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  Chapter 1

  Things had been going swimmingly with Miss One O’Clock. Juliet and Coco were united in their decision, and both prided themselves on their razor-like intuition. She was
  fragrant, unlike Miss Twelve O’Clock, who drifted into the flat on the crest of a wave of armpit smell – and she had laughter lines, unlike Miss Half-Past Eleven who’d had so much
  Botox she looked like she’d escaped from Madame Tussauds. And she was well into her thirties, unlike Misses Ten Forty-Five and Five Past Nine, who were far too young and silly. Anyone who
  couldn’t remember The Karate Kid first time around was deffo off the list. She was beautifully plump and buxom too, unlike the heroin-chic-thin Miss Half-Past Twelve. Yep, the fact
  that Miss One O’Clock looked as if she would happily share a midnight cheesecake was the best indication yet of a good egg. People who relished their grub were more likely to have an
  accompanying joie de vivre than those who ate merely to fuel their bodies, Juliet believed. She sighed with relief that her search for a suitable flat-mate was finally drawing to a close, because
  trying to find someone to share your home and bills with when you were older and fussier had been the biggest imaginable pain in the bum.

  Then Juliet offered her a chocolate digestive.

  ‘I don’t eat those,’ said Miss One O’Clock, her face contorting like Mr Bean’s. ‘They contain sugar. And I do not eat that.’

  She made the word sound like it had just dropped out of a horse’s bottom.  Miss One O’Clock ate nothing but fruit and veg, she informed them with pride. No nuts, no dairy, no fats, not even a square of chocolate or a gobful of lentils. Juliet and Coco exchanged knowing glances. Aw God, another one bites the dust, they said to each other via the language of eyeballs. Coco knew that Juliet would sooner have
  shared her flat with Harold Shipman than a non-food lover. She wouldn’t want someone glaring at her as if she was a mass murderer for enjoying slab of Death by Chocolate or tucking into a bag of KP’s finest nuts.

  Miss One O’Clock’s whole demeanour had changed now she was in the presence of the devil’s spawn who mainlined Milk Tray and bought squirty cream in cans, and there was no point in going on with the interview. She
  gave Juliet and Coco a Siberian-winter smile goodbye and toddled off in her self-righteous sandals.

  ‘How can anyone get an arse on them that big just by eating celery?’ Juliet marvelled, when the door was firmly shut.

  ‘Beats me,’ said her friend Coco, primping his dark brown New Romantic curls and pursing his full red lips in camp puzzlement. He was long and stick-thin himself, but Juliet forgave
  him that because he had always eaten like a starving horse. He just had an enviable metabolism. ‘Of course, if you’d had me as a flat-mate, you wouldn’t have any of this to go
  through.’

  ‘Coco,’ said Juliet firmly, ‘you and me not living together equals friendship. You and me living together equals me kicking your head in or you scratching my eyes out. I could
  not share a flat with you. Ever. And you could NOT share a flat with me.’ She employed the two words she always did when this argument reared up, as it had done quite a lot recently.
  ‘Remember Majorca?’

  Two weeks in Spain with Coco and their mutual friend Hattie had been the best fun, but Juliet knew then that she could never have shared a flat with a man so anal about cleaning. And seeing as
  Hattie then ran off with Juliet’s husband Roger, she wasn’t in the running to be her flat-sharer either. Good luck to them anyway. Because underneath her ex-husband’s
  charming, shining veneer lay a dark soul heavily marinated in ‘miserable bastard’.

  Which is why, having lived with him for six years, a man whose smile had ended up in a kidney dish with his tonsils at age ten, there was no way Juliet would ever take the business of
  choosing who to live with – flat-mate or partner – lightly again. The non-negotiable criteria were: smile-ability, body shape and that old stand-by, intuition. Juliet had no intention
  of sharing living space with anyone who tutted if she happened to stuff something in her mouth that didn’t include the whole five-a-day fruit and veg cocktail.

  There were just two possible candidates left to see. Until Miss Two O’Clock arrived, Juliet and Coco killed time with three thousand calories’-worth of Thorntons.

  Andrea arrived at two on the dot. The punctuality was impressive, but sadly little else about her was. She looked as if she had just caught a Tardis from 1962. She was willowy with angular
  features and wore a floaty frock in bogey-green and matching love beads, had a dated perm that made her look as if she’d been electrocuted, and she stank of very strong patchouli oil, which
  set Coco off on a coughing fit when he got a lungful at the door. He judged people by their fragrance. Scents had always been a passion of his and he owned a bijou fragrance shop in town:
  Coco’s Perfume Palace. He knew and loved his subject, but patchouli was right up there with Tweed and Charlie, and one notch down from Devon Violets.

  Andrea immediately crossed to the far corner of the room and started clapping her hands up in the air.

  ‘You have a lot of negative energy stored in this space,’ she said, with the same level of distaste one would have used on finding mouse turds in the biscuit tin. ‘And is that
  a bin I see next to your dining-table?’ She made a few ‘deary-me’ tuts and carried on clapping.

  ‘Would you like a coffee?’ asked Coco, his eyes watering from the strain of keeping his laughter under rein.

  ‘Black. And only if it’s Fair Trade,’ said Andrea, swishing her way back to the sofa. ‘Has this flat ever been smudged?’

  Juliet looked blankly back at her, not having a clue what she was on about.

  ‘It’s been blurred a few times,’ offered Coco. ‘After a few bottles of Shiraz.’

  ‘The energy residues badly need purifying,’ sniffed Andrea, ignoring his joke. Then she twisted her head sharply to her side and spoke to an invisible presence. ‘Yes, I totally
  agree.’

  Coco ran into the kitchen and stuffed a tea-towel in his mouth. He found a sachet of Fair Trade coffee in Juliet’s cupboard after a forage. It had come free with a magazine.

  ‘So . . .’ began Juliet with a forced smile, though knowing inside she was on a highway to nowhere with this one. She just wanted someone normal, for God’s sake. Was that too
  much to ask? ‘Where are you living now?’

  ‘Myrtle Grove, off Huddersfield Road,’ replied Andrea, her eyes roving the room as if following something flying around it. ‘Have you ever cleansed your chakras?’

  Cleansed me what? thought Juliet. Sounded too much like that colonic hosepipe up the bum thing for comfort.

  ‘Raven is asking me to ask you,’ Andrea smiled, turning her attention full on Juliet now.

  ‘Raven?’ asked Juliet, trying to ignore the sight of Coco’s head poking out of the kitchen doorway behind Andrea, with a towel jammed in his jaws.

  ‘My spirit guide,’ replied Andrea. ‘He’s a Red Indian Blackfoot chief. I consult him in all things.’

  This really was too much.

  ‘Er, does he want a coffee?’ asked Juliet with wide innocent grey eyes. She heard a shriek from the kitchen as some of Coco’s hysteria escaped through the towel.

  Andrea sighed and lifted up her bag which looked as if it had been home-made out of a couple of carpet tiles. Her nose was wrinkled up as if someone had just stuck a rotting fish under it.

  ‘I’m sorry. We couldn’t settle here. I can see that from the colour of your aura which is very blue-grey. I don’t think we would get on; you’re obviously not
  receptive to new ideas.’

  Juliet bounced to her feet. ‘Oh, what a shame. You’re right though – traditional to the last, that’s me. You’re obviously a very perceptive lady.’

  ‘I am indeed. I am totally at one with myself.’ Then Andrea strolled out of the flat very regally, without a backward glance or a goodbye.

  ‘Silly cow,’ said Juliet, as the door hit the catch. ‘And she had appalling manners.’

  ‘What was all that about?’ A very puce-faced Coco strode into the same corner of the lounge which Andrea had recently vacated and started clapping his hands together like a flamenco
  dancer with severe anger management issues. ‘Feng Shui?’

  ‘Feng Shite, you mean. I haven’t a frigging clue what she was on about,’ tutted Juliet.

  ‘And that smell, ugh! It’s worse than the devil’s arse.’ Coco wafted the air trying to rid it of the strong scent.

  ‘Anyway, I for one was glad that “Dances with Ravens”, or whatever he was called, put her off the place. He’d have only set fire to the curtains with his smoke signals. I
  ask you, Coco, is there anyone normal left in this world?’

  ‘Me!’ Coco grinned.

  ‘I rest my case.’

  There had been hardly anything to do to the flat when Juliet bought it from the middle-aged Armstrongs, just after her divorce in February, with the rather nice proceeds from selling her share
  of the marital home to Roger. ‘Two substantial bedrooms, airy, spacious lounge with applaudable dining area, newly refurbished kitchen, Hollywood-style bathroom and generous storage
  cupboards,’ the estate agent had bragged.

  You could tell a dominant female had lived here before Juliet got her paws on the place. Mrs Armstrong must have wielded a whip over Mr Armstrong every evening and weekend with insatiable
  demands for shelves and stripped wood and wrought-iron curtain rails. And at the end of a hardworking day, it appeared they retired to their separate bedrooms with not even the prospect of a
  ‘thank you’ bonk for him. And just when Mrs A. had got it to her ideal, she spots a bigger place and poor old Mr A. has to start realizing her laminate-floor dreams all over again. But
  this flat was perfect enough for Juliet. It had lots of space and nice high ceilings, which was handy when you had a freaky-tall family like she had. And though the mortgage was a stretch –
  as was to be expected for a quality pad in such a nice area – a flat-mate would alleviate that problem.

  The Armstrongs had put it on the market for a not-too-greedy price in the hope of a quick sale, which Juliet was in a perfect position to take advantage of. It was just a bit empty. Not
  furniture-wise but company-wise: nice girly Black Forest gateau in the middle of the night, face packs at nine o’clock, borrow your nail varnish, sloppy video with smouldering-gorgeous
  Darcy-like hero to fantasize about, bottle of Cab Sav and a curry sort of company. The sort of camaraderie she and Caroline and Tina had relished at college before they all grew up too much and
  found they didn’t have anything in common any more – not even enough to want to swap a Christmas card. Juliet tried not to think about Hattie, who had been her friend forever. She
  hadn’t even admitted to Coco how much Hattie’s deception had hurt her. She had her reputation as a hard, brazen bitch to consider.

  So, a classified ad went into both the South Yorkshire Herald and the Barnsley Chronicle. She drafted: Flat-mate wanted for good-hearted, big-bummed, smiley, smart, bossy,
  dirty-joke-loving, chocolate-eating thirty-four-year-old. Candidates must not mind nosy Irish parents popping around far too often for comfort and a massive, genial but bloody clumsy twerp of a
  twin brother who is wont to annoying one with his repertoire of wrestling holds and kitchen creations being more or less permanently present in abode.

  Then, on second thoughts, she went for a heavily abridged version so as not to alarm. Thirtysomething female flat-mate wanted to share a very smart second-floor flat with easygoing
  professional lady (straight). Own large, sunny room, quiet but central location. 3, Blackberry Court.

  ‘What if Miss Three O’Clock is as bad as the rest?’ asked Coco, taking a peek at his watch.

  ‘I don’t know, struggle on with the mortgage by myself. What else can I do?’

  ‘You overstretched yourself with this place, lovely as it is. Another coffee?’

  ‘Go on then,’ said Juliet. ‘And don’t lecture me.’

  ‘I could move in tomorrow,’ Coco threw over his shoulder.

  ‘I’d rather cut my own foot off and eat it in a French stick.’

  ‘Well, we haven’t had a rabid religious nutter yet. Maybe, in five minutes’ time, we will be thrilled with a medley of tambourine songs and some tin-rattling.’

  ‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised,’ sighed Juliet.

  By quarter past three, no one had turned up. Coco was just about to say, ‘Well, that’s that then,’ when the entryphone buzzed.

  ‘Hello,’ said a breathless voice when Juliet picked it up. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late. I’ve just had to take a hedgehog to the vet’s.’

  ‘Do come up,’ said Juliet, through a rictus smile. She turned to Coco and shook her head. ‘I give up. It’s not religion, it’s hedgehogs. And she sounds a posh
  one.’

  ‘Oh dear Christ.’ Coco raised his eyes heavenward. ‘Bring back Big Chief Clapping Corners.’

  Juliet opened the door. ‘Please come in,’ she said, and she stood aside to let Florence, who preferred to be called Floz, Cherrydale in and gave her a good look up and down from
  behind. She was tiny, height-wise – about five-foot two – with long wavy dark-red hair and a fifties-style curvy silhouette. From the front she was awfully pink-faced from rushing up
  the stairs. She also looked too meek and mild for Juliet’s tastes, and as if she’d not exactly been at the front of the queue when they were giving out a sense of humour. And she had
  the accent of a wing-commander. Great, Juliet thought. This one was probably a right snob who would look down on everything. What a waste of a chuffing day off work for both herself and Coco this
  was turning out to be.

  ‘I’m so sorry again that I’m late,’ Floz repeated. ‘I had to stop the traffic to pick up this little limping hedgehog and it didn’t go down particularly well
  with one shouty man. I couldn’t have left him hobbling like that. The hedgehog, not the shouty man, I mean.’

  ‘You’re here now,’ super-smiled Juliet, thinking, Here we go again.

  Whilst she put the kettle on for the hundredth time that day, Coco gave a still shaky Floz the guided tour. The vacant room was the smaller of the two bedrooms, but it was still gigantic
  compared to Floz’s present arrangements, apparently. It was L-shaped too, and the ‘L’ part would be perfect for her as Floz worked from home and needed a mini-office.

  They moved to the lounge to have coffee then. As she drifted past Coco, he caught the gentlest scent of late-summer strawberries from her. His smile curved upwards in response to it. Floz set
  her handbag down on the sofa and it toppled off and out fell, amongst the other handbag detritus, a tiny book – The Art of Being Happily Single.

  Floz looked mortified. ‘I’m so sorry again. I’m such a klutz.’

  Her cheeks re-flared up like red traffic-lights and Juliet felt a sudden and surprising wave of pity. But it was Coco who rescued her.

  ‘I’ve read loads of those sorts of books,’ he said warmly as Floz got all flustery trying to stuff all her things back in. ‘The Rules, Women Who Love Too
  Much, Get Rid of Him . . .’

  ‘. . . Women Are From Venus, Men Are Up Their Own Anuses . . .’ put in Juliet.

  ‘. . . He’s Not That Into You,’ said Coco, with a sad sigh. ‘Why Men Lie and Women Cry . . .’

  ‘How to Find a Man Who Isn’t a Complete Berk,’ Floz added. And she smiled and suddenly looked like a different person. One with a 1,000-watt lightbulb inside that had
  suddenly been switched on. Even her eyes were smiling. Mischievous bright green and shining, they were the eyes of a small child beaming out: ‘I’ve got a frog in my pocket.’

  Juliet’s intuition tore up the list with all other possible candidates on it and threw it behind her because of that smile. Yep, it said. She’ll do. The crazy
  hedgehog-rescuer with the very nice speaking voice and self-help book in her bag was The One.

  She proffered the chocolate digestives and Floz took one with a very smiley ‘Oooh’ of delight. The deal was sealed.

  And that was how, by seven o’clock that night, Floz Cherrydale had introduced her suitcases and her boxes to the floor of her new bedroom and was sitting on her new flat-mate’s sofa
  picking from the Great Wall takeaway menu, watching Emmerdale and drinking celebratory measures of Baileys.


 


  Chapter 2

  Juliet’s phone rang just as she had taken her coat off in the office. It was Coco, being his deliciously nosy self ringing her, as he liked to, five minutes before he
  opened up his Perfume Palace in the town-centre shopping mall.

  ‘So how was your first night with your new flatty then? Anything happen after I left?’

  ‘Like what?’ teased Juliet.

  ‘Any goss?’

  ‘Like what?’

  ‘Ooh, you are awkward this morning. Is this what you’re going to be like now you’ve got a new friend?’

  Juliet laughed. ‘That is so rich coming from someone who drops me like a hot brick when he’s got the tiniest glimmer of a love interest.’

  ‘I can’t help it if I’m an obsessive,’ sniffed Coco. ‘Doesn’t she speak nicely? Not like you, you common tart. Ooh, and what perfume does she wear?’

  ‘How the bloody hell do I know?’

  ‘Whatever it was, it had a hint of strawberries in it. Delightful.’ He made a mental note to ask Floz the next time he saw her.

  ‘I think Floz must like strawberries. She’s got little pictures of them on her wall, and when she opens her door, the smell of them wafts out of her room.’

  ‘Aw bless,’ smiled Coco. He knew that anyone who smelled like Floz Cherrydale could be nothing other than a darling soul.

  ‘I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything from Darren?’ Juliet asked softly.

  ‘Nope, still nothing,’ said Coco, his smile falling to the ground on hearing his last lover’s name. ‘That’s three weeks, six days and fourteen hours now. Not that
  I’m counting. I still think he will ring. My intuition is strongly telling me that I’m on his mind.’

  ‘No, sweetheart, I don’t think you are,’ replied Juliet. She wasn’t the sort of person to lie to Coco and give him false hope. What would be the point of that? When a man
  was full on with his attentions then suddenly disappeared and didn’t answer phone calls or texts, he was not going to suddenly reappear with a viable excuse. Unless he had died – then
  he was still unlikely to turn up.

  ‘Okay,’ said Coco, trying not to give way to an inner surge of rising emotion. ‘Change of subject. What do you know about Floz so far then?’

  ‘Not that much,’ said Juliet. ‘She’s single, as you might have gathered from that book she dropped, works from home making up jokes and poems for the greetings-card
  industry, drives a Renault – all boring stuff

  ‘That it?’

  ‘’Fraid so for now, kiddo. No doubt we’ll get to know more in time,’ said Juliet. ‘I like her. We had coffee together this morning. She gets up quite early to start
  work.’

  ‘Such a shame she isn’t Guy’s type,’ said Coco, who never missed a good match-making opportunity.

  ‘I thought exactly the same,’ sighed Juliet.

  Yes, it was a shame that Floz was so small and red-haired and eggshell crushable. Had she been tall and statuesque and blonde, Juliet would have grabbed her brother and frog-marched him over to
  the flat to meet Floz five minutes after she moved in.

  ‘You could have gone double-dating,’ said Coco, with glee. ‘Floz and Guy and you and Piers.’

  ‘Oh, don’t get me going. He’ll be here any minute, breathing the same air as me.’ Juliet melted at the thought of having a little bit of her boss inside her – even
  if it was just his exhaled breath in her lungs.

  ‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Coco. ‘How about something to occupy the time between now and you becoming Mrs Winstanley-Black?’

  Ooh, that sounded good, thought Juliet. She mouthed the words ‘Juliet Winstanley-Black’ and thought it made her sound like a magistrate. ‘Like what?’

  ‘Internet dating.’

  ‘Internet dating?’ echoed Juliet. ‘What’s brought this on?’

  ‘I’m bored,’ said Coco. ‘I’m seeing all the same faces at all the same clubs and I want some fresh meat.’

  ‘Get to Barry the Butcher’s then on Lamb Street.’

  ‘Ho ho. Marlene my Deputy Manager met her fiancé online. And her cousin is going out with an architect that she met on the same Singlebods site. So they aren’t all Jeremy
  Kyle rejects that sign up to these things. Oh come on, it’ll be fun. And I need something to take my mind off Darren.’

  At that moment Juliet heard the velvet voice of Piers Winstanley-Black say ‘Good morning’ to the receptionist.

  ‘Okay, count me in,’ hurried Juliet. ‘Laters. He’s here,’ and she had just enough time to end the call, run her fingers through her long, black sheen of hair and
  stick out her tits.

  Amanda and Daphne, who shared the same office, were also having a quick hair-primp and straightening their backs. Would he come in and choose one to go upstairs to his office to ‘take
  something down’? they all hoped collectively.

  Piers Winstanley-Black. Owner of a prestigious family hyphen and, as from four years ago, partner at Butters, Black & Lofthouse where Juliet had worked since leaving college and was now the
  most efficient legal secretary in the history of the place. Not that it stood her in good stead with ‘the boy from Ipanema’ as her twin brother Guy called Piers. Just like the song,
  Piers Winstanley-Black was tall and tanned and long and lovely with a flashing white smile that made Simon Cowell’s look grey by comparison. He drove fast cars, wore sharp suits that
  accentuated his broad shoulders and trim gym-toned waist, hand-made shoes and expensive Italian aftershave of which Coco would have mightily approved. Despite being months away from turning forty,
  he had never married – although Juliet suspected he had a little black book full of women just waiting for him to call and propose. He emerged every so often from his own arse to acknowledge
  his gorgeousness and witness himself sending a million champagne bubbles of erotic shivers down female spines. He did well to milk it now for all it was worth, since in ten years’ time,
  Juliet thought, he might have jowls like a Basset Hound and a bald patch the size of Mars.

  Despite all three women having puffed themselves up with breathless anticipation, his eyes didn’t even touch any of them as he passed by the open door. There was obviously a long wait to
  be had until Juliet could carve her double-barrel onto their joint four-poster bedhead.

  Daphne let her breath out. ‘If I were only twenty years younger . . .’

  ‘You’d still be fifteen years too old for his tastes,’ laughed Juliet. ‘Even Amanda is too old and she’s twenty-five.’

  ‘Tell me about it,’ huffed Amanda. ‘Plus he likes blondes with legs up to the ceiling and boobies like beachballs.’ At four foot eleven with short dark hair and a AA
  chest, she knew that Piers Winstanley-Black was more likely to look at blonde Daphne than her.

  ‘If I roll my boobs up from my knees, I might be able to turn his eye,’ chuckled Daphne.

  ‘Daf, don’t be gross. And I do believe it’s your turn to put on the kettle,’ said Juliet, in her best mock-authoritarian voice.

  ‘Aye, lass,’ said Daphne, getting to her feet. ‘A cup of tea instead of sex. Story of my life.’

  ‘And sadly mine,’ replied Juliet, wondering what the magic key was to make Piers Winstanley-Black see her with man eyes. There had to be a key – with men there always was.


 


  Chapter 3

  Juliet’s parents managed to restrain themselves until Sunday before they called by on the ridiculous pretext of borrowing a hammer.

  ‘Dad, you’ve got more hammers than B and Q and Wickes put together!’ laughed Juliet down the door entryphone.

  ‘Yes, but I can’t find my pin hammer anywhere,’ said Perry Miller. His real name was Percy but the last person ever to call him that was a horrible old nun, Headmistress of
  Holy Family Infant School, County Cork.

  ‘And it takes two of you to come over and carry it back, does it?’ Juliet went on, winking over at Floz.

  ‘Oh, let them in and stop teasing,’ said Floz, whose eyes lit up like green emeralds when she smiled. ‘They just want to make sure you haven’t opened up your home to a
  homicidal maniac.’

  ‘Come on up then,’ sighed Juliet, pressing the lock-release button. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

  Floz braced herself for their scrutiny. Years of shutting herself away at home to work had made her shy of strangers. She really need not have worried though, because Perry and Grainne Miller
  breezed into the flat, embraced her like a long-lost daughter, and soon they were all sitting at the dining-table sharing a pot of tea and a tin full of date-and-walnut scones which Grainne –
  ‘Call me Gron’ – had brought over.

  Grainne and Perry were a very tall couple and Juliet was physically like both of them. She had her father’s cheeky grey eyes and high cheekbones and her mother’s large generous mouth
  and sexy small gap between her front teeth. Grainne’s hair was short and greying now, but it had been long and jet black in her youth; curly though, where Juliet’s was poker straight.
  Perry had a lovely thick head of snow-white hair and the air of a very calm and gentle person.

  ‘So, what is it you do for a job then, Floz?’ asked Perry, looking over at the tower of notebooks on the dining-table which she had been perusing that morning.

  ‘Don’t be so nosy, Perry,’ Grainne admonished him, her soft Irish accent as strong now as it was when she moved to Barnsley forty-five years ago.

  ‘I’m not being nosy,’ said the placid Perry. ‘It’s called making conversation.’

  ‘I don’t mind answering,’ Floz said and laughed. ‘I’m a freelance greetings-card copywriter.’ She was forced to elaborate in response to the blank looks the
  Miller elders gave her. ‘Basically, I sit at my computer and churn out jokes and rhymes day after day. The greetings-card companies buy them from me.’

  ‘Well, would you believe that?’ said Grainne. ‘I never thought before who writes all the stuff you get on cards.’

  ‘Mum will have bankrolled your companies in her time,’ said Juliet. ‘She sends cards for any occasion. “Congratulations on getting rid of your big spot”.
  “Sorry to hear you’ve fallen downstairs and bust your skull open”. “Well done on throwing your scumbag of a husband out of your life”.’

  Grainne jumped up and went over to the handbag she’d left with her coat by the door.

  ‘That reminds me.’ She came back holding a red envelope which she presented to Floz. ‘It’s a “Welcome to your new home” card,’ she beamed.

  ‘See?’ said Juliet. ‘QED!’

  ‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you,’ smiled Floz, wondering whether to open it in front of everyone or save it until later. She decided on the former as Grainne was waiting
  with a wide arc of grinning anticipation on her face. Inside the envelope was a card with a big bun on the front with doors and windows in it. Inside, the message read: Welcome to your new home,
  with lots of love from Grainne, Perry and Guy Miller.

  ‘Thank you, that’s very thoughtful of you,’ said Floz. ‘Is Guy the cat?’ She knew that the Millers had a cat because there was a photograph of her father holding
  one on Juliet’s kitchen noticeboard. An ancient black cat, with one eye and no teeth. Obviously Guy wasn’t the cat, from the hilarity that comment caused.

  ‘He’s my twin brother,’ said Juliet. ‘He lives with Mum and Dad.’

  ‘Well, he lives in the granny flat adjoining our house,’ added Grainne. ‘I’m not sure he’d like to be classed as still living with his parents.’

  Juliet turned in her seat and fiddled in the drawer of the dresser behind her. ‘Look, this is him,’ and she handed over a photograph of herself standing in between two huge men
  dressed in wrestling gear – one with flowing white-blond hair, and with a fur waistcoat on, the other with jet-black floppy curls and Perry’s grey eyes, fringed with thick, dark lashes.
  Floz gulped. Square-jawed, tall, muscular Guy Miller was an absolute hunk. She felt her heartbeat quicken inside her.

  ‘That’s Steve Feast, Guy’s best friend.’ Juliet pointed to the blond man. She said his name in such a way that Floz guessed he wasn’t one of her bosom buddies.
  ‘And that is my brother. Where is Guy by the way, Mum? He’s not been around yet for me to introduce him to Floz.’

  ‘He’s been working flat out at the restaurant,’ replied Grainne. ‘Poor boy is exhausted. That Kenny is a bloody slave-driver! I don’t know why Guy doesn’t
  tell him to stick his job.’ Grainne’s blood began to boil when she thought about the many liberties Kenny Moulding took with her son, making him work such long shifts.

  ‘Oh now, Gron, the man has been good to Guy in his own way. He’s always paid him very well for his services,’ countered Perry, taking his pipe out of his pocket and clenching
  it between his teeth. He didn’t light it in anyone else’s house, he just liked the comfort of it on his lip.

  Grainne huffed. ‘Money is not everything, Perry. It doesn’t buy you happiness.’

  ‘Yes, I totally agree with you on that, my dear Gron. Still, it’s nice to have. Oils the wheels of living.’ Perry disarmed his wife with a smile. Floz thought it might be
  impossible to have an argument with such a calm and diplomatic man. He should have been serving in international peace-keeping missions. ‘So how many card firms do you actually work for
  then?’ Perry continued quizzing Floz.

  ‘Seven,’ Floz answered. ‘Though I get a weekly brief from a firm called “Status Kwo” and they’re the main suppliers of my bread and butter.’

  ‘What do you do then? Do they send you some pictures and you have to write around them?’

  ‘Sometimes,’ said Floz. She picked up a file and opened it to show Perry pages full of thumbnail black and white images. ‘They send me these pictures on a disk and I write copy
  for them, depending on what occasion they’ve asked me for. For instance, this picture of a woman swigging back a glass of wine – well, I could marry that to some copy for Mother’s
  Day about a mum going for it and over-celebrating, or it could be a best friend card, about only drinking on days with an “a” in them, or it could be a Get Well card about eating grapes
  to get better but only when fermented and bottled. That sort of thing. Sometimes . . .’ She rifled through the file for another brief ‘. . . all I get is an instruction to write rhymes
  for Father’s Day or Valentine’s Day. Then I’ll send them in and their illustrators work around what I’ve written.’

  ‘What a nice job. Is it well paid?’

  ‘Perry Miller! You are obsessed with money today.’ Grainne was disgusted her husband would be so cheeky as to ask that.

  ‘It pays the bills,’ replied Floz, grinning at Grainne’s comical display of embarrassment. But she also knew they must all be thinking that it couldn’t pay that much if
  she was in her mid-thirties and having to share a rented flat. She didn’t enlighten them with details about her circumstances, but moved quickly on to show Perry an example of her weekly
  briefs from Lee Status – loony maverick owner of Status Kwo.

  Juliet was on her third thickly buttered scone by now.

  ‘Who made these, you or Guy?’ she asked her mother through a mouthful of crumbs.

  ‘You’ve answered your own question by eating them, dear,’ said Perry. ‘Your mother only makes scones for smash and grab robbers who are in short supply of
  bricks.’

  ‘Cheeky thing, you are,’ said Grainne, giving him a sharp but good-humoured nudge. ‘Aye, Guy made a batch for you when he came in from work last night.’

  ‘That was kind of him,’ said Floz, wishing he could have delivered them in person.

  ‘He bakes to unwind,’ confided Grainne, her voice tightening as conversation touched upon the restaurant again. ‘And my God does he need to unwind when he comes in from that
  place. After tomorrow he’s taking a couple of days off, thank goodness.’

  Floz took another bite of scone and thought that any man who baked like this had to be a catch. It was a long time since she had felt even a single butterfly in her stomach. But if Guy Miller
  was anything like as good-looking in the flesh as he was in his photograph, Floz knew she’d be contending with butter-flies the size of eagles flapping around in her gut when they eventually
  met.

  She couldn’t have been more wrong if she’d tried.


 


  Chapter 4

  Guy Miller wasn’t just tired, he was exhausted. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a day off from working in the kitchens in the Burgerov restaurant.
  The owner Kenny Moulding was taking the piss, he knew. He had thrown most of the responsibility for his restaurant onto Guy with the excuse that he was a top-notch co-ordinator, but Guy had stopped
  buying into Kenny’s flattery years ago. Guy knew he ran the business because Kenny couldn’t be arsed – and though Kenny did pay him well, it wasn’t nearly enough for the
  burden he shouldered. If he lost Guy, he would be totally stuffed. Also, there were three areas where Kenny refused to relinquish control: employing new staff, sacking his incompetent cheap labour,
  and the buying of foodstuffs from dodgy traders who arrived at the back door with hoods up and faces down. Kenny loved a bargain, which was what he said to justify being a total cheapskate. In
  fact, Kenny Moulding made Ebenezer Scrooge look like the Secret Millionaire.

  Guy had been so run-down lately that Kenny was forced to give him some long-overdue days off. Anyway, Guy needed to seriously recharge his batteries before honouring his promise to help his best
  mate Steve out the next night. Steve was a self-employed plasterer by trade but it wasn’t in that capacity that Guy would be assisting him. Steve’s real passion was wrestling and he was
  a part-time amateur grappler who dreamed of working with the huge stars of GWE – Global Wrestling Enterprises – in America, where wrestling was still a seriously popular business. When
  Steve performed in the ring, he imagined that the billionaire bigshot promoter Will Milburn was out there in the shadows, talent-spotting – and so he gave every show his all.

  Guy looked around at the kitchen staff pretending to clean up the work surfaces. He dreaded to think what would happen over the next couple of days when he was absent. He was tired from
  constantly picking them up on their hygiene skills, or lack of them. The only one he never had to nag was Gina. She was long and leggy and pretty and blonde and three years younger than him; in
  fact, Gina was everything on paper that would have made his ideal girlfriend. He knew that she stared at him with her big blue eyes when she felt it was safe to do so, because he had caught her
  off-guard a few times. And though he thought she was a nice girl, he wasn’t drawn to look at her with any eyes other than those of an employer. Guy wasn’t vain but it couldn’t
  have been more obvious that Gina fancied the pants off him, and he often wished he felt something for her. Why couldn’t people just switch on attraction? It would make life so much
  easier.

  ‘Varto, why are you cleaning that work surface with the same cloth you’ve just used on the raw-meat board?’ Guy tried to yell but he was too tired to raise much volume. How the
  heck someone hadn’t died of salmonella in this place was anyone’s guess. Varto was the oldest member of Kenny’s cheap labour crew and more useless than the rest of them put
  together. Not half an hour ago, he had signed for and accepted a consignment of lamb which had arrived at the back door from a man with a balaclava on. It stank. Guy had gone as ballistic as his
  heavily depleted energy levels would allow and thrown the rancid meat in the wheelie bin. He had then poured the cheap washing-up liquid that Kenny bought in all over it so that Kenny
  wouldn’t make Varto take it out again after Guy had left. And still he worried that Varto would do exactly that and wash it off and put it on the menu tomorrow.

  Kenny Moulding had made a lot of money from cheap-meat burger and hot-dog stalls over the years. Certainly enough for him to have a holiday home in Dorset and a small boat, but not enough to
  spend on decent kitchen equipment or replacing the hideously tatty restaurant furniture. ‘Make do and mend’ was Kenny’s philosophy, although if he had used that with his missus,
  he’d have been divorced before he even got to the end of the sentence. Burgerov was in a fabulous location, at the lip of the countryside in the quiet hamlet of Lower Hoodley, but it was near
  enough to town so that a taxi didn’t cost a fortune. Its menu was surprisingly popular, but only because Guy worked long hours and far above the call of duty to make as much of a silk purse
  as he could out of the sow’s ear of a place. Guy could do wonders with a rubbish cut of meat – he often fantasized about what he could do given quality cooking facilities, prime
  ingredients and some half-competent staff.

  Once upon a time there had been a semblance of quality workers in Burgerov, but Kenny’s increasing meanness had driven them all away and Kenny, who had less and less interest in the place
  as time passed, wasn’t bothered about replacing quality with the same. He was setting on workers who couldn’t tell one end of a spatula from another and considered it a breach of their
  human rights if they didn’t have a fag break every ten minutes. Plus Glenys the cleaner was off with cystitis so they were all having to take over her duties too as Kenny hadn’t
  arranged any cover.

  Guy called goodnight and left his crew to finish off cleaning and clearing up, knowing that as soon as he was out of the door, they would down tools and light up cigarettes. All except dutiful
  Gina. But, for once, Guy switched off worrying about the place as soon as he got into his car. His brain was addled.

  It was ridiculously chilly for an August night; maybe the meat-man had a balaclava on for warmth and not for disguise. Guy hated this time of year, when summer segued into brown, dark autumn
  – the season when things died and memories of sad times flooded back to him. In fact, he preferred to work stupid hours in these months. Filling his days with hard labour didn’t allow
  him space to dredge up the past. Instead, unwelcome thoughts skittered across his brain like rusty leaves caught in the breeze, but did not settle. He wished he could have emptied his head of
  everything.

  So exhausted was Guy that he failed to notice the For Sale sign that had been erected outside the gate of the old cottage on the road out to Maltstone, although, to be fair, the wind had
  blown it half into one of the overgrown conifers. Had he seen that, maybe it would have given him something far nicer to focus upon, because Guy Miller had been waiting for Hallow’s Cottage
  to come onto the market ever since he was a little boy. And when he decided to make a detour and call in for a coffee with his sister, he had also forgotten that she had a new flat-mate and let
  himself in with his own key as usual.

  Floz had just come out of the bath when she saw the door of the flat swing open. She expected to see Juliet home from the work schmooze she was going to. Instead, in strode a man, a huge man,
  with black wavy hair and the same grey eyes as Juliet and her father and the same full mouth as Grainne Miller. Her first thought was, Wow – it’s Juliet’s brother. Her second was,
  Yikes, I’ve got no make-up on, wet hair wrapped up in a towel, and am in my Dalmatian spotty dressing-gown. Not only that, but she had got shampoo in her eyes and had been rubbing them so
  much she just knew they’d be puffy and red.

  Guy had but one thought when he saw Floz for the first time. Lacey Robinson. He gulped at the initial resemblance between the small woman in front of him and his old crush, and it threw
  him totally off-balance.

  ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I forgot you were here. Floz, isn’t it?’

  ‘Er, yes,’ said Floz, pulling her robe further around her. ‘You must be . . .’

  But Guy was already retreating to the door with the speed of a greyhound on amphetamines. And in his haste to get away from the scene, he fell backwards over a footstool, careered into a
  coffee-table and sent everything on it flying onto the carpet. Then, like a one-man Carry On film, he righted himself so quickly that he banged his head on the lampshade above him.

  ‘Gotta go, sorry again,’ he said, leaving Floz with the distinct impression that she must look like Linda Blair in The Exorcist as he slammed the door.

  Floz stood open-mouthed. Jeez, am I that hideous? The sudden stab of hurt she felt exploded into a burst of anger. How bloody rude! She didn’t care how much of a hunk he was
  physically; personality-wise he wasn’t much of a gentleman. Then again, hadn’t she learned by now that whenever she emerged from her shell, lured by a scent of love in the air, all she
  found was that some fist was waiting to smack her in the face and send her even further back inside it again?

  Romantic thoughts of Guy Miller would no longer be allowed entry.


 


  Chapter 5

  Steve dialled on his phone and waited to see if she would pick up. She did and he breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t fallen downstairs or turned on the oven and
  forgotten about it and burned the house down.

  ‘Hello, who is it?’ said a gruff, slurred voice.

  ‘Hiya, Mum, it’s me. How are you?’

  ‘Who is it?’

  ‘It’s me, Steve. Mum, how are you?’

  ‘I’m all right,’ said the voice. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ She was drunk. It was ten o’clock in the morning and she was plastered. After so many years it
  shouldn’t have surprised him, but it still did.

  ‘I’ll be there in an hour. Do you need any shopping?’

  ‘Just the usual.’

  ‘Mum, I can’t. You know I can’t.’ Steve’s heart sank.

  ‘Then don’t bother coming,’ and the phone line went dead.

  •   •   •

  Steve arrived at his mother’s house an hour later hating himself for including the quarter bottle of vodka with the shopping. It was the smallest size he could find, and
  he knew she wouldn’t acknowledge his existence otherwise.

  The semi adjoining his mum’s couldn’t have been more different. Sarah Burrows’s house had spotless windows, pretty curtains and a neat and tidy garden, with no trace of the
  usual sofas/car parts that posed as garden ornaments for many houses on this roughest end of the Ketherwood estate. And on the scrubbed step sat a small ten-year-old boy with a Barnsley football
  shirt on.

  ‘Wotcher Denny,’ smiled Steve. ‘Nearly didn’t recognize you there. Where’s your specs, kiddo?’

  ‘They got broke,’ replied young Denny. The closer Steve got to him, the more Steve could see he had faint bruising on his eye too.

  ‘You been scrapping?’ asked Steve, a little concerned, because Denny Burrows wasn’t a fighting lad. The Burrows didn’t belong on this estate. Sarah Burrows was a
  hard-working cleaner, a decent lass, and Denny was a quiet lad, always with a book in his hand.

  Denny didn’t answer him, just dropped his head. Steve strode over the fence and sat down next to the young boy on the step.

  ‘You all right, son?’ he asked.

  ‘Yeah course,’ said Denny, trying not to look obvious as he wiped away some water from his eyes.

  ‘Oh hello, Steve,’ said Sarah Burrows, appearing from behind them in the doorway. ‘Do you want a cuppa? Denny – do you want some pop, love?’

  Denny nodded and didn’t speak, because his voice was all choked up. Steve didn’t want to put Sarah to any trouble but he wanted to winkle out of young Denny what was up, so he said,
  ‘Tell you what, make that two pops, will you, Sarah? Please.’

  When Sarah had disappeared back into the kitchen, Steve left it for half a minute or so then nudged Denny.

  ‘Come on then, kid. Tell your Uncle Steve what’s up.’

  ‘Nowt’s up,’ said Denny.

  ‘You can tell me, you know.’

  Denny opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, then clamped it shut again.

  ‘There’s nowt.’

  ‘Yes, there is,’ said Sarah, appearing with two long tumblers of Diet Coke. ‘I’m worried sick. It’s an evil bastard by the name of Tommy Paget. This is the fifth
  time Denny’s glasses have been broken this year. I didn’t know any of this was going on until his eye got bashed. Then I found his little body’s covered in bruises.’

  ‘Denny, you’ve got to bash him back, son,’ said Steve, putting an arm around the lad and feeling how small he was when he squashed him into his side.

  ‘There’s four of them,’ put in Sarah. ‘A gang. And the chuffing headmaster is about as much use as a chocolate chip pan. He’s promised there will be no more
  incidences, but I’m sceptical. I’m keeping Denny off school for a few days because he’s not sleeping. What state is that for a ten-year-old kid to be in?’

  ‘Where’s he live, this Tommy Paget?’

  ‘Ooh no, Steve, you can’t say anything to kids these days because it just makes them do it all the more,’ said Sarah quickly.

  ‘I’m not going to. I’m just asking where he lives.’

  ‘Other side of the estate. Bridge Avenue. Number ninety-five, I think. You might know his dad – Artie Paget. Fancied himself as a bit of a boxer, once upon a time.’

  ‘Artie Paget’s his dad?’ Oh yes, Steve knew Artie Paget all right.

  ‘It’s a horrible feeling, not being able to protect your own.’ Sarah shook her head slowly from side to side. She looked totally worn out.

  ‘You shouldn’t be on this estate, love,’ said Steve, looking around at the bloody awful place.

  ‘You’re telling me. I’ve had our name down for a transfer for well over two years now. I probably don’t make as much fuss as some. He who speaks loudest, gets heard
  first, don’t they say? But at least I can keep an eye on your mum for you whilst I’m here. She sometimes lets me in.’

  Steve smiled sadly. ‘Thanks so much, Sarah.’

  ‘I wish I could do more,’ Sarah replied with a heavy sigh.

  ‘I know what you mean.’ It was ironic how Christine Feast clung to her right to destroy herself with cheap booze. Life was so precious and yet Christine Feast had never seemed to
  want it.

  Steve drained his pop and gave young Denny an affectionate nudge before stretching to his feet. ‘You have any more trouble, you tell me,’ Steve said. ‘I’ll teach you some
  self-defence moves.’

  ‘I’ve just started karate,’ said Denny proudly, sniffing back the last of his tears because he felt better now, having Steve on his side. ‘I go on Wednesday
  nights.’

  ‘Big Jim’s on Buckley Street?’

  ‘That’s the place,’ said Sarah.

  ‘He taught me as well,’ said Steve. ‘He’s a good teacher, is Jim. If you tell him you know me, he’ll give you a bit of a discount.’

  ‘I don’t like to be cheeky,’ Sarah bristled. Steve smiled at the proud young woman and wished his mam had an ounce of her dignity.

  ‘Sod that,’ he said, knowing that Sarah didn’t have a lot of money to spare. ‘Have you got all your gear yet?’

  ‘He said I can do it in my tracksuit for now,’ said Den.

  ‘Here.’ Steve delved into his pocket and pulled out a few notes. ‘Go and get yourself kitted out.’

  ‘Don’t you dare take that money, Dennis,’ said Sarah, leaping to stop the transfer of funds.

  ‘It’s not for you, it’s for the bairn.’ Steve pushed the notes into Denny’s hand. ‘Go on, you take it, son. A bloke once did the same for me as I’m
  doing for young Dennis,’ Steve lied, to protect Sarah’s pride. He too had been in his tracksuit until he was given the cast-off karate suit from Jim’s own son. ‘It’s
  an interest-free loan. I want it back when you get your black belt, okay?’

  Steve wouldn’t take no for an answer. Sarah begrudgingly gave him an annoyed thank you. She never had been a sponger. The little she had, she had earned herself.

  Steve climbed over the adjoining fence and took a fortifying breath before trying the handle on his mum’s front door.

  She sometimes forgot to lock it – something else he worried constantly about. He pushed open the door, steeling himself for what he’d find inside. He could smell smoky grime in the
  air. The central heating was on boiling, which warmed up the awful odours but didn’t blend them. They circulated around each other instead like some weird plug-in air-freshener: cigarettes,
  sweat, something rotten – and yet he’d cleaned up only a couple of days ago, emptied the bins and left the place smelling half-decent.

  ‘Hello, Mum,’ said Steve tenderly, awakening her from a nap. Christine Feast was sitting upright on the sofa, swaddled in a blanket. Her eyes slowly opened and her head turned in his
  direction but she viewed him with as much emotion as she would a lampstand.

  Her hair, which had been grey for as long as he could remember, was so thin these days. He wanted to brush it so it was neat around her face, but he’d tried that before and she
  wouldn’t let him.

  ‘I’ve brought you some things. There’s an egg mayo sandwich here. Your favourite.’ He reached in the carrier bag and pulled out a fresh, brown bap.

  ‘I’m not hungry,’ she said. Her eyelids started falling again. She was drunk, of course. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her sober. Her body clock
  didn’t work any more; she dozed for a few hours, drank, dozed again, drank some more . . . sometimes she made it to the bathroom, sometimes she didn’t.

  She told her son to sod off when he tried to clean up a bit for her; she wouldn’t let him take her to the doctor and resisted all attempts to let him lift her up from the sofa so she could
  change out of her urine-soaked clothes. Social Services wouldn’t interfere and now Steve didn’t know what to do other than come around and just hope for a miracle. The shop on the
  corner would not refuse her alcohol, however much Steve had begged them. Christine also paid the older kids on the estate to buy it for her.

  ‘I’m wrestling tonight,’ he said. It was as if she was in a coma and the only way to reach her was by talking normally, willing her to wake up and respond. She never did.
  ‘I’m the good guy. The Angel.’

  He sat with her for an hour and talked and she heard nothing. Then he put some money in her hand in the hope that she wouldn’t buy drink with it. But he knew she would.


 


  Chapter 6

  As Guy, resplendent in swirling villain’s black cape and black satin shorts, cut through the cheering, jeering crowd, arthritic old pensioners sprang up, agile as
  athletes, pushing to the aisles to batter him with their handbags. He ran the gauntlet, spitting and snarling, then climbed cockily through the ropes into the ring, took off his plastic crown,
  ripped off his cape and handed them to the assistant’s waiting hands.

  ‘Ladies and gentlemen, tonight for your entertainment,’ began the dramatic, broad Yorkshire build-up over the PA system, ‘it’s the mad, it’s the bad, it’s the
  dangerous, the one you love to hate, the one and only CRUSHER KINGSTONE,’ the name being drowned in a fresh crescendo of jeering as the massive, black-haired lad sprang forwards into the
  centre of the ring. There waiting for him, in white shorts with wings attached to his shoulders, was a silver-blond man standing nose to nose with him at six foot four exactly.

  ‘And D and E Wrestling Entertainment is proud to present his opponent, the magnificent, the angelic, the good, the beautiful, the divine and the heavenly STEEEVE ANGEL.’

  The mood of the crowd turned to one of cheering as the huge muscular angel-man raised his hand and greeted the throng before taking off his wings and handing them to the same ring assistant for
  safe-keeping.

  The referee, Little Eric, stretched up to his full height of five foot three, and pulled down on the two large men’s shoulders.

  ‘Now, lads, I want a good, fair fight – and remember, Angel, you’re going down in the third from a Boston Crab. Best of luck, lads. Give ’em a good show, for fuck’s
  sake.’

  Steve nodded and smiled widely at Guy, proffering his hand. Guy snarled and slapped it away, prompting every able-bodied pensioner in the hall to rise to his or her feet in a chaotic Mexican
  wave of gravelly boos and gnarled old fists.

  ‘There’s plenty of time before that Boston Crab, so you watch yourself,’ whispered Steve, squaring up.

  ‘Do your worst!’ said Guy, reaching over and throttling him with no further warning.

  It was a short but thrilling bout. As the first-aiders carried off a damaged Angel, dramatically howling on a stretcher that his back was broken, Guy strolled around the ring sponging up the
  jeers before braving the run through the passionately angry throng back to the safety of the changing rooms. Steve hopped off the stretcher just before the bearers turfed him off as they would need
  to be back at ringside shortly to carry off Tarzan and the Apeman after being walloped by the Pogmoor Brothers.

  ‘Thanks! You nearly broke my spine that time,’ Steve said to Guy, reaching round to rub his aching back. ‘I much prefer it when I’m the Dark Angel and you’re Guido
  Goodguy. You’re a nasty bugger when you’re the villain – worse than Alberto Masserati.’

  Guy grinned at the mention of the infamously brutal local wrestler. ‘If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen, as we say in my profession.’

  ‘Your ear’s bleeding,’ said Steve.

  ‘Aye, I thought it was sore,’ said Guy, rubbing it and then checking his finger. ‘One of the old ones lamped me when I ran off. I swear they still put bricks in their
  handbags.’

  They shipped the OAPs in from all over the place when there was a bout anywhere within reasonable travelling distance, and for a couple of hours they became spring chickens again, before
  reverting to the knackered old cocks and hens who climbed wearily on the bus back to their residential homes. How they had got away with never having to stop a match for someone to be carted off
  with a heart attack, was anyone’s guess. Steve liked them, though. He loved that he was partly responsible for awakening that old passion in them, even if it lasted just long enough to boil a
  soft egg. Most of them remembered the glory days of British wrestling, and these evenings were a hark back to their youthful past.

  Every Christmas Guy and Steve, the Pogmoor Brothers tag team, Big Bad Davy, Klondyke Kevin and some of the other wrestlers took chocolates and a few bottles of beer and wine up to Daffodil House
  near Penistone and saw these same crazed old buggers from their audiences sitting in their chairs, staring at TV screens and into space as if their spirits had been stored in mothballs until the
  next outing to the Centennial Rooms Wrestling Nights. No, Steve never minded if they loved him or hated him when he was grappling in character, just that they enjoyed him.

  ‘Seriously, mate, thanks for stepping in,’ said Steve. ‘I know you’re not getting much time off at the moment.’

  ‘Ah, don’t worry.’ Guy waved the thanks away. ‘Couldn’t see you without a partner tonight, could I?’

  Little Derek the promoter was a man down thanks to Flamboyant Fred Zeppelin’s broken wrist. He was lucky to get only that, as he sustained it during a bout with Alberto Masserati, who
  ignored whatever stage directions Little Eric and Little Derek gave out and always went for the kill. Alberto turned into a borderline sadist once he was in that ring. In fact, no one would get in
  with him, except big Fred, because he was so fearsome. And yet out of the ring Alberto was a mild-mannered family man who ran a small but jovial pub and loved nothing better than to cook and
  entertain and watch opera. There might have been a lot of theatre in wrestling, but injuries were common. A large part of it was ‘stage-managed’, but when a thirty-stone Apeman did a
  body-slam on his contender, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t at the very least crack a rib.

  ‘Pint?’ said Steve, rubbing the towel quickly over his platinum hair after a freezing shower. It looked like it was heavily peroxided, but it was totally natural. His paternal
  grandfather had been Swedish – though Steve had never met him – and handed the white-blond gene in its entirety to his only grandson. It caught and possessively held any light and
  illuminated him so much, it made him look as if he was wearing a halo. After a bout once, when his on-stage persona was Thor Svensson, the Viking Warrior, a drunken bird had said to him:
  ‘Ooooh, you look like an Angel.’ Then she threw up all over his 120-quid brand new trainers.

  All things in consideration, he liked the name and used it from then on.

  ‘Then you can tell me what’s going on in your tiny brain,’ Steve continued.

  Guy stopped momentarily from combing his black waves in the mirror he always had to bend to see in. He had been about to tell Steve about meeting Floz, then thought better of it.

  ‘Nothing’s going on in my brain.’

  Steve huffed. ‘Yeh, and I’m Ronnie Corbett!’ Guy carried on combing. ‘You’ve gone quiet and are doing that Heathcliff glowering thing. You always do that when
  you’ve got something on your mind.’

  ‘You sound like our Juliet,’ replied Guy, since she had been the first to comment that her twin brother turned into a mean and moody Heathcliff when his thoughts were
  preoccupied.

  Steve knew he’d probably be able to winkle it out of Guy over a pint and thought he’d change the subject for now.

  ‘So, what’s Ju’s new flat-mate like then?’

  Guy groaned and shook his head.

  ‘That bad eh?’ Steve grimaced.

  ‘Oh boy,’ said Guy, throwing the comb into his holdall. It missed. He muttered an expletive as he bent to pick it up.

  ‘What the hell is up with you?’ prodded Steve.

  They were interrupted by Little Derek, the promoter, who came into the changing rooms waving two brown envelopes.

  ‘Nice work, Steve! Fifty quid and an extra ten for your expenses. Next bout will be back here on Tuesday the thirty-first. I’ll ring you with the details. Good to see you back, Guy.
  You up for some more, lad?’

  ‘Nope,’ said Guy definitively. ‘This was a favour to Steve. I’m too busy, Derek.’

  Derek smiled paternally. He had been involved in the business since he was a teenager and clung to the illusion that it was on the brink of a massive comeback. He would never admit to himself
  that the wrestling game was dead in this country. Each bout had to be expertly stage-managed to get the punters in, playing on their nostalgia for better days with larger-than-life characters such
  as Giant Haystacks, Catweazle, Big Daddy, ‘Rollerball’ Rocco, Jim Breaks: the guys everyone loved to love and loved to hate. Derek couldn’t remember how many times he and Guy had
  had this same conversation: that he was only doing ‘this last one’ to help Steve out, and it would be his last. It never was his last. He knew he’d get a few more fights out of
  him if Steve was stuck for a partner.

  ‘Trust me,’ said Derek. ‘It’s only a matter of time before we catch up with the Americans, and the home of wrestling returns to Britain. And I’ll be ready when it
  does. Millionaires, those wrestlers are out there – millionaires and superstars. And when I get rich, you’ll get rich.’ He presumed everyone was as focused on money as he was. It
  wouldn’t have occurred to him that the lads wrestled for the love of it. ‘I have to keep my little girl in designer gear.’

  ‘Oh yes, your Chianti. How . . . how is she . . . Chianti?’ said Steve, doing a very bad impression of nonchalance as his voice always tended to rise three octaves on her name whilst
  the rest of the sentence stayed in bass. He sounded like a yodeller who has had too much schnapps.

  ‘Someone mention me?’ Right on cue, glossy Chianti Parkin, the twenty-five-year-old daughter of Little Derek, appeared in the doorway with her skinny legs, pneumatic breasts and long
  tumbles of golden hair extensions, courtesy of some poor woman in Russia trading her locks in for the price of a couple of loaves of bread.

  ‘Oh hi, Chianti, are you well?’ asked Steve, scratching the back of his neck nervously.

  ‘Yeah, I’m great,’ replied Chianti, whilst chewing the life out of her gum. She afforded Steve a second of her attention then flicked her eyes away from him and back to Little
  Derek.

  ‘Just came to say I’m off, Dad. Wayne’s here to pick me up.’

  ‘Goodbye, love. Have a good night,’ said Little Derek softly and proudly, and he kissed his daughter on her cheek. Steve watched Chianti turn and sashay off in her thigh-length boots
  and short, swingy skirt. A low animal growl rose in his throat and he swallowed it quickly.

  ‘She’s off to Four Trees tonight. You know, that fancy restaurant out on the Pennines with the long waiting list. Some businessman or other – Wayne. Big flash car he’s
  got, obviously. She won’t look at anything less than a personalized number-plate. Course he won’t last, they never do. Use and abuse, that’s our Chianti.’ Derek sighed
  fondly at his daughter’s sadistic tendencies towards men, then snapped back to business. ‘Anyway – got to dash. Tata, lads, and thanks. Good one.’ He gave them a thumbs-up
  and disappeared back to the front of house to watch the tag teams then the final act, Grim Reaper (whose entrance in a cloud of dry ice always raised the blood pressure of the pensioners by three
  zillion per cent, submit to twenty-two-stone Jeff Leppard’s stranglehold. The old ones liked to see the Grim Reaper defeated.
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