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Introduction


The publication of my latest novel, The Christmas Party, somehow sees me celebrating a career that has spanned twenty-five books and eighteen years. How did that happen? It seems like only yesterday when I had my first book, Let’s Meet on Platform 8, published.


I’m so lucky to have an enthusiastic and devoted following of readers – some who’ve stayed with me from the very beginning and some who are recent converts. Without you reading and enjoying my books, I would never have had the fabulous career I’ve been blessed with. I now count many of my readers as close personal friends, and even those I haven’t yet met in person regularly cheer up my day with a steady stream of banter on Facebook and Twitter. I’m frequently surprised and moved by your kindness.


So I thought it would be nice for you all to join in the celebration, and I’d like to offer a small token of my thanks and appreciation for all your support over the years. I’ve put together a collection of a few of my favourite short stories that have interspersed the last twenty-five books. Each one is special to me for a different reason and has lovely memories.


I love short stories. After all, it was a short story that started it all for me, and that’s included in the collection too. Even now, if I have a day where my current work-in-progress isn’t flowing all that well, I’ll put it to one side and write a short story instead. I find writing them really relaxing and fun. Sometimes a little snapshot is all that’s needed. I don’t keep a journal, but whenever I’ve travelled or had a poignant moment in my life, I’ve often found that writing a short story is a great way to capture them.


So, kick off your shoes, curl up on the sofa – preferably with chocolate – ignore the housework and take half an hour to enjoy my little gift. Thank you so much for being with me on my journey as a writer. I couldn’t do this without you.


Love, Carole : ) xx




Introduction: Ignorance is Bliss


Over the years I’ve loved writing short stories and it was due to a happy accident resulting from a short story that I got my first break in publishing.


Back in the day – about 1995 – I entered the annual Love Story Competition in a publication called Writing Magazine. I was buying it as I was writing factual pieces about aromatherapy at the time and was looking for tips and market leads. I’d spent a long time writing about bad backs and so forth for various publications as a freelance writer and perhaps I was ready for a change. I really had no intention of writing fiction, yet something about this competition piqued my interest and I thought I’d give it a go.


So I wrote a story called Ignorance is Bliss and it was the first fiction I’d attempted since I’d been coerced into doing essays for my school homework. Fittingly, it’s also the first story in this collection and it’s a sad and slightly twisted tale of infidelity. I was quite pleased with it for an initial effort and felt confident enough to send it off, though I had nothing to measure it against. A few weeks later and to my complete amazement – and everyone else’s – I won a thousand pounds from The David Thomas Charitable Trust for my endeavour.


Flushed with success, I then did the most sensible thing I’ve ever done in my life. Instead of splashing out with my prize money on shoes and handbags, as is my usual style, I spent the money on a writing course.


As the course approached, I thought that I should start a novel and, by the time I walked through the doors a couple of months later, I’d finished about half of it. I spent a week there and we’d write during the day and read out our work after dinner. The tutor on the course loved my book and suggested that I finish it straightaway and send it to an agent. I took her advice and did just that. By Christmas that year, it was completed and I’d posted it off. The first week in the new year, the agent phoned me and asked to take me on as a client. Every writer needs a bit of good luck and a following wind and I was fortunate enough to catch the start of the whole ‘chick-lit’ thing and the agent sold it within a week. I couldn’t believe how quickly it all moved. That book became my first novel, Let’s Meet on Platform 8, published in 1997.


Ignorance is Bliss is a bit darker than my current writing style and, with the benefit of experience, I’d probably do it a differently now, but I hope you enjoy it. It will always have a special place in my heart as it’s this little tale that started me on a career that was to span twenty-five books and eighteen years. Who knew?


It states on the very smart First Prize certificate I was presented with, ‘It is hoped that those who achieve success in their competitions will go on to further distinction and perhaps themselves be able to offer help to other writers one day.’


I hope I can say I’ve done that.




Ignorance is Bliss


To Pamela, Happy birthday, darling. It’s your secretary’s writing. I know it well by now. Instantly, I recognise the over-exaggerated curve of her letters and the way she hesitates in the middle of my name as if she can’t quite bring herself to write it. She’s sent me another bouquet. I hate bouquets. Dead flowers. Their sweet, sickly scent never quite manages to mask the all-pervading stench of a decaying marriage.


Dutifully, I arrange them in a vase, ready for your approval when you arrive home. I put them in the centre of the dining room table, where we’ll eat our romantic candlelit supper for two. The meal is very special, all your favourite dishes, no expense spared. Nothing is too good for you. I’ve spent all afternoon preparing it. We’ll drink a bottle of rare vintage wine and laugh together. And we’ll both be disappointed that we are not somewhere else.


You don’t know how much the flowers have cost, but your secretary will give you the Mastercard slip, eventually. She’ll lean close against you as you grace the bill with your signature. We’ll both look at the flowers and think of her. I know her name, but I always refer to her as ‘your secretary’ and so do you. It’s a pretty name and you’re afraid that you’ll speak it more tenderly than you should. It sticks in my throat like the bitter taste of bile. So we keep it impersonal.


She chooses me quite nice presents, really. Not exactly the style or quality I’d choose for myself but acceptable, nevertheless. After three years her taste has improved considerably. She doesn’t know I hate flowers though. Or perhaps she does. I never wear the presents she buys and you never ask me why, despite the expense. Casually, I discard them all in a box at the bottom of my wardrobe where they gather dust. They are the first thing I see every morning when I choose my clothes for the day.


It’s time-consuming, being married to an unfaithful husband. Before I can do the laundry each item has to be scrutinised for stains. Nothing so obvious as lipstick on the collar, darling – even you are more discreet than that. But tiny, minute, tell-tale marks that speak of illicit unions. The sort of evidence that you wouldn't notice as clothes were flung hastily to the floor in the frenzy of passion or as you dress hurriedly, carelessly after your snatched sessions of love-making. At home your trousers are always meticulously hung and they are never creased. I examine every crumple in your shirts. I notice them all. I store them in my memory.


Women are more careful. If she has someone waiting for her at home a woman will never rush breathlessly through the door, her hair tousled from tumbling in bed. She’ll make sure that the scarlet flush of lust has faded from her breasts, her throat and her face before she presents herself once more as a loving wife. Her hair will be as smooth as her composure. Her lipstick, seduced from her lips by countless crushing kisses, will be reapplied immaculately. Women leave no signs.


I know the secret number for the combination lock on your briefcase, so I have to go through your diary and all your documents to find out where you will be and with whom. Sometimes I play tricks on you and leave it unlocked after my pillage, so that you can never be quite sure whether I’ve discovered your secrets or whether you’ve just been careless. You pride yourself on your caution. I have to open every sealed letter that I find hidden in your suits – suits that smell of your faded aftershave entwined with a hint of her perfume. Each pocket screams of opportunities to conceal your infidelities. Locked drawers have to be picked open to reveal their contents or extensive searches undertaken for concealed keys. Occasionally, you change your hiding places and make life more difficult for me. I check the last number redial on all the telephones to see if you’ve called her from our home. Sometimes you have and I listen to her voice when she answers the telephone, but I don’t speak. This worries her. I can hear the distress edging into her sweet, sugary voice and this pleases me.


All these things take time. While you’re on the golf course or at the squash club, relaxing and socialising, I’m busy steaming open your envelopes, burgling your property and probing into the life of your mistress so that they can be a part of my life too.


Many secretaries ago, when I was still naive and so desperately in love with you, I followed you to a hotel – a cold, impersonal tower block in the city on a freezing, rain-lashed day. But that didn't dampen your desire. I watched you both emerge onto the busy street, oblivious to the crowds of bad-tempered commuters pushing past you, cursing your intimacy. You embraced each other like love-struck teenagers, draping your bodies together, consciously sensual. She clung to the words on your love-swollen lips, silent words to my ears, mouthed only for her. And you laughed deep into each other's eyes. You gallantly covered her with your umbrella, protecting her from the onslaught. The icy fingers of rain swiped the tears from my face and threw them mockingly to the wind. I stood rooted to the floor, paralysed by your palpable passion. My hopes, my pride, my dreams and my love seeped out from me to be diluted for ever by the puddles at my feet. Since that day, I’ve never again followed you. Your diary is my eye into your world. Yet I’m driven, always, to see your mistresses. When they’re alone. I resist it for as long as I can.

OEBPS/images/9780751561319.jpg
:‘.', -9

“Carol
Ma?trl(l)e%vs

The Silver
Collection

“An exclusive
sf‘lgﬁ story selection






