such as Ali’s brother-in-law, Peter), were entitled to their bus pass.

As the wine flowed, conversation had ranged from moving house to new people and new babies. By the time the Chinese takeaway had been eaten, Gill had learned that Ali had been a legal secretary and worked at the local solicitor’s office for a while after her older children had gone to school, but that she had been a full-time mother since Matt was born. Ali learned that Gill had taught Primary Three in a large school in a socially deprived area of Edinburgh.

The diminishing contents of the second bottle of wine allowed Gill to let her nosiness get the better of her.

‘Can I ask you a personal question?’

‘Depends what it is.’

‘What made you have another child after such a big gap?’

‘God’s punishment for an irresponsible Presbyterian!’

‘Sorry?’

‘Whenever I got broody, I used to think back to mother-and-toddler group and that scared me into being very careful.  The thought of another stint of Black Tuesdays struck terror into the soul, and anyway, two girls were enough to repopulate the world.You would have thought that God might let us off with a tiny lapse in responsibility, but no. His sense of rhythm was not, unfortunately, quite the same as mine and there I was, nearly forty, with two adolescent daughters and pregnant again. I was horrified! Tom was horrified . . . but not as horrified as Lizzie and Ruth. They couldn’t bring themselves to look at me properly until after Matt was born.’

‘What age is Matthew now?’

‘He’s just four, but you wouldn’t think it. He’s so different from the girls.They were outgoing and chatty. He hardly speaks and is quite happy with his own company. I’m going to have to try to take him to nursery again next week. We tried last year and he just screamed all the time, but he’s due to go to school next year so he’s going to have to get used to it.’

Gill looked at Matthew, who was sitting in the corner with a box of plastic dinosaurs, arranging them in order of size, as he rocked gently back and forth. She’d been a primary teacher long enough to have an idea of what might be Matthew’s difficulty, but she was too drunk to pursue it further at the moment.

‘What age is your elder girl?’

‘Lizzie is eighteen. She’s just gone to Edinburgh to do medicine. Oh, by the way, Ruth will babysit for you if you want, and Lizzie, when she’s home. They’re both good with babies and toddlers. They’ve had the chance to practise on Matt.’

As if on cue, Ruth appeared. She took in the empty wine bottles and looked with disdain on her slightly inebriated mother and her new friend.

‘I’m just going upstairs. I’ll put Matt to bed if you like.’

‘Thank you. I’ve just said to Gill you are a good babysitter.’

Ruth said she would be glad to help and fled the room, trailing Matt and his dinosaurs. Ali poured the remainder of  the wine into their glasses, then put the bottle up to her eye and peered into it.

‘Wine bottles used to hold much more than they do now. They used to last several days sometimes. I can even remember putting the cork back in and putting the bottle in the fridge.’ She placed the wine bottle on the floor and sat down again.

‘My turn for personal questions now. Are you active in politics too?’

‘If you mean do I have the sad little political gene that makes me want to become a public hate figure, spend my days sorting out other people’s problems for half the money I used to earn, and talk to other people with the same sad gene about ways of convincing the apathetic public to vote me into office, then no, I’m not. On the other hand, if you mean do I have to attend Liberal whist drives where the leftover sandwiches are raffled afterwards, organise fundraising coffee mornings and raffle everyone’s out-of-date packets and tins in the “Grocery Box”, and spend my time making sure I don’t offend anyone so they will vote for Mike next time, then yes, I am.’

‘You sound a bit disillusioned, not to mention pissed off.’

‘I am! I’m a Pissed-Off Wife. A POW. Yes, that just about sums it up. Imprisoned in an existence with small children! Sometimes I feel as if I have not a ball and chain round my ankle, but a ball and elastic. I can occasionally escape my childminding role by going somewhere exciting like to Tesco on my own, but when the elastic gets to full stretch, it hurtles me back to where I belong.’

‘POW. That’s me too, you know. I’m sick to death of being Tom’s answering service, being nice to the bereaved, the halt, the lame, the completely insane and the majority of the members of this congregation.’ She tucked her legs underneath her and sighed. ‘Do you know, they phone, they knock at the door, they accost me in the street and I have to be nice and understanding  and godly and I can’t say, “Actually, I’m not really interested, and actually, I’m having a bad day myself, and actually, looking after your spiritual needs or your gripe about Church politics is his  job, not mine, so would you kindly take your problem, whatever it is, and as your son would say, bugger off.” ’ She peered into her empty wineglass in the forlorn hope that there might be another mouthful there.

‘That’s us. Pissed off and pissed!’ opined Gill.

Deciding that her glass was indeed empty, Ali placed it carefully on the floor. ‘Take today: I’ve been very nice and understanding to a man I met in the town whose wife died three months ago; I’ve been ecstatic about someone’s daughter who wants to get married in two years’ time; I have cooed over someone’s granddaughter who is to be baptised the Sunday after next; and I’ve spent the afternoon being enthusiastic and organising at mother-and-toddler. Did I feel fulfilled while carrying out these activities? Did I hell? And where has Tom been while I have been holding the parish together? Enjoying an interesting and fulfilling day in Edinburgh. He won’t be home till late and I’m “not to wait up”. He should be so lucky! My days of waiting up clad in nothing but some perfume are long since past. I learned my lesson with Matt. Nowadays I’m sound asleep in a man-frightener nightie and a pair of harvest knickers as extra protection.’

Gill giggled. ‘What the hell are harvest knickers?’

‘All is safely gathered in!’

The two women dissolved into giggles. Every time they tried to stop laughing they made eye contact and were off again.

Eventually, Gill managed to control herself and shook her head mournfully. ‘I’m so tired I don’t care what Mike does to me as long as he doesn’t wake me up. If it’s a choice between sex and half an hour’s sleep, then it’s no contest. Sleep wins. I yearn for the day when I can sleep for longer than four hours  at a time. In fact, if my fairy godmother was to appear, do you know what my pathetic little wish would be? It would be to have twenty-four hours all on my own. Imagine the bliss of going to the loo without company, of having a bath without an ear listening, of sleeping for hours and hours knowing that you don’t have to get up. I could do what I wanted to do.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Like reading a book. In fact, the crux of the matter is, I would be responsible only for myself, not two small beings with no sense of danger and no ability to fend for themselves. Mike thinks he’s hard-worked, and he is, but his job is intellectually challenging and more to the point he only has himself to consider. Please, please, please, can I have a day off? Surely no one should have a job where they are expected to work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. It’s not fair.’

‘’Course it’s not fair.You get days off for paid work, but childrearing is not subject to employment legislation. We need to cheer ourselves up. Let’s open another bottle!’

Ali weaved her way unsteadily to the kitchen and was to be heard scrabbling about in cupboards. The phone rang. She tottered across the kitchen and picked up the receiver. ‘St Andrew’sh Mansh,’ she said with some degree of difficulty.There was a pause. ‘Oh, I am sorry. She was such a lovely lady.’ The tone was solicitous and sober. Another pause. ‘No. I’m afraid he’s been in Edinburgh for the day and I’m not expecting him back till late . . . Yes, I’ll tell him and he’ll get in touch first thing in the morning. Is there someone with you? . . . That’s good. I’ll make sure he phones you first thing. Goodbye.’ She replaced the receiver and continued to scrabble in the cupboard. ‘Sorry - no wine left. Gin or sherry?’

Gill looked at her watch. It was nine thirty. ‘No. I’ve had an ample suffishienshy. I sound like Tony Benn.’ She giggled. ‘Got to go home now.’

Ali watched Gill make her way along the street and hoped she wouldn’t be picked up for being drunk in charge of a buggy. She closed the front door, locked it and made her way to the kitchen, where she tried to tidy up. Tom would be back from Edinburgh in an hour or so. She checked that the back door was open to allow him in from the garage. She paused at the door to what had once been a maid’s bedroom, and had been occupied by Lizzie until a month ago, when she had left to go to Edinburgh. It was strange not to have her around the house. She had worked so hard to get five As, and Ali hoped that she had now loosened up a bit and was having a social life as well.

 



Unbeknown to her parents, Lizzie Graham had loosened up at the age of fourteen, since when she had been living a very effective double life. She was a bright girl and had realised that in order to survive at school, she had to shake off the image of goody-goody minister’s daughter and that in order to survive at home, she had to appear to be conscientious and hardworking. She would come home from school, do her homework dutifully, watch TV with the family, then retire to her room at the back of the house by ten o’clock. By eleven, when her parents had gone to bed, she was either to be found sitting on a bench in the town centre with a selection of friends who were unknown to Ali and Tom or engaged in sexual congress with Darren Connerty, who had been admitted to her room through the well-oiled sash window.

She had chosen the then sixteen-year-old Darren to be her boyfriend for what she thought would be his total unsuitability in her parents’ eyes and his ability to improve her credibility in certain factions within the school. He was the third son of a family of six, well known to the police and the local social workers. His father was a small-time criminal, regularly arrested  for breach of the peace when he had a drink in him. He was a frequent visitor to the Sheriff Court and went for periodic holidays at Her Majesty’s Pleasure. Darren was showing promising signs of following in his father’s footsteps. His first appearance before the juvenile justice system had been at the age of ten for truancy. Further appearances for shoplifting, being drunk and incapable, being in possession of cannabis and joyriding had followed. He had narrowly escaped a period in a young offenders’ institution because he was good at convincing his social worker and the Children’s Panel that he was about to go to college to get some qualifications, but Darren’s regular schooling had stopped in Primary Four, so any form of further academic achievement seemed unlikely.

Lizzie had started to go out with him shortly after her fourteenth birthday and had lost her virginity two weeks later in Darren’s cramped bedroom, which he shared with two of his brothers, who had been given four cans of Carlsberg Special and told not to come back for at least an hour. Lizzie was streetwise enough to know that it was her responsibility to make sure she didn’t get pregnant, so she developed the knack of buying condoms in every public lavatory in which she managed to find herself alone. On her sixteenth birthday, she had made an appointment with the GP and requested to be put on the Pill. She assured the doctor that she knew what she was doing and it appeared she did as she never told Darren she was on the Pill and kept buying condoms. His lack of fidelity was well known but she was secure in the knowledge that the arrangement suited both of them. She was also clever enough not to be around when the police might pick him up for something illegal. She didn’t drink when they were in the town centre, although she was happy enough to drink the vodka that Darren brought with him when he climbed through the window. She had tried cannabis, but  reckoned, wrongly, that her parents, who were students of the eighties, probably knew what it smelled like, and she was not averse to a tab of E to liven up an evening.

Most of the town knew that Lizzie Graham was Darren’s girlfriend, and everyone between the ages of twelve and twenty knew that he was a nocturnal visitor to the manse several times a week. There were a lot of people who had it on good authority that Lizzie had had two abortions and had been sent to a clinic to cure her heroin addiction. Lizzie knew how to steer clear of anything that was going to blight her life, and her supposed stay in a clinic was just a six-week visit to her aunt, who lived near Avignon. She was always worried that someone would tell her parents about her double life, but being the minister sets one apart slightly from the rest of the town and it takes a brave friend to tell. One of the parishioners, Joyce Macdonald, had remarked to Ali in a ‘just-thought-I-should-let-you-know’ tone of voice that she had seen Lizzie with some friends ‘sitting at the war memorial about midnight’, which was town-speak for mixing with extremely bad company. When questioned, Lizzie had denied being there and said people often got her muddled up with Leanne McCafferty, who was always hanging around the town centre.The judicious purchase of a hoodie helped Lizzie to maintain her anonymity, and Ali fended off other comments with the assertion that it must have been Leanne. Ruth knew what Lizzie was up to, but she also knew her sister, so she opted for an easy life and kept her mouth shut.

Lizzie’s eighteenth birthday fell the week before she left for Edinburgh. She sat with Darren in the bar at the Corrachan Hotel. She told him that as she was going away it was over. He said that suited him fine as he was moving in with Sharlene McPhee, who was six months pregnant.
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Gill had managed to weave her way home with two sleeping children in the double buggy.The world had taken on a dream-like quality.

Phyllis Caldwell watched from next door as Gill fumbled for her key. Phyllis had been quite concerned that there had been no lights on in Gill’s house. She liked to keep an eye on that poor woman all on her own next door. Where could she have been?

Gill eventually found her key and opened the front door. The dog shot past her and squatted on the front lawn. The dog! She had completely forgotten about Penny, who would now have to be fed. Somehow she had to get the children up the steps and inside. If she bumped the buggy up the three steps, she would wake them and the peace was too precious to lose. If she didn’t feed the dog, who was jumping up and down on the spot, they were going to be woken anyway. So dog first.

She very carefully put on the brake, made sure the sleeping bodies were well wrapped up and lurched in the door in search of dog food. There wasn’t any. It dimly impinged on her brain that she had intended to go to Tesco after mother-and-toddlers. She peered into the fridge. There was a box of eggs, a carton of milk, a tub of marge, some child-sized yoghurts and various jars and bottles containing things that would not impress a dog. No good. On her way to the cupboard, she heard her mobile, which she had left to charge, beeping at her from the work surface. Four missed calls . . . Too difficult to deal with at the moment. She opened the cupboard and looked in. Eventually, she unearthed a tin of tuna and sweetcorn in mayonnaise. After emptying the utensil drawer, she finally found the tin-opener on the work surface, scooped the contents of the tin into the dog’s bowl with some milk and a slice of bread and dumped it on the floor. Penny sniffed at it, then looked at her in a hurt, bewildered fashion.

‘That’s all there is. Take it or leave it,’ said Gill.

The dog made a second approach to the dish and delicately picked up a morsel of dolphin-friendly tuna and chewed it warily. Penny sorted . . . children next.

Phyllis Caldwell was relieved to see Gill come outside again. She had been concerned that the children seemed to have been abandoned in the front garden and she watched as Gill unfastened the restraint, lifted Ian out and stumbled in the door. He was, miraculously, still asleep. Gill puffed up the stairs and laid him on her bed. She peeled off his trousers, removed a very soggy nappy and put on a fresh one. He could sleep in his T-shirt. She paused and smiled at him. He looked so cute when he was asleep. Cuteness was a description that could rarely be ascribed to him nowadays when he was awake. She picked him up, carried him to his room and put him into his bed. One done.

Now for Kate. Gill reckoned she could lift the buggy up the steps, now it only had one occupant. She took hold of the frame and managed to negotiate the three steps into the porch. Unfortunately, the doormat was lying in wait for her and she spectacularly tripped, hurling the buggy into the hall ahead of her. Luckily, Phyllis missed this drama, having been told by her husband, Jack, to sit down and mind her own business. Gill picked herself up to see the buggy lying on its back at the foot of the stairs and a surprised Kate blinking at her.

‘Sorry, darling, sorry,’ whispered Gill, as she undid the clips and picked up the baby.

She shut the front door and negotiated the stairs once again. Kate was hungry now and wailing. Feed her, then I can go to sleep, Gill thought. No, pee first. She laid the screaming baby on the landing and rushed to the loo. Relief! The bathroom seemed to be moving slightly, but if she concentrated very hard, it was controllable. She made her way back to Kate, picked her  up and set a course for her bed, stepping out of her shoes on the way. She lay back against the pillows, lifted her sweatshirt, opened her bra and let the baby start to feed.

 



Gill was having a dream about trying to find a ringing phone in a room full of cushions. Gradually, the insistent ringing dragged her into consciousness and she fumbled for the receiver beside the bed. It was Mike.

‘Thank God you’re there. Where on earth have you been? I tried phoning at seven, and then I phoned at half past nine between courses! Did you not get the messages on your mobile?’

Gill peered at the bedside clock. It was only eleven. She hadn’t been asleep long. Kate was sound asleep beside her.

‘We were out.’

‘Out where?’

How dare he be so aggressive? She didn’t check up on him all the time.

‘At a friend’s house.’

‘What friend? You don’t have any close friends there.’

‘I do now.’

‘For God’s sake, Gill, don’t be obtuse. I was worried something had happened to you.’

‘Your son told everyone at mother-and-toddler to bugger off today, and Ali Graham took pity on me and asked me back to her house. We had a meal, the children fell asleep, and I had an evening of adult conversation. A pleasant change from talking about Thomas the Tank Engine and Bob the sodding Builder.’

‘What are you on about? What did Ian do . . . ? Are you pissed?’

‘Ian had a tantrum and told everyone to bugger off. Don’t worry - I took the blame. We all know words like that don’t pass your lips. In response to your other question, the answer is “Perhaps.” I have had a very pleasant evening and it involved some wine. I am now very tired and I wish to go to sleep.

We are all home where we should be and I’ll speak to you in the morning.’ She replaced the receiver.

Mike did not think it was worth trying to phone again. He had obviously encroached on her sleeping time and perhaps she would be in a better humour in the morning. He wondered if his parents would take the children for a weekend and they could go to a nice hotel for a couple of nights.Then he remembered Kate wasn’t weaned yet. It would have to wait until after Christmas.

Gill was woken by Ian just before six. She had a thumping headache and a churning stomach - drink and Chinese takeaways don’t mix. She willed herself out of bed and went downstairs to make breakfast. She skirted round the buggy, which was still on its side, and opened the kitchen door. The stench hit her before she saw the floor. Tuna mayonnaise had evidently not agreed with the dog. Her stomach heaved and she ran for the downstairs cloakroom.
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