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This book is dedicated to three generations of my family:

To my beloved sons–Terence and George. My darlings, may all your friends be as wonderful as mine.

To my late Nana Hubbard, who made my birthday cakes and loved to read, and my Granddad Hubbard, a poet, who made the best Yorkshire Puddings this side of Mars and a man who appreciated a well-built woman.

And to my mam and dad–Jenny and Terry Hubbard–who haven’t a clue what a strange creature they raised, but who love me all the same.








Prologue




The previous September

They took a day off and went with her because in the three million years they’d all been friends, it was the first time Helen had ever asked them a favour. That was how Elizabeth came to end up carrying a picnic basket in a grassy middle of nowhere, watching one of her two best friends wriggling out of her drawers and about to sit on the giant appendage of a club-bearing man carved into an alien county hillside.

‘Hels, are you actually right in your head?’ she asked.

Janey said nothing but her equal disbelief showed in the dropped-open jaw as Helen stuffed the discarded pants in her handbag and then sat down squarely and triumphantly on Mr Big’s phallic enhancement.

‘Now if I had told you what I wanted to do, would you have come?’ she said. ‘I don’t think so! You would have tried to talk me out of it, wouldn’t you?’

‘Too bloody right I would,’ said Elizabeth, whilst thinking, She’s lost it.

‘And this is the something you needed to do that is really, really, really important then?’ Janey asked, her eyebrows raised as far as they could stretch. ‘Dragging us halfway across the bloody country to see a chalk drawing?’

‘Aw, come on, we’re here now. Just sit down and have a sandwich,’ said Helen, straight-backed and sitting there as if she was waiting for something extraordinary to happen.

‘Where are we, like?’ Janey looked at the surrounding countryside, dominated by the thick white outline of the naked man with the enviable asset. ‘And more to the point–why?’

‘Oh, I’m having a sarnie, I’m flaming famished!’ Elizabeth decided. She was almost brain dead with tiredness, even though she had spent most of the long, long journey snoring on the back seat. She threw herself onto the grass next to her knickerless friend and dragged the picnic basket purposefully over. Janey huffed in a ‘can’t beat ’em, join ’em’ sort of way and grudgingly followed suit, muttering something about them all being bonkers.

‘He’s an ancient fertility symbol,’ Helen explained.

‘I’d never have guessed!’ said Elizabeth, ripping so hungrily into a giant sausage roll that the chalk man almost winced.

Helen went on, ‘Well, I was watching this programme a couple of weeks ago about how all these women who hadn’t been able to conceive came here as a last resort and sat on his…well, here, for a while, and seventy-eight per cent of them–that’s seventy-eight per cent of them–became pregnant.’


A dramatic silence ensued in which Helen waited for the others to be impressed.

‘Well, I have to say it and I hope you’ll excuse the pun,’ Elizabeth spat through a flurry of pastry flakes, ‘but that is positively the biggest load of bollocks you have ever come out with.’

Janey laughed derisively at the same time. ‘Oh Hels, come on!’

‘I know what it sounds like, that’s why I didn’t tell you where we were coming,’ Helen said, her voice fighting off a wobble, ‘but if I don’t get pregnant soon, I’ll die. I want a baby so, so much. Believe me, you two have it a lot easier not wanting children, but I don’t care who laughs at me any more, I just Want. A. Baby.’ Then she turned her head suddenly skyward, blinking hard, a little ashamed at her outburst but more than that, hurt that they of all people were mocking her.

Janey and Elizabeth exchanged the slightest of glances but each knew what the other was thinking. She’d always been so light about the fact that she hadn’t caught on. How many times had she led their joking about it? Neither of them had had the slightest idea that her pain ran so deeply.

Elizabeth plunged her hand into the picnic basket again, in a brave effort to break the heavy silence that had descended upon them like a thick, depressing cloud.

‘So, let’s have a good look at this lot. What have you made us then, Hels? What feast have you concocted this time?’


‘There’s egg and cress, beef and horseradish, goats’ cheese and tomato…’ Helen began to reel off, dabbing at her eye, trying to make it look as if she had something in it ‘…sausage rolls, spicy scotch eggs, chicken filo parcels, lemon Swiss roll, banoffee tarts, Victoria sponge, crisps, Twiglets, there’s a red hummus and onion dip, strawberries dipped in dark chocolate and there’s some Diet Coke and wine.’

‘That all?’ said Elizabeth and Helen blurted out a laugh and the mood was lifted once again.

Aw bless, thought Elizabeth, as she spotted all the little flags on the sandwiches; everything was home-made. Who the chuff could be bothered making real puff pastry these days but Hels? If she did have kids, their sandwich boxes would be the envy of the school. That little thought bubble gave her another taste of her friend’s desperation and how very severe it must be to trick them into travelling so many miles to do something as ridiculous as this. How had she missed this before?

‘Pass me an egg and cress, would you, please,’ Helen said, all tears abated.

‘When are the fish and Disciples arriving?’ Elizabeth asked, rummaging deep before handing over the cling-filmed triangle bearing an egg and cress sticker.

‘I know you’re a pig…I didn’t want you moaning that I’d dragged you all this way and I hadn’t fed you,’ Helen said, managing a little smile.

‘I’ll have a beef, please, and pass the plonk seeing as I’m not driving,’ Janey said with a deep sigh. ‘Tell me you haven’t forgotten an opener.’


‘It screws,’ Helen said.

‘That’s appropriate!’ Elizabeth snorted and got her usual disapproving look from Janey.

The latter then gasped suddenly and said, ‘Oy, I hope we’ll be all right, sat here on this bloke’s genitals. I can’t afford to get pregnant.’ She looked worriedly down at the segment of chalk line disappearing up her skirt. ‘My Head of Department is about to peg it–I’m in line for his job.’

‘Oh nice!’ Elizabeth said, batting back some disapproval for a change.

‘Cough, cough, cough–I’m sick of listening to him,’ Janey went on. ‘That’s a lifetime of fags for you,’ and she nodded a warning in Elizabeth’s direction. ‘I think they’ll get rid of him in an early-retirement swoop–he’s been with them for about four hundred years so he’ll get a good pay-off. Mind you, he’ll probably spend it all on Bensons, knowing him. It’s only a matter of time before the vacancy comes up; he’s always flaming off ill and I’m running the place as it is so I don’t want any surprise sprogs knackering up my career hopes, thanks very much.’

Helen tilted her head. ‘Well, all I can say is that not all of those women on the TV programme took their pants off when they sat on him.’

‘Oh great!’ said Janey, shifting her bottom off the white line. Not that she believed in stuff like that, but it didn’t hurt to make sure.

Elizabeth poured herself a glass of the wine and reclined to let the gorgeous September sun shine down onto her face. She was too comfortable to move from her position on the ancient willy. Mumbo jumbo crap, she thought inwardly, but she was here now and might as well enjoy it, as it really was a cracking day for a picnic.









Chapter 1




The following February

Her arms and legs spasmed outwards, she let loose a very loud scream and then Elizabeth awoke to find herself not on a nose-diving plane but on the seven thirty-six to Leeds and the focus of half a crammed carriageful of ‘glad that wasn’t me’ faces. However, not even their cold-water stares, the probability that she had been snoring and two mega-strength coffees slopping around her digestive system could keep Elizabeth’s eyes from shuttering down again–she was exhausted. She was last off the train and, in fact, had the fat, sweaty bloke sitting next to her not caught her with the hard edge of his briefcase as he heaved his carcass out of the seat, she might well have slept through to Barnsley again on the return trip. She had better buck up for later; she was hardly going to be the life and soul of Helen’s birthday party face down and asleep in her minestrone.

As usual, the train station was full of suits zipping in straight lines to their destinations clutching a laptop case in one hand and a grabbed breakfast bag in the other. As usual, there were a few early shoppers making a leisurely way up to the main city stores and managing to get in the way of the rushing executives, who did not take too kindly to having lumpy human obstacles on their own personal work paths. And as usual, there was a large contingent of big-bellied workmen staring at women’s breasts from the scaffolding as their more industrious colleagues worked on extending the station, yet again. The train used to dump Elizabeth right in front of the ticket barriers, but these days it deposited them all so far away on one of the new platforms that she almost needed to catch another train from there to the exit. That morning, it felt a particularly long way.

At least the ten-minute walk in the crisp February air served to startle her brainwaves into some activity, and by the time she had reached the great, smutty-bricked offices with the giant blue Handi-Save sign above the entrance she felt considerably more human and less like a dormouse again. It was an old, weary-looking building in the middle of a sea of younger, more dynamic structures, with its exterior reflecting the majority of the people on the inside–dull, tired and uninspiring. She pushed open the giant stiff revolving door that had given everyone who had worked there for any length of time a deformed bicep. It was easy to spot a long-timer at Handi-Save for they all had one arm bigger than the other, like a male Fiddler crab. Yep, she felt decidedly better for the walk.

‘Flaming Norah, you look rough,’ said Derek the security man. He, being ambidextrous, had two massive arms. ‘Good night, was it?’


‘I was in bed for nine,’ Elizabeth held up her best shushing finger as his mouth sprang open, ‘and before you say it, yes, I was alone. I don’t know what’s up with me at the moment. I think I’ve been bitten by a tsetse-tsetse fly.’

‘Tsetse-tsetse? Going round in pairs now, are they?’ grinned Derek. ‘Maybe you’re coming down with something. Mind you, in a place like this someone’s only got to say “cold” and everyone gets it through the air conditioning.’

‘I feel all right in myself, just tired,’ she said, hunting in her bag for one of her menthols. She proffered the packet to him. ‘Want one?’

‘Do I chuff!’ he said, warding them away like a vampire who had just been offered a garlic bulb. ‘If I want mints I’ll suck a Polo, if I want a fag I’ll have an Embassy, thanks for asking.’

‘Please yourself then! Right, now, I better do something with my face then if I look that bad.’

‘I’ve a carrier bag behind Reception. I could poke two eyeholes in it for you.’

‘Thanks a lot, Ras.’

He nudged her playfully. ‘Ah, you still look bonny!’

She turned away, mock-insulted. ‘Nope, sorry, the damage has been done, you can get stuffed,’ and though she could hear him laughing behind her, the smile slid off her face as if it had been greased with three pounds of melted butter. Not that she had taken offence, for it took a lot to wind Elizabeth up–at least it had done until recently, when this infernal tiredness threatened to turn even her cool disposition to something as brittle as the toffee she used to get as a kid that snapped off into artery-severing shards.

Derek, or Rasputin as everyone called him, would have been mortified even to suspect that he had upset her because they went back such a long way. He had only been at Handi-Save a week himself when she had turned up at the Reception desk aged sixteen, all wide grey eyes, smashing blouse buttoned up to the neck and her dark gypsy curls tamed into a ponytail. She had been half-fearful, half-excited by her important-sounding destination–‘the typing pool’–to where Ras volunteered to escort her. She’d had a picture in her mind of lots of typists working around a pool full of warm, blue water and was critically disappointed when it turned out to be just an airless office full of women with perms and frumpy frocks banging away on word processors. Ras was string-thin back then, with a number one haircut and a moustache like Ron from the pop group ‘Sparks’. He ended up getting them both hopelessly lost which caused a standing joke that was still running.

Twenty-two years later, they were both still there, crossing paths in Reception each morning, though Elizabeth had long since left the pool and was now the Managing Director’s secretary. Ras, on the other hand, had concentrated his energies over the years into evolving physically into a heavyweight wrestler who would fail a Roy Wood’s Wizzard audition for being too hairy. He’d had four kids, three wives, two motorcycle crashes and a steel plate in his head. The only things that seemed to have stayed constant about him were those friendly facial features and the warmth in his morning greetings. He alone these days put a smile on Elizabeth’s lips at work, or as she preferred to call it, ‘the Hammer House of Handi-Save’.

The worrying part in all this was that if Ras thought she looked rough, then Julia definitely would–and the only reason Elizabeth had pushed herself out of bed that morning was because Julia and Laurence had made it perfectly clear that being absent on a Monday was tantamount to admitting to a hangover. So ironically, there she was dutifully turning up but looking as if she had been on a weekend ciderfest. A picture of the pair of them flitted across her mind, which made her growl inwardly. She was wound into the ground before she had even set eyes on the Gruesome Twosome and it was so not like her to feel this way. Hardly anything ever got to Elizabeth and even if it did, she never showed it.

She grabbed a coffee from the machine and slid into the tiny and horribly smoky room that the militantly anti-tobacco Laurence had ‘allowed’ the smokers to have and, as he said ‘pollute as their own’. The rebellious air in there usually calmed her down before she had even lit up, but that morning it felt thick and unpleasant, and welded itself like glue to the back of her throat. She sat on a table in the canteen instead, gulping back the lukewarm gritty coffee whilst pitter-patting with her fingertips at the fluidy swellings under her eyeballs. She didn’t dare risk another look in the mirror in case it threw back a worse reflection than the passable one she imagined was there before making her way to the lift.


She pressed the button (only four times that morning) before it started to shudder and rattle upwards at a pace that a snail with a weight problem could beat–even the machinery didn’t want to work here! She hadn’t always felt like that, for there had been a time when she used to belt up the staircase in the mornings, glad to get to her desk. Obviously that was before the days of that well-known double act Laurence Stewart-Smith, a name impossible to say without hissing, and his wonderful side-kick, Julia Powell–Powell as in the contraction of ‘power crazed troll’.

Laurence Stewart-Smith: also known as ‘Eyebrow Man’ on account of the long furry caterpillar which ran the width of his forehead before scuttling into his hairline to hide the 666. Laurence Stewart-Smith: in the opinion of the City, The Man–business genius, whizz-kid, darling of industry, multi-millionaire man-of-the-people, demi-god of the hoi polloi–but in the opinion of anyone who really knew the man behind the title: total plonker.

Julia did not lift her head as Elizabeth walked past her desk, which had long since failed to surprise her. Julia could not communicate with females on a lesser grade unless it was by email, even when sitting two metres away as Elizabeth did. There were bagfuls of evidence to substantiate the theory that Julia was threatened by other women, who were creatures to be ignored, or destroyed. Men, however, were a different kettle of fish. Then she would start flirting and sticking out her chest and batting her eyelashes in the general direction of the flirtee–the number of bats being directly proportionate to the quality of his suit.

Sometimes, to be controversial, Elizabeth would open a mail and shout across the reply to Julia as it really seemed to annoy her, but this past week or so she was just too tired to play the dissident. Was this the onset of old age, she wondered. Was she about to start dribbling and nodding off after a morning Rich Tea biscuit and exchanging her cappuccinos for a nice cup of cocoa? She was only eighteen months off being forty, after all.

 

Laurence’s first visitors arrived early and hung about the entrance foyer in nervous anticipation. They were the ladies from the Blackberry Moor council-house estate and he kept them waiting an extra quarter of an hour for no other reason, it seemed, than because he could. A gum-chewing photographer from the Yorkshire Post announced himself at Reception and Elizabeth collected them all and escorted them up. Jolly poses ensued, in Laurence’s open-plan meeting area, with the great man himself, who did not manage to fully lose that uncomfortable look on his face which seemed to say, Ooh, I’ve touched a council-house person! Which way is the de-louser? Then the photographer departed with his PR snaps and the three women perched awkwardly on the ends of the big squashy seats, blushing and stuttering like 1970s teenagers who had just been granted an audience with Donny Osmond. Elizabeth could never understand the effect Laurence had on such visitors. Half the time she expected to have to go and find a mop to clean up excited puppy-like puddles at their feet, but on that occasion, so far so good.

She scribbled some notes down as Julia and Laurence both held their heads at the same angle of sympathetic tilt as they listened to babble about how grateful the Blackberry Moor estate was for the support of Handi-Save. Julia flicked through the folders the ladies had brought full of Before and After pictures of dreary communal dog-toilet areas, which had been converted impressively into playgrounds and thoughtful squares of garden thanks to donations and fundraising. Laurence sat, fingers templed in front of him, head nodding in all the right spots, his one long eyebrow managing to both crease in all the appropriate places and hood a pair of eyes that showed a mixture of boredom and disgust.

‘So hif you could…er…just continue to let hus have that turkey or something at Christmas for hour raffle,’ said the lady with the crocheted hat, trying desperately to stuff a few posh aitches in.

‘The money mainly goes for the kids’ benefit,’ butted in another as if it were in some dispute.

‘We don’t want much, just a few bits a couple of times a year, to raffle hoff like.’

‘We’re just starting to get some community spirit going, you see.’

The great Laurence Stewart-Smith nodded regally, and as if his head was attached to his assistant’s by an invisible puppet-string, it set Julia’s off as well. Neither would have looked out of place on the back parcel shelf of Elizabeth’s old Vauxhall.


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’m sure we could fix you up with a little more than that.’ He scribbled something with an important flourish on a piece of paper and handed it to Julia. The ladies’ eyes followed the handover of the note with great anticipation. They could not have been more thrilled if he had just written down the secret of eternal life.

‘That would be just marvellous,’ said the one who had the pencilled-on eyebrows, and her face lit up so much they were in danger of melting.

‘Good, good.’

Laurence smiled, raised his watch hand theatrically, flicked his eyes towards it, and then stood to signify their audience time was at an end.

‘Well, I’m sorry it’s been such a short meeting but I do have another appointment, albeit not as entertaining, which I regret I’m a little late for,’ and he flashed his charming smile again and added, ‘My assistant Julia will show you out.’

The ladies twittered their way out of the door and as Laurence and Julia made to follow them, the piece of paper twirled to the floor from Julia’s file. Elizabeth picked it up. She just managed to sneak a look before Troll snatched it back rather hastily.

Let’s just give these old scrubbers some money and get out of here quick, it said.

Elizabeth was disgusted but not surprised. She watched the smiling little trio from Blackberry Moor meander down the office to the temperamental lifts, blissfully ignorant of what their hero Laurence Stewart-Smith was really like. So long as he flung them a few tombola pressies every so often, they would continue to idolize him as a local saint, although Elizabeth knew that one did not get to be in his position by being a nice bloke. Somewhere in mid-management, they cut out the heart and replaced it with an axe. And once a man held power, she had found, he was almost certain to misuse it.









Chapter 2




Janey snapped around the room, tossing tissues and lippy into her handbag, occasionally stopping to rub her stomach.

‘What’s up with you?’ said Elizabeth, watching her.

‘Dodgy Chinese last night.’

‘Get stuffed with your dodgy Chinese!’ said Janey’s hubby George, twisting round from watching the preamble to the big match on the television. ‘I had half hers and I’m right as rai—’

‘In fact, if it hadn’t been Helen’s birthday I’d have cried off,’ Janey cut in.

‘You couldn’t have done that, we haven’t seen each other since Christmas!’ said Elizabeth.

‘Yes, well–that’s another reason why I’m making the effort,’ said Janey. ‘Anyway, I’m not drinking so no point in us getting a taxi. Sod it, where’s my purse?’ She shoved George to one side to see if he was sitting on it. Not that he would have known, even if it had been full of razor blades, the dozy sod, she thought. Now what was that other something else that was bugging her to remember it?

‘Don’t be so wet!’ said Elizabeth.


‘Ring a taxi and get a few gins down your neck, that’ll sort you out,’ said the Bagpuss-like bloke, taking a slurp from a can of beer.

‘I might have known you’d side with her!’ said Janey, thumbing at her butter-wouldn’t-melt-faced friend.

Elizabeth grinned at her and looked, for a moment, just like she did at school, give or take a couple of sunrays at the eye corners.

‘Oh damnit–flowers!’ Janey threw her hands up in despair and blamed George. ‘I told you to remind me not to forget the flowers. You’d have let me walk out without them!’

George smiled indulgently, taking her in his stride as usual and sighing like an inflatable shire horse that had just sustained a fatal puncture.

‘Flowers, Janey, don’t forget!’ he said, clicking his fingers as if it had just come to him. Janey hit him with a cushion, although flowers were not the ‘something’ that was buzzing around in her head, refusing to be pinned down.

‘How’s work then?’ George said to Elizabeth.

‘Oh don’t ask!’ she said. ‘The latest thing is’–and she did a fair impression of her arch enemy–‘“Would you please ask permission if you’re going to be longer than five minutes in the loo?” Can you believe?’

‘Never! What did you say?’

‘I smiled sweetly and said that I wasn’t in the habit of timing myself. I’m forty next year, for God’s sake. I stopped sticking my hand up to ask to go to the loo twenty odd years ago. Honestly, that woman. Heil Julia!’ She gave a Nazi salute and started goose-stepping up and down on the carpet in front of the television.

‘Dear God!’ belled Janey from the kitchen, she’d always imagined that at this age they would be mature and talking about the news and what charity Bob Geldof was collecting for these days. George chuckled and Janey thought, He’s got a lovely laugh. They had somehow fallen out of the habit of laughing together these days.

‘Didn’t I read somewhere that you lot were getting taken over?’ said George.

‘There’s been talk for a while,’ said Elizabeth, dismissing it. ‘Just the Job, the DIY chain, was supposedly interested in buying us out. Laurence loathes the bloke who owns it though and is standing firm. Not that I get to know much, being a mere pleb.’

‘Is it really that bad, working there?’

‘Worse. Well, the place is okay–it’s just her, Camp Commandant. As for him, I just can’t find the words. Hang on, I’ve just found some–he’s a tosspot.’

‘Aye, it’s tough working at the top,’ George teased, and smiled at her fondly. He loved Elizabeth like a sister, funny old thing that she was. In her he saw a vulnerability that a caring soul like him could not help but respond to, despite her frosty independent ways and her fruity language. He might have had plenty to say if Janey had been as free with her expletives, but with Elizabeth, it was just part and parcel. Not that anyone would think she had a mouth like a sewer to look at her, all little and slim with lovely, dark gypsy curls and startling grey eyes that his Janey had always envied, but in a nice way. She wouldn’t swap what she had for what her friend had in a million years, she’d assured him tenderly, even if Elizabeth could eat a double chicken korma and half a chocolate cake and not put an ounce of weight on.

‘Do you think there is something going on between those two at work then?’ asked George.

‘Shouldn’t think so,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Laurence is too smart for that. He’s got his eye on “higher things” and he needs to be squeaky clean, though it’s not for the want of trying on her part. Office politics! I tell you, Georgy boy, they’re worse than political politics!’

‘I can imagine,’ said George, nodding, although he had never really understood what could be so complicated and difficult about going into an office and sitting on your backside all day typing and answering the phone.

‘It just galls me how everyone thinks he’s some sort of hero when I know what a really horrible bloke he is. I mean today, right, we had these women in from the Blackberry Moor estate. Honestly, you would have thought they were meeting the Pope! One of them even had her autograph book. Prostrating themselves they were for a couple of boxes of Milk Tray and a Christmas turkey.’

‘Blackberry Moor? Where’s that? Sounds nice,’ said Janey.

George sucked in a long whistley breath. ‘Nay, you must have heard of it, Janey love. It’s always on the news for drugs raids. The only time any of that lot will have seen a blackberry is if it’s been drawn on the back of an acid tab! It’s a massive council estate, pet–a right dump as well.’

‘But, give them credit,’ Elizabeth butted in, ‘a few people who live there have got together to get a bit of community spirit going. Laurence linked up with it for the free publicity, but you can tell he doesn’t give a toss. He’s too busy sending stupid emails to Julia about how fat and ugly people are, which is rich considering he’s one step away from being a werewolf and she’s got legs you could drive a bus through!’

George stared at her in amazement. ‘Here, grind your teeth on these before you give yourself a jam-tart attack,’ he said, lifting his bowl of peanuts out to her. ‘I’ve never seen you in a stew before, Elizabeth.’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Elizabeth, refusing the nuts. If other people were noticing the change in her, it was not in her imagination then.

‘Eh, I’ve just thought,’ twinkled George. ‘If this takeover thing goes through they could call the company “Hand-Job”! Geddit? Hand. Job.’ A great snort of laughter came down his nose and joined Elizabeth’s loud and dirty laugh that fed his own even more and so it snowballed, then Janey’s laugh added to it, despite her pretending to disapprove. When George and Elizabeth got together, they bounced off each other like a comedy double act. Like they used to.

‘Ready!’ announced Janey.

‘Hang on a mo, I need the loo,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Again? You’ve been once.’

‘Oh no! It’s Julia, she’s got to you!’ said Elizabeth, pretending to scream as she disappeared to Janey’s downstairs bathroom, wondering why she seemed to want to go every five minutes these days.

Janey leaned over the back of the sofa for a habit kiss from George.

‘She’ll be bloody forty by the time you get there, never mind thirty-nine!’ he cracked.

‘Oh, get lost, George,’ Janey said, but she was smiling at him.

‘Bye, Georgy,’ said Elizabeth, soon after, and ruffled up his sandy hair with both hands as she passed him. She followed Janey out and they jumped into the car quickly to escape the freezing night air.

They drove down the lane and joined the long-drawn-out curve of the main road that took them past the park and St Jude’s Church and the two big secondary schools that had united to become one huge one in recent years. Within five minutes, the redbrick houses had given way to a sprawling grey council-house estate, then five minutes after that, all buildings dropped away and they were in the country outskirts of the town. They passed the local Scout Camp wood and a garden centre with its quaint café by a duck-popular stream in the centre of semi-rural Maltstone. The village was the unofficial warm-up act for the next one: Higher Hoppleton, with its beautiful park and country house set in the grounds like a square exquisite jewel. Higher Hoppleton was the Barnsley Beverly Hills; a Higher Hoppleton postcode had the kudos to make people raise their eyebrows in admiration–which is why Simon, Mr Swanky High-Flying Advertising Exec, had decided that he and his wife Helen would live there when the right property came up on the market.

Four years ago, the Cadberrys had bought a long, impressive bungalow with its own black iron gates, a small, separate office building, and plenty of parking space for their his and hers black BMWs. Although ‘they bought’ was stretching it a bit, as Elizabeth had always suspected that most of the money came from the Luxmores’ coffers. It was a show-house, the stuff of high-class glossy mags: cushions perfectly arranged, pictures spirit-level straight and yet bizarrely, in the midst of it all was their guest room–a chaos of Simon’s old junk that he refused to deal with yet. Their old house in quieter, gentler Maltstone was far prettier than this pretentious pile, in Elizabeth’s opinion, though not in Janey’s. She said the same thing then as she always did as her car crunched up Helen’s gravel drive, ‘I wish this was mine, isn’t it gorgeous?’

Elizabeth didn’t answer her; she would rather have had Janey’s half-finished warm, friendly house than this big, fancy thing anytime.

When Simon answered the back door, Elizabeth could have sworn that he and Helen had just snapped off an argument. Janey never noticed, she was too busy turning into her usual puddle of drool when in the presence of her friend’s husband and his dazzling toothpaste-advert smile.

‘Only us,’ she announced and they both went into Helen’s gleaming high-tech kitchen. They gave her a big birthday kiss and a hug and then they handed over their birthday presents and cards. Elizabeth had made hers and it featured a little watercolour of a tabby cat. Simon hated cats.

‘Good evening, ladies.’ Simon smiled at Janey. The smile made a grand arc over to Elizabeth where it died on its feet.

Janey smiled back, aware that her heart-rate had increased as it usually did in the presence of this gorgeous man with his wavy golden hair and toned physique. He had blue eyes that could undress a woman at fifty paces and, in her imagination, she had often pictured that woman as herself. She bet he was fantastic in bed, a master of special tricks and foreplay that went on for hours and would make a girl scream aloud, and he would know exactly what to say to make her spine turn into runny oil–like a Mills & Boon hero. Alas, these days, she and George, when they could be bothered to do it, were more of a ‘scratch an itch’ couple. Then again, they had been together fourteen years and exciting sex was usually a casualty of a long relationship.

‘You just caught me telling Helen to keep clear of the gin–she’s been feeling a bit off,’ Simon said in his plummy posh voice. He reached over and gave Helen’s hair a stroke and Janey tingled for her.

‘You as well?’ she began without thinking. ‘We had a dodgy Chinese last night and I’m…’ She stopped herself just in time before she launched into a full rundown of her confused digestive system in front of Love-God Man and showed herself up totally ‘er…better now, thank goodness.’

His little sneer wasn’t lost on Elizabeth, but Janey missed it. She was too engaged in watching him move fluidly over to the coat-hooks on the wall through her rose-tinted spectacles. He slipped on a brown leather jacket which looked butter soft, not like the cheap one George had that was so stiff he needed five minutes’ notice to bend his arm. The CD-player in the background was oozing out Sade’s ‘Smooth Operator’. Appropriately so, thought Elizabeth, watching Simon shmooze back across to his wife.

‘Right, darling, I’m going and leaving you girls to it.’

‘Off to watch the football?’ Janey asked.

‘Football?’ He said it like the word was not in his vocabulary. ‘Not really interested in it, to be honest.’

‘What’s cooking? Smells gorgeous,’ said Elizabeth to Helen, thinking how very pale and wispy she looked.

‘Prawn cocktail, scampi and Black Forest gâteau,’ said Simon.

‘Ooh, lovely!’ shrieked Janey.

‘He’s joking, it’s just a pasta thing,’ Helen replied, flashing him a look. Janey nodded but would have preferred Simon’s menu, especially the Black Forest cake. It never got any easier fighting the urge to indulge her sweet tooth.

‘I’m going.’ Simon kissed his wife quickly and whispered something in her ear that had a bit of an odd effect on her. She looks like she’s just had a bucket of cold water poured over her head, Elizabeth thought, wondering what that was all about.

‘Enjoy yourselves, ladies.’

‘Oh, don’t you worry, we will!’ Janey trilled, sounding just like the crocheted-hat woman of Blackberry Moor in the presence of Laurence.

‘I wish George was like that,’ she sighed as the door closed behind Simon and puffed the wake of his expensive aftershave in her direction. ‘He’s so romantic, just like Mr Darcy.’

Elizabeth fought back the desire to stick her fingers down her throat. Whatever he had just whispered to Helen before he went out didn’t look like flaming sweet nothings to her.

Helen didn’t comment; she just reached for three glasses and said, ‘Gin, girls?’

‘Oh, go on then, just a treble,’ said Elizabeth keenly. If she was going to be running to the loo all night, she might as well make it worth her while. Janey shook her head then thought better of it and relented, asking for a small one–so long as she had plenty of slimline tonic in with it.

‘“Just a small one”,’ mimicked Elizabeth. ‘“With minus calories, no fat, and a no-carb tonic, please!’”

‘I don’t care; you can take the mick all you want. I have no intention of putting all that weight on again after it took me all that time to get it off!’ said Janey, taking the glass.

Helen thought Janey had put a little weight on since she last saw her at Christmas, although she didn’t say that aloud. Janey looked nicer with a bit of flesh on her bones. She had always been a big, red-haired girl with a great curvy body and a round friendly face, and she looked scrawny and pinched now she had become a diet convert. She was built for ‘comely’ and used to exude a sexy earthiness that she had somehow lost with the lard. Elizabeth thought the same. Not that either of them wanted to start World War III off by telling her so.

‘So how’s work?’ asked Helen. Before Elizabeth could answer, Janey butted in with, ‘Oh, don’t get her on that subject; she’ll depress the backside off you.’

‘Thanks, you!’ said Elizabeth with an indignant laugh.

‘Honestly, I don’t know why you don’t leave if it’s so bad.’

‘Because, Smartarse, if there is to be a buy-out and they don’t want my excellent services, I might miss out on a redundancy package, for one thing. Plus, I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of driving me out like they have all the other poor sods.’

‘You could get a job with less money that’d make you happy. I mean, it’s not as if you need the money for a mortgage,’ said Janey.

‘I might not have a mortgage but I’ve still got bills and my loan for the kitchen to pay off and important stuff, you know, like food and shoes,’ she retorted.

Yes, there were other jobs, as Janey was always telling her, but she had been there so long, it was the devil she knew. Change scared Elizabeth to death.

‘Work is crap as usual, Hels, thanks for asking. So now that’s out of the way, let’s talk about something jollier, like world famine,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Okay then, how’s the house coming along?’ asked Helen to Janey.


’Oh, slowly but surely,’ said Janey. ‘You know George–he might take his time but whatever he does is spot on.’

Elizabeth nodded in agreement, wishing quietly that she had someone like George to come home to. You did, though, didn’t you? her head threw at her and she quickly fought the rogue thought back into its cage and doubled the lock on it.

Helen filled up her own glass and Elizabeth noticed she had only put tonic water in it and felt duty bound to point this out.

‘What’s up with you not drinking on your birthday?’

‘Honestly! You miss nothing you, do you?’ said Helen with amused exasperation. ‘Anyway, it’s not my birthday till tomorrow.’

‘So?’

Helen kept her eyes down and she shrugged. ‘I just don’t feel like one, that’s all.’

Helen was rubbish at lying. Elizabeth looked at her, really looked at her and though it sounded stupid, there was definitely something different about her. And Elizabeth instinctively knew what that something was.

’ Stop staring, you!’ Helen said. She had a laughing sparkle in her eyes.

‘I don’t believe it; you’re pregnant, aren’t you?’

‘What–’cos she hasn’t had a glass of gin?’ Janey scoffed, but Helen was not denying it and looked very much like a woman trying to keep in a secret that was in danger of bursting out of her seams.

‘You’re not?’ said Janey her jaw opening wide with surprise and shock and joy. ‘Are you? No? Are you?’


Then suddenly they were all bouncing around the room.

‘You’re not, are you? Embarazada? Do you remember that “embarazada”?’ said Janey, who remembered everything. The three of them launched into giggles at the memory: Janey telling that Spanish waiter that she was too embarazada to go off for a drink with him in Lloret. She thought it meant shy until they looked it up in the Harper’s phrasebook trying to work out why he ran off so fast that smoke was coming from his heels. The fact that it actually meant pregnant probably had a lot to do with it.

‘Christ, you’ve still got a memory like an elephant, even if you haven’t got the figure of one any more,’ Elizabeth said.

‘Ha flaming ha,’ said Janey, hands on her thin hips.

‘I’m not supposed to tell you!’ said Helen, swinging between nervous fear and explosive joy like a metronome gone berserk.

‘You didn’t tell us–I guessed,’ said Elizabeth, with a Cheshire cat grin.

‘Simon will go nuts if he finds out you know,’ Helen whispered, flicking a frightened-rabbit pair of eyes towards the door as if he were there listening.

‘Why the hell should he?’ shrieked Elizabeth. ‘We’re your best mates and as such we should have known before him!’

‘Oh, he told me not to tell you until I was twelve weeks’, because a lot of people miscarry before then.’ Helen squeezed them both tight. ‘Oh God, I’ve been dying to come round and see you. I had a feeling I was pregnant when I was late, because as you know I am never late. I wanted to be sure, though, and I knew if I saw you I would not be able to keep the secret.’

‘When’s it due?’

‘Well, by my calculations the twenty fourth of September but I’ll get a scan to confirm that in a few weeks.’

‘Oh, that’s fantastic!’ Janey laughed. ‘I suppose Simon’s dead chuffed.’

‘Yes,’ Helen said without elaborating, which Elizabeth thought was a bit odd for someone who could gush more than a burst pipe about the milkman leaving an extra pint.

‘So sitting on Chalk Man’s willy worked then,’ said Janey. ‘Just so long as he doesn’t come through for me, that’s all I can say.’

Elizabeth thought the same, although she didn’t say it aloud. Not that there was any reason why she should be worried about anything like that, since she always made Dean wear a condom however much he protested, plus they hadn’t had any penetrative sex since before Christmas. Plus her periods had been present and almost correct.

‘I couldn’t believe it when I did the test.’ Helen’s chirruping brought her back into the real world. Now the secret was finally out they could not shut her up–not that they wanted to anyway.

‘What did you think?’ said Janey.

‘I can’t put it into words, honestly I can’t!’

Elizabeth smiled. She knew what she would have said, had it been her, but Helen swore less than Anne of Green Gables.

‘I thought we’d eat in the kitchen rather than the dining room if that’s okay with you guys,’ said Helen.

‘Fine by me,’ said Elizabeth, who liked her friend’s long, thin, cold dining room marginally less than her minimalist, masculine, cold kitchen.

The kitchen table had been laid out beautifully though, with a green table cover and matching place mats and linen napkins rolled into golden rings. There was freshly grated parmesan waiting in a dish, and a huge polished wooden saltmill and an enormous pepper pot which Elizabeth could never resist picking up and twisting whilst saying in a saucy-Italian-waiter accent, ‘Beautiful laaaady like the big one, nice and grindy grindy and plenty of it, ah?’ The others expected it and then groaned afterwards. Helen’s kitchen was very different to Elizabeth’s cosy little den in Rhymer Street. This was a room straight out of Homes and Gardens but it wasn’t Elizabeth’s idea of a dream cooking space–and she damn well knew it wasn’t Helen’s. They shared chintzy tastes, displays of cottagey teapots, big squashy sofas and pictures of cats, not stark white walls and flaming horrible abstract paintings with squares on. This room reflected nothing of Helen’s personality and everything of Simon’s–hard-lined and clinical and, until the news today, Elizabeth would have added ‘sterile’ to the list.

‘So when do you reckon you caught on then?’ said Janey, when they were seated and eating.

‘New Year’s Eve,’ said Helen without any hesitation as she knew this for a fact.


‘Ooh, George and I had a bit of an evening then too,’ said Janey, remembering how George had managed to rev up his engine with gusto that night. He’d even taken her from behind and he hadn’t done that for years. ‘You went to a party, didn’t you, Elizabeth?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh yes–I remember you said you were going. How was it?’

‘Not much cop, really. Came home early. This is delicious,’ said Elizabeth, shovelling a mouthful of food in so she couldn’t talk any more.

‘So what happens now? How far on are you?’ asked Janey.

‘Well, they count it from the date of your last period, so that means I’m nearly seven weeks’ pregnant. I start antenatal classes when I’ve missed my second period.’

‘That can’t be right!’ Elizabeth said. ‘That would make you about two weeks’ pregnant before you’d even had the fateful bonk.’

‘Trust me, it’s right,’ said Helen.

Janey gasped, ‘Jeez, seven weeks! That’s like being nearly two months’ pregnant!’

‘Yes. Well done, Carol Vorderman.’

Janey stuck her tongue out at Elizabeth then turned back to Helen. ‘Are you feeling sick then?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid so, but even worse than the nausea is the sensitivity in my chest. If you’ve ever had your nipples rubbed with sandpaper, that’s what it feels like.’


‘Well, I haven’t–she probably will have had,’ and Janey thumbed towards Elizabeth.

‘…and tired,’ Helen went on. ‘I’m so dreadfully tired all the time.’

Elizabeth’s ears pricked up, although she was being silly. She’d had a period since New Year–a light one, but a period all the same, thank God.

‘Is that a symptom then, being tired?’

‘Apparently so, at the beginning. And at the end, obviously.’

‘I thought you got sick and fat and that was it,’ said Elizabeth, who had never had any reason to read up about what happened during pregnancy.

‘No, no, no!’ said Helen. ‘My gums won’t stop bleeding either and I feel like I need the loo every five minutes.’

‘I think you must be pregnant as well then,’ laughed Janey, nodding her head towards Elizabeth. ‘Sounds a right laugh so far, Hels.’

‘It gets better later on. When I get to twelve weeks some of the nasty things, like the nausea and the tiredness, should all have gone. Actually, I don’t feel too bad this evening for a change,’ Helen said brightly, ‘but in the mornings I could just crawl back into bed. In fact, I did today.’

‘These part-time workers!’ said Janey, stretching out for more parmesan, and then withdrawing her hand when she remembered its calorific value. ‘I’d love to crawl back into bed some mornings, especially at this time of year.’

‘Well, you know what to do–get pregnant.’


‘Drop dead!’

‘I always thought you would have children, or at least one child,’ said Helen.

‘We’ve left it a bit late now,’ said Janey, wriggling like a worm on a line anxious to change the subject before they started talking about what a great dad George would make. She was forever batting away the guilt at denying him the chance to be a daddy, even though she knew that it was what he wanted more than anything.

‘I really liked working fulltime,’ sighed Helen absently, ‘but Simon put his foot down. He hates coming home to an empty house. Silly thing is, he works such long hours I could have done a fulltime job and still have been back in plenty of time for him.’

Selfish swine, thought Elizabeth. However had someone as lovely as Hels landed up with a prat like him? Well, she knew the answer to that really; he had nipped in when she was at her most vulnerable and taken her over, just like the evil spirit in The Exorcist took over Linda Blair. She had wondered for a long time whether Simon was just hanging on in there until Mrs Luxmore snuffed it and Helen inherited the whole of the family fortune, but such thoughts were hardly a conversation-starter with Helen. She was a suspiciously closed book about their relationship, even to them–her best friends.

‘So what if you give birth to a chalk outline with an enormous willy and a club?’ Elizabeth said, stabbing a piece of chicken and nodding appreciatively.

Helen brightened. ‘I’m quite prepared to believe it could be coincidence, but it does make me feel less of a nutter if I believe he worked for me, and less guilty for dragging you two all that way.’

‘We’ll never know if it was the magic of the Chalk Man then,’ said Janey, although really, she knew better than to believe all that rubbish.

 

Helen had made the most enormous chocolate cake for afters.

‘You sure you’re not Doris Day reincarnated?’ said Janey.

‘She’d have a job on, she’s not dead,’ Elizabeth said.

‘Having some?’

Janey hesitated. ‘Re-educating her stomach’ hadn’t happened, and whenever it was within grabbing distance of foods like this, it never failed to loll its greedy tongue out and cry, ‘Gimme gimme gimme’. Working for an international cake and confectionery company hardly helped, with offers to go on market research food-tasting panels left right and centre. She would turn them down every time whilst trying hard not to sob.

‘I’m full to busting,’ she fibbed. ‘Just a teeny tiny piece and I mean a teeny tiny piece.’

‘I think I must have two stomachs,’ declared Elizabeth. ‘I’m full to busting with pasta but I’m starving for pud.’

‘It’s called being a pig!’ said Janey, and Elizabeth snorted at her and tried to eat her hand.

The cake looked delicious–but then everything Helen did turned out to be impressive, Elizabeth thought, unless you count marrying Slimy Simon, that was.

‘So…fortuna dies natalis, Helena!’ said Elizabeth, lifting up her glass in Helen’s direction.


‘Wow, Miss Ramsay would be proud of you,’ said Helen, giving her an impressed clap.

‘So she bloody should be after what she started to put me through twenty-three years ago, is it?’ Elizabeth totted up the years. ‘Chuff me, it’s more than that, it’s over twenty-six!’

‘How time flies when you’re enjoying yourself,’ said Janey dryly. ‘Anyway, we’ve suffered far more than you have since that day. I was quite happy sitting with Brenda Higginthorpe.’

‘Glenda Higginthorpe, wasn’t it?’ said Helen.

‘Aye, she was such a great mate you can’t even remember her name,’ scoffed Elizabeth, but Janey was too distracted by the mighty cake to want to reminisce over that particular historical school-day any more.

‘Not sticking any candles in that?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t got any,’ said Hels.

Elizabeth rooted in her bag for her fag lighter and flicked a flame out.

‘This’ll have to do then, Norma Jean. You’ve got to blow it and make a wish on your birthday. It’s bad luck not to.’

Then they sang ‘Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you. You’re a big smelly tar-rrt, and your bum smells of pooh’, despite having a collective age of almost 120. Then they clinked their glasses together and made their own wishes. Elizabeth spent hers willing that Helen would be happy. Later she was to regret not saving the wish for herself.


 

Helen felt her smile make its exit with her friends. If she tidied up quickly, she could be in bed by the time Simon came back, because he would know she had told them. He had so strictly forbidden her from saying anything to them about the baby.

‘Why not? Why can’t I tell them?’ she had asked.

‘Do you realize how many babies are lost before twelve weeks?’ he had said. ‘Do you want to look a fool, announcing you are pregnant only to lose it?’

She tried to make herself believe he had her best interests at heart. She also tried to fight off the shameful suspicion that he wished she would lose it and their lives would carry on seamlessly with no one around them being any the wiser.

She was just putting Janey’s flowers in the pretty vase painted with sunflowers which Elizabeth had bought for her when Simon came in.

‘What are you so jumpy for?’ he said, immediately smashing the shell of composure she thought she had built around herself.

‘I’m not jumpy,’ she said tremulously.

He noticed what she had in her hand. ‘And what’s that thing?’ he said, as if she were holding a rotting fish.

‘My birthday present.’

‘It’s cheap and tacky-looking,’ he sneered. ‘I suppose Elizabeth bought it.’

‘As a matter of fact she did, yes.’ He never missed an opportunity to get a dig in at Elizabeth, although they had seemed to get on in the early days. He said it was because he had not realized she was such a tart back then.


When she took it into the dining room, he followed at her heels.

‘You surely aren’t thinking of putting it in here, are you?’

‘Yes, of course I am,’ and she set it down on the table. ‘Why not?’

‘Because, as I said, it’s cheap and tacky, that’s why not. If you haven’t any vases, I’ll go out and get you one tomorrow.’

‘It’s a nice vase!’

‘It’s disgusting,’ Simon said, his nose screwed up as if the vase affronted his sense of smell as well as sight.

‘It’s only a vase. Please don’t get so worked up about it!’

‘I’m not getting worked up, Helen,’ said Simon with increased annoyance. ‘I just can’t see the point in spending a fortune on a room and then making the centrepiece something like that. The curtains alone in this room cost me eighteen hundred pounds, for Christ’s sake!’

‘You’re being ridiculous.’

He leaned against the stanchion of the door and started staring at her.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. He did not answer, just continued to stare at her, in a silence that seemed to chill the room.

‘Simon? What are you staring at? Stop it, will you.’

‘I know why you’re nervous. You told them, didn’t you, Helen?’

‘Told who what?’

‘Oh, don’t play the village idiot, you know what I mean.’


‘No, I did not!’ Her voice was convincingly strong but her cheeks betrayed her by flushing red. She fiddled with the flowers. Simon walked around the table, rested his hands on it so he could lean over it and look squarely into her face.

‘Why did you tell them when I expressly told you not to?’

‘I didn’t, Simon,’ she said in a voice that was shaky and full of gathering tears now. ‘What is this? What have I done wrong now?’

He shook his head slowly from side to side, despairing of her. ‘You know what. You told them you were pregnant,’ he said quietly.

‘No, I—’

He slammed his hands down on the table. ‘Stop lying!’ and his shout brought the silence it demanded. He was staring at her in a way that would burn her eyes if she were to look back at his. Her body language screamed the weakness of doomed prey: her shoulders were slumped, her head bowed and she could not trade eye-contact.

He stood back and raked his fingers through his fair wavy hair. Very quietly now, but icily he continued, ‘I really don’t believe you sometimes. I asked you not to tell anyone. You agreed–swore that you wouldn’t–and then you just go right ahead and ignore me.’ His eyes were opened so wide they were more white than blue. She hated it when that happened; he looked like some mad twin of himself.

‘You just can’t keep that mouth of yours shut, can you? Pleasing them is just so much more important than pleasing me, isn’t it? Never mind about me, I’m of no importance!’

‘Please, I—’

‘Oh Helen, just…just fuck off. I don’t know why I bother trying to look out for you when all you do is throw it back in my face!’ He turned away from her; she stretched over and touched his arm but he shook her off.

Where had all this come from? thought Helen, who ten minutes ago had been laughing with her friends–celebrating a birthday and sharing the most wonderful news she would ever have to tell. She just wanted whatever this was to be over, so she confessed.

‘Simon, okay, I’ll come clean. I didn’t tell them, they guessed.’

There was a terrible heavy silence and then he laughed wearily.

‘Oh Helen! You are only seven weeks’ pregnant–how on earth could they guess? If you could only listen to yourself sometimes. Lies, lies, lies. You’ll strangle yourself with them one day. Do you know, you make me sick sometimes, physically sick.’

He looked down at her again, shaking his head from side to side as if she were a disappointing child.

‘I’ll sleep in the spare room tonight.’

‘Oh, please don’t sulk. I can’t stand it when you sulk.’

‘And I hate it when you lie, Helen!’

The spare room was at the end of the long hallway, a small, cold space. She watched him walk slowly down to it and open the door. Then he turned back to her, his face suddenly losing that mad mask and assuming another, a softer one, one full of quiet concern.

‘Go to bed, darling. You should not be getting yourself upset like this, it’s bad for you. Go on, you’re tired and it’s late. I’ll see you in the morning.’

He smiled a big blue-eyed-boy smile and yet he remained impervious to her hurt and huge eyes that were spilling such great watery drops they would have shamed other men to swift apology. His beautiful, lean body disappeared into the bedroom and he shut the door quietly behind him, which somehow seemed more of a rejection than if he had slammed it in her face.









Chapter 3




Barnsley School for Girls, 1977

Latin was most categorically not a dead language, but in the past few moments Gloria Ramsay had most definitely heard it contemplating suicide. It was not so much 2F’s collective declension of the noun urbs with the let’s-try-it-on omission of the genitive plural ‘i’ which turned the correct pronunciation of oor-be-um into a very relished HER-BUM, it was more that it was delivered in a broad Liverpudlian accent which would have had Caesar spinning in his tomb.

Her mental harrumph! was almost audible, but in fairness to the girls, Mr Walton had been their only source of intonation before he was held at Customs on his way back home from holidaying in Turkey. Yes, this confirmed her theory that Latin was not the sort of subject young men with regional accents, flared trousers and hippy shoulder bags who consulted the I Ching in the staffroom should be teaching. It belonged to those whose respect for the language was reflected in the sobriety and gravitas of their personal lives. These young male teachers were too much of a distraction to the girls and should never have been allowed into her school–as she thought of it. Old-fashioned and ‘past it’, oh yes, she was quite aware that this new wave of trendy teachers labelled her ‘Miss Rameses’, but surely here was the proof–as the class pronounced men-sas MENZ-ARSE–that her theories were grounded in intelligence and not prejudice.

She shuffled the girls like a pack of cards, breaking their social suits, splicing the good hearts and the diamonds into the black groups of clubs and spades, sending the knaves out to the four corners of the room.

‘This is where you will sit from now on,’ Miss Ramsay announced to the sea of disgruntled faces and accompanying whingeing ripple of, ‘Aw, Missssss.’

‘Again: men-sa, men-sa, men-sam,’ she encouraged in her ripe and rounded tones.

There was more than a cheeky hint of over-pronunciation from Elizabeth Collier, but even that was an improvement. Little monkeys like her were no match for Gloria Ramsay with her forty years’ teaching experience tucked under her brown plastic belt. Elizabeth was a very bright girl, though a little unruly–too much of her older sister Beverley in her, that was the problem. She would benefit from being seated with the gentle influence of Dr Luxmore’s daughter, Helen, quietly intelligent, if a little scatterbrained, and Janey Lee, for steady, deliberate ballast–a consistent ‘A’ for effort if not achievement. Together they made a very suitable triumvirate, although not a popular one, if their three faces, oddly similar with their masks of displeasure at this new grouping arrangement, were anything to go by…









Chapter 4




Cleef was around Elizabeth’s legs as soon as she had got in the house after Janey had dropped her off, a black silky shape mewing for attention, his tail a velvet curl of a question mark that asked: Where have you been? Where’s my loving?

‘You’ll break my neck one day, you will!’ she tutted at him, but with an affectionate smile, then she heard the snoring upstairs and her heart sank. Why did she ever let him have a key? Although to be fair to herself, she didn’t really, she just lent it to him one day and he never gave it back. Then things started to appear, as if by osmosis, from his house to hers: CDs, smelly trainers, dirty washing.

She picked up Cleef and they did their obligatory head-rubbing thing, then she plonked him in the big furry circle that was his bed and went upstairs. However careful she was not to wake the snoring form when she pivoted herself gently into her own bed, it didn’t work and it awoke, leaned over and immediately started fumbling with her.

‘Gerroff, Dean,’ she said.

‘Oh come on, we haven’t had it for ages,’ he said.


She did not want it then either. She did not want to feel anything inside her, so she took the short cut through all the pleadings and whining and relieved his frustrations a different way. Then he went back to sleep and Elizabeth stayed awake and stared ahead of her in the dark.

 

‘BUGGER!’ said Janey, finally landing the elusive ‘don’t forget’ that had been flitting around in her head. She had to tell Elizabeth who she was sure she had seen in the Co-op, who she had seen in the Co-op because there was no mistaking John Silkstone, even after seven years. She would have said hello, had she not been stuck at the only checkout with a good short queue and a till operator who did not click her ‘help’ light on every five seconds. She noted there was a little more grey in his still mad, dark hair and he looked even bigger than she remembered him to be, unless she had shrunk in her thirties. He stood head and shoulders above most people, like a big friendly giant holding a loaf–no, it was John Silkstone all right, there wasn’t anyone else it could have been. Janey made a positive mental note to ring her friend in the morning and tell her, although it was possible she would forget again. Just lately, her memory was getting terrible.

 

Nocturnal sleep? What’s that then, because I can’t remember, thought Elizabeth with some frustration. It must have been three o’clock when she eventually got off and then wished she hadn’t. She had one of those muddled dreams that seemed to open up all sorts of cupboards in her head and dredge everything out: Auntie Elsie was in it and Sam barking at her; Julia, Laurence and his one furry snake of an eyebrow chasing her up Rhymer Street whilst she tried to run away from him in big tartan slippers; Bev holding a really ugly baby; Helen crying because Janey was having an affair with Simon; Lisa laughing at her with him. She was glad to wake up–or at least she was until ten minutes later when she felt exhausted again.

I’m turning into a chuffing owl! she thought. A day off sick tempted her but spending it in bed with Dean set her feet in her slippers and off downstairs to put the kettle on pronto. She left him snoring in bed; he would get up at some point and make a messy breakfast no doubt. At least he would not be home when she got back from work, for the ‘Victoria’ called him like a Siren at five. That was one lady he would never disappoint with a surprise appearance.

 

The rumours about the Just the Job takeover had the whole building on edge, and tension hung in the air like a bad-egg smell. Julia ‘I don’t do good-mornings’ was sitting at her desk when Elizabeth walked in. The sight of the pouty vole-like face was enough to set the hairs on the back of her neck bristling so hard she could barely get her coat off over them. Her desk was invisible under a pile of new filing and an explanatory email waiting for her from Julia. It was such a far cry from the days of the late MD Mr Robinson, who breezed in with a, ‘Good morning,’ charm and warmth billowing behind him like an invisible cape. His presence warmed up the whole building; people smiled more and moaned less. Then he was sent out to pasture so that Eyebrow Man could move in to replace him. He died not long after, which was yet another reason to hate Laurence, should she need a spare. Robbo had managed quite adequately without a power-crazed, email-reliant ‘ass-istant’ who was supposedly a languages graduate. Universities must be taking anyone in these days, Elizabeth had thought when she first heard that one, for as far as she could make out, there wasn’t a lot of furniture in Julia’s attic. However, there was an enormous chest on the floor below that might have had something to do with her ascension to the seat at the side of Laurence’s throne.

It wasn’t hard to work out what Julia’s ‘sparkling potential’ translated as for a man who hadn’t worked out yet that bras didn’t have pupils, for the woman was a walking bouncy castle. What size her breasts were was anyone’s guess, but they were too big for the regular alphabet and had entered the realms of another–possibly 42 pi. They looked ridiculous on her baby-bird frame; her little bony legs were bowing under the weight of them, but there was no doubt that the Ice Man of business and the doe-eyed skinny runt with the overflowing cups enjoyed a rapport that lesser mortals would have killed to share with him. It was quite an achievement to connect with Laurence, seeing as his own PR department called him ‘the Prince of Darkness’, but whatever it was that was needed, Julia had it by the bucketload. Overnight, as holder of the ‘King’s ear’ she acquired status and power and she relished it like Lucrezia Borgia on PMT week.
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