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To DB. I’ll write those million happy
 endings that we couldn’t have especially for
you. My love, always. Greeneyes ×








Prologue




Spring-Clean Your Life!

 

Life feel too heavy and cluttered sometimes? Feel like you’re going nowhere? Did it ever cross your mind that all those little unwanted items in your cupboards are controlling you, draining your energies and anchoring you to the past? If you think all this sounds far-fetched, check out Mavis Calloway’s report on chapter 3 and see just how simple acts of clearing out some rubbish can put you on a path to your whole life moving forwards.
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Chapter 1




Sometimes the cosmos goes to a lot of trouble to help shift a life from its rut. On this occasion, for instance, it held up the dental technician on the M1 roadworks, gave the Practice secretary some tricky double bookings to cope with, and lumbered the dentist, Mr Swiftly, with a particularly awkward extraction that made his appointments run over by more than half an hour. All this so that the ante-room would be extra packed with bored people whiling away the time with the magazines in the rack, leaving just one tatty copy for Mrs Elouise Winter. And not just any mag, but Women by Women–the mag for women whose once-young and carnal energies were now ploughed into studying variations on hotpot and various crafts which were a bit too fuddy-duddy for Lou, despite the fact that, at thirty-five, she was starting to edge dangerously close to the chasm of middle age. Still, it was better than staring into space or reading posters about plaque. So she grabbed it and slotted herself into the only vacant seat, between a woman nervously tapping her foot and a pensioner who looked like Ernie Wise.

Lou turned to the recipes first but there was nothing to excite. Five delicious ways to serve a leg of lamb. She shuddered. Not even a naked Marco Pierre White carrying a sheep limb in on a platter with a red rose between his teeth could make that sound attractive to her. She could never think of lamb without picturing rubbery seams of fat and mint sauce and being six years old, sitting alone in the school dining room, pushing it around her plate, willing it to get smaller and disappear so she could join the others and go out to play. She remembered how Lesley Jones’s mum had written to the school demanding that her child should not be forced to eat butter beans, but Lou’s mother Renee had refused to do the same for her with a lamb-avoiding note. Tagged onto the end of that memory was the still-fresh feeling of relief when she discovered a kindly dinner lady who would scrape away the odious lamb into the slop bucket and release her from the sad agony of the impasse.

Lamb was her husband Phil’s favourite, although she had hardly ever cooked it for him before things went wrong between them, before his affair. Since those dark days, three and a half years ago, it had appeared quite a lot on her menu, as it would this very evening as a direct result of that little comment he had made last night about her putting some weight on. Lou had tried to shut it out of her mind, but it had continued to rotate in there like a red sock in a whites boil wash–destructive and unstoppable. Just when she had started to believe that she was on rock-solid ground, he had to go and make a comment about the size of her bottom.

Lou carried on flicking through the mag, desperate to find something to divert her thoughts, because she would go half-mad otherwise. There was a pattern for a crocheted lampshade that had a certain kitsch charm–except that Lou’s crocheting foray had begun and ended on the same afternoon when, aged eleven, she had made a succession of long tapeworm-like chains from some white wool. She never could work out how to do the turn onto the second and subsequent lines required to make the intricate tea-cosies or granny-square blankets that her sister Victorianna (or ‘Torah’ as she referred to herself these days) could so effortlessly make. Then again, Victorianna could always turn her hand to anything, as their mother boasted to unfortunate visitors when showing off her younger daughter’s accomplishments. ‘Except to ringing home when she doesn’t want something or to asking you to visit,’ Lou had wanted to snipe. But didn’t. It wouldn’t have made any difference anyway. Victorianna had been on her pedestal for so long, not even a nuclear explosion would nudge her off it.

Top ten dressing-gowns. Write your own will. Spring-clean your life! Jeez, is this what is waiting for me around the age corner? thought Lou. It was looking more and more as if, one day, her interest in shoes and nice handbags would suddenly be diverted to mastering the art of laughing safely without causing a small Niagara Falls in the knicker area, or dislodging one’s false teeth. The dressing-gowns were dire, unless you liked the sort of nylon quilting that could give you a free perm if you happened to brush past something metallic, and she had already written her will–not that she had any Picassos to leave to anyone. Nevertheless, there were at least three people in front of her to see Mr Swiftly, so there was nothing for it but to try and be interested in having a good clear-out.


The article explained how unburdening your cupboards of those unwanted and unused knick-knacks will lighten your spirit to a degree you would not think possible. How liberated you will feel, burning all those recipes you cut out from magazines and never tried, not to mention throwing away those garments in the wardrobe which are four sizes too small–the clothes you hoped you’d slim into and never did.

The clothes bit in particular struck a chord with Lou. How long had those grey check, size eight trousers been waiting for her super-slim bum to rematerialize? She did a quick tally and was horrified to discover they had clocked up twelve years on both pre-marital and postmarital coat-hangers. In fact, she had gone up nearly two stone since deciding once and for all that she was going to slim down into them, and if Phil was to be believed last night, she was getting even bigger.

She had lain awake in the wee small hours, thinking how she needed to throttle back on the calories–she didn’t even dare to imagine what would happen if Phil’s eyes started wandering again. To thin women. She needed to get a grip. Quickly.

Clear your house and clear your mind. Don’t let life’s clutter dictate to you. Throw it away and take back the control! the article cried, and some blind, lost part within Lou Winter lifted its head as if sensing light. She couldn’t remember the last time she had thrown anything out that wasn’t everyday wheelie-bin rubbish, and yet her cupboards were full to bursting. At worst it would give her something to do that might divert her thoughts from where they had started to go.

Wearing her best ‘nothing to declare’ face, she slipped the magazine into her bag when it was her time to be called. It wouldn’t be missed, she decided, and it wouldn’t have withstood another reading. To compensate, she had a huge pile of magazines at home that she would bring over and donate in its place, when she began her so-called ‘miraculous’ clear-out.

If only she could start by clearing out her husband’s comment from her head…









Chapter 2




At eight-thirty that evening, Philip Michael Winter, thirty-eight years old, owner of P.M. Autos as well as the first sign of a paunch and a bald patch which was becoming harder to hide with every passing day, sat back in his chair and let rip with a long fruity burp of approval.

‘Fantastic that, love.’

Lou smiled and he basked in the fact that he had made that smile happen. Never let it be said that he was one of those blokes who didn’t compliment his wife. Oh no, he always shared the feeling of satisfaction in his belly with Lou. She deserved to know when he had enjoyed his dinner. Lou was a good wife–the best. He never had to hunt around for a fresh shirt, the house was always clean, she cooked like an angel and she never turned him down in the bedroom. She was the perfect ‘surrendered wife’–well, she was now, after a bit of training. Although, let’s face it, Lou was pretty lucky to be married to him. He had put a nice four-bedroomed roof over her head and, thanks to the success of his used-car lot, they had all the latest mod-cons, decking in the garden and plasma TVs in three rooms.

Lou had been with him from the beginning, when all he had were dreams of running his own car lot, the drive to see them through and an appointment with the bank manager. P.M. Autos was a family business, and as such he liked Lou to do all the accounts for him because no one was more trustworthy than his wife and she was bloody good at number-crunching. There was plenty of money in the bank so she could pay all the bills. He even encouraged her to have a little part-time job so she could have some independence and extra money for shoes and make-up and other women things. But only part-time–he didn’t want anything that might tire her too much, or interfere with his coming home every evening to a meal made by his own personal chef. He saved a fortune on restaurants. What was the point in going out? No one could cook like Lou and she would rather do it herself than have an inferior meal in fancy surroundings. He’d had the dining room and kitchen made into one huge cooking area for her and built a beautiful conservatory onto the side of the house in which to feed up and seduce potential business contacts with his wife’s superior fare. And she was more than happy to do that for him. He knew this, although he hadn’t actually asked her. But to be fair to him, had she ever said, ‘Let’s go out for a change’? Well, not since his diversion from the straight and narrow she hadn’t, anyway.

Tonight’s offering was melt-in-the-mouth pink lamb cutlets, mange tout, sweet apple potatoes and caramelized carrots (which he would desecrate with half a pint of home-made mint sauce)–and it was his absolute favourite. There were no sharers either, for he knew Lou and lamb went together like Dracula and garlic cloves. She had a small, bland egg salad herself, he noted with a little twisted smile. It was amazing how many ripples he could cause just by slapping his wife’s backside as she climbed into bed and saying oh-so-innocently, ‘Putting a bit of weight on again, aren’t you, old girl?’ The merest hint that she might be letting herself go and Lou was thrown back to that place of insecurity which he considered it healthy for her to visit occasionally–just to keep her on her toes and make her appreciate what she had.

To an outsider that might have sounded hard–borderline sadistic even–but Phil Winter would have argued how wrong they were. He cared about his marriage–and needed to be reassured that his wife felt the same and was prepared to put her share of the effort in as well. He didn’t want Lou falling down the slippery slope of not caring what she looked like and ending up like his business colleague Fat Jack’s wife Maureen who hadn’t just gone downhill, she’d travelled there on a bobsleigh.

And now, whilst Lou had a Muller Light, he shovelled down a toffee-apple crumble with calvados cream and Lou poured him out a whopping great brandy to follow. If he wasn’t too tired, he thought he might even initiate some hanky-panky this evening, knowing that Lou would be more than grateful for a bit of sexual security. A woman on the edge tried so much harder in bed, as he had found. For Phil Winter, life couldn’t have been better.

•   •   •

But it could have been better for Lou Winter, even though she did have what her mother would have said was a very good thing going on, what with her nice house, healthy bank account, holidays abroad and a husband who worked hard. One of Phil’s most attractive features in his wife’s eyes was how much he enjoyed his food. She could never have married a man who was picky.

In saying that, her unmarried fantasies had been more about staring into the eyes of Marco Pierre White, the candlelight between them emphasizing his saturnine glower as he savagely ripped up hunks of garlic-heavy ciabatta to feed to her, his lips glistening with traces of oil, balsamic vinegar and a blood-red Shiraz. He was the only man she and her old friend Deb would ever have fought over. Lou didn’t really go for tall men like Deb did, but he ticked so many other boxes on her list that she would have overlooked that aspect–if she’d been given the opportunity. A passionate, food-adoring Yorkshireman-cum-Italian…oh, especially the Italian part…

The thought of Deb brought a smile to her lips and an unexpected lump to her throat. She coughed it away and turned her attention to Phil. The image of his shiny chin and satiated grin didn’t have quite the same effect on her as the enfant terrible of gastronomy–but that was real life for you. Her dreams were long gone.

Lou cleared up the plates and slotted them into the dishwasher, slamming the door on the sickly, minty smell. No one could ever guess how much she hated lamb, what misery it stood for. She pressed the button and the machine whirred and sloshed into action. The suds hit the pans and the plates and the cutlery, obliterating all traces of the meal, just like the dinner lady did, all those many years ago. But this time there was no sense of the freedom that had sent her skipping into the playground, and no tidal wave of relief that her ordeal, at least for now, was over.









Chapter 3




Lou dropped her bag at the side of her desk, eased out of her overcoat and prepared to fortify herself with a coffee from the swanky new machine in the staff canteen. It looked very strong, very black, and had what looked like spit floating on top of it.

‘Who goffed in your coffee?’ said Karen, her work partner-in-crime currently sticking her chin over Lou’s shoulder. ‘Yuk! What is that?’

Lou smiled. Their relationship wasn’t the deep alliance that she had shared with her once-best friend, Deb. It probably wouldn’t have survived outside the workplace, where age gaps and living distances, different focuses and commitments would have got in the way. But Karen was a true comrade in the office. She worked, as Lou did, job-share Monday, Thursday and Friday. Although their office manager had tried to alter that to split them up, she had failed. Karen made Lou laugh lots with her irreverence, her warmth, her gorgeously plummy accent and her big snorty chuckles. Plus their banter coloured the days that their common enemy, Nicola ‘Jaws’ Pawson, did her best to reduce to monochrome.

Nicola was a weird one, that was for sure. Pretty and slim, she looked quite benign until she opened her mouth to reveal a gobful of metal that would have made her an indispensable tool to a plumber. There had been a lot of crude jokes about what she was supposed to have done to the Chief Accountant Roger Knutsford in the lift at the Christmas party with that mouth, especially when he lost his voice in the New Year and started talking like a eunuch.

In stark contrast Karen was a dark-haired farmer’s daughter, built like an Amazonian warrior with shoulders that would have scared off Jonah Lomu in a scrum, but she had the most beautiful posh husky voice, thanks to good genes, old money and a grandmother who had been a private elocution teacher. Karen wore the brightest colours in the spectrum and the reddest lipsticks in House of Fraser, and decorated her largeness with no attempt to hide anything she had. In fact, the combined ingredients of Karen Harwood-Court cooked up to make one hell of a sexy woman. It wasn’t hard to understand why she was the object of so much male office-leering–not that Karen was interested in a relationship at this point in her life. But then, men were always drawn to what they couldn’t have.

‘You seem in an extra relaxed mood today,’ Lou said, taking a sip of her drink and wincing as it punched the back of her throat.

‘Nicola’s off. Can’t you tell? The room temperature’s up twenty centigrade and there aren’t any thunderclouds above us.’ Karen’s eyes floated around the room as if feasting on a tangible lightness.

Stan Mirfield, the oldest office administrator, bounded in and threw his briefcase on the desk as if it were an Olympic finishing line and every nano-second counted, which with Nicola in charge, it did. He lived out in some country place and didn’t drive. That hadn’t been a problem until the last few months when the council had farted around with the timetables and the first bus of the morning got him into the town centre at ten to nine, leaving him with a paltry ten minutes to get to the office by nine. He was a physical and a psychological wreck by the time he’d reached the accounts floor.

Huffing like an old asthmatic steam engine, Stan wiped frantically at the sweat on his face.

‘Chill, Stanley, she’s not in,’ called Karen.

‘You what, love?’

‘She’s not in–Jaws. She’s away today.’

‘Ill, I hope,’ said normally kind-hearted Stan.

‘Apparently so. One of her cloven hooves has fallen off.’

Stan punched at the air with a ‘yes’.

Karen leaned into Lou. ‘Is it worth getting himself in a state like that for? He’ll have a heart-attack before he gets to his pension,’ she said, with some anger on Stan’s behalf. They both watched him go through his normal routine before settling down to work. He would graft quietly and efficiently at his desk like a well-oiled machine all day, without loitering around coffee-machines and circulating jokes from the internet, as did a huge percentage of the staff.

‘If I ran a department with people like him in it, I wouldn’t give a bugger if they were a few minutes late,’ Karen went on.

‘Has he had a word with HR to give him some leeway?’ asked Lou.


‘She has, apparently,’ said Karen, sneering on the ‘she’. ‘Stan said she told him that Bowman said it wasn’t an option.’ She pulled back her top lip, exposing the maximum teeth for her to do a Nicola impression: ‘ “Human Resources have made it quite clear to me that the original contract you signed says you start at nine. By not starting at nine you are in breach of that contract.” Or words to that effect. Enough to dangle the sack over him as per normal.’

‘Poor old Stan,’ tutted Lou, torturing herself with another slug of coffee. ‘I bet she never told them that the guy hardly ever takes his full lunch-hour.’

‘No. Instead, she told him that he should take part-time hours, but that would affect his pension so he can’t–although she knows that, of course. Right, must get on,’ said Karen, rubbing her hands together in preparation.

‘Hmmm, that looks exciting,’ Lou said with sarcasm as she pointed to an enormous bound set of computer print-outs taking up most of Karen’s desk.

‘I have an anomaly to find. Rogering Roger has lost twenty thousand pounds somewhere in here and he can’t find it, so he gave it to lucky old me to do it for him.’

Roger Knutsford had acquired his nickname in deference to his reputation for appreciating figures–of the young, female variety more than the numeric.

‘So much for being the big cheese. You should ask him for some of his salary,’ said Lou, adding slyly, ‘Course, you could always aim to be a senior accountant yourself…’

‘Shut up, Lou, and lend me your ruler,’ Karen sighed.

Lou opened up her drawer, which was a veritable Aladdin’s cave of disorganized stationery. After five minutes of foraging and mumbles of, ‘Hang on, it’s in here somewhere,’ she handed over her rather grubby ruler.

Clear that clutter.

The thought came to her as surely as if someone had whispered it softly and seductively into her ear.

•   •   •

‘What on earth are you doing?’ Karen asked five minutes later as Lou wrestled with the drawer, heaving it out from the body of the cabinet under her desk. Then she turned it over and emptied the contents out onto the carpet, dropping to her knees by the small mountain of detritus. She had had no idea her drawer could hold so much. It was like a Tardis. She would probably have her hand exterminated by a lurking Dalek in a minute.

‘Well, seeing as Jaws is not in,’ Lou panted, ‘I’m having a springclean.’

‘You’ve timed it perfectly. It’s March the twenty-first–the first day of spring today,’ said Karen, tapping her desk calendar.

‘Yep, and I’m going to do something on this first day of spring that is long overdue.’

‘You’re NOT going to burn that burgundy suit at long last, are you?’ asked Karen, laughing hard at her own sarcasm.

‘Ha ha. No, I’m going to clear out some rubbish,’ Lou replied.

‘Same thing.’

‘You really are a cheeky sod–there’s nothing wrong with my suit.’ Lou put her hands mock indignantly on her hips. The suit cladding them was functional, if a little old-fashioned, but she felt nicely inconspicuous in it. Twenty-somethings had a different clothes agenda. They didn’t want to melt into the background and couldn’t understand why anyone else would want to be there either.

‘It messes about with your shape. Makes you look dumpy.’

‘I am dumpy,’ said Lou. ‘Plus at thirty-five I don’t think anyone is looking to me to be a fashion icon.’

‘Good job.’

‘Don’t mince your words on my behalf,’ Lou huffed.

‘I mean it, Lou. Whoever sold it to you should be shot at dawn. In fact, why wait? Shoot them immediately for a crime as severe as that.’

‘Oh go and boil your head.’

Karen twisted around in her chair to give Lou her full attention.

‘Lou Winter, you have great hair, great tits, and eyes that make you look about sixteen. Didn’t anyone ever tell you about diamonds and settings? If I had your attributes I’d be pushing them in everyone’s face. You just don’t appreciate what you’ve got.’ She stared down wistfully at her own A cups. ‘You are such an attractive woman. Why the hell do you insist on hiding yourself away?’

‘I’m not hiding myself away. But at thirty-five—’

‘Listen to yourself! Thirty-five isn’t old.’

‘You’re twenty-five–you’re supposed to say I’m ancient.’

‘You have an outstanding talent for not making the best of yourself, you know. You push everyone onwards but yourself.’

‘Keep your horses on,’ said Lou, but Karen was on a roll and had no intention of stopping now, not even to take the rise out of another of Lou’s Lou-isms.

‘You could have had Jaws’s job if you’d applied for it. So really it’s your fault we’re all so bloody miserable, if you think about it. We’d all much rather have worked for you than Sheffield-Steel Face. It makes me so cross to see ability go to waste.’

‘Oh, is that so?’ countered Lou, with the confidence of a defence barrister who has just discovered a loophole the size of Brazil in a key prosecution witness’s evidence. ‘Well, whilst we’re on the subject of “making the best of ourselves”…’ She walked on her knees over to her handbag, humming, ‘Hi ho, hi ho…’ then got out a leaflet and rustled it at Karen. ‘Here. I got you this.’

‘What is it?’ Karen took it tentatively.

‘Accountancy courses. I picked it up for you when I passed the college.’

‘Oh, I haven’t got time for all that education stuff.’ Karen dismissed it immediately.

‘One day a week, that’s all.’

‘When would I do my housework?’

‘Sod the housework.’

‘And what about the children?’

‘They’re at school, as you well know.’

‘And what do I do in the school holidays?’

‘Well, the college will have the same holidays, won’t it, twerp? And your mum and dad would have the children at the farm, you know that.’

‘What about the cost?’

‘You could go down to Human Resources. They’re always harping on about courses so they must have a decent budget for them. If not, this is a big investment in your future–you could do it. It would be a pinch but you could do it. Beg, steal, borrow it–you’d recoup your costs when you qualify.’

‘If. If I qualify.’

‘Come on, Karen! Roger Knutsford is sending stuff down to you that he won’t give to his own team. You won’t have the slightest problem. You’re a natural with numbers and you know it.’

‘You’re better than I am with numbers. Why don’t you go and do it yourself?’

‘Because I have no interest in carving out a career in accountancy like you do,’ Lou volleyed. ‘God may have given me a bit of ability with numbers, but my heart belongs to pastry.’

Karen stamped down on the smile that was forcing itself out of her. ‘You’ve got all this worked out, haven’t you?’ Lou was so comical sometimes. Really nice and funny and such a warm person. She would have made some kid a fantastic mum.

‘Seriously, you would walk this course,’ said Lou with conviction. Slyly she tickled Karen’s Achilles heel. ‘And think of what you could do with a qualified accountant’s wage. You could dress your two boys in all the latest designer gear, give them a private education, buy them elocution lessons so they could drive their own office managers insane with jealousy one day…’

‘Unfair!’ said Karen. But Lou had a bulldog hold on her interest now.

‘You could work from home, get an au pair in…’

‘You really are a dreadful manipulative old bag, Lou Winter!’


‘No Jaws to contend with and your own coffee-machine coughing away in the background…’

‘Oh, pur-lease!’

‘Or you could be running this place, making Stan’s life less of a misery, getting Zoe through a day when she wasn’t in tears.’

‘OK, OK, I’ll read it. If…’

Lou knew what was coming, but was resigned to it.

‘Go on, say it then. Have your moment.’

‘You burn that suit.’

Lou laughed. ‘You enrol on that course and I’ll burn all my suits and replace them with crop-tops and mini-skirts.’

‘That I’d just love to see,’ said Karen, opening up the college leaflet. ‘Now, I’m interested.’

•   •   •

The magazine article had promised that clearing out unwanted items would dramatically improve her mood and energy levels. By four o’clock, Lou wasn’t quite convinced that clearing out a couple of drawers had been wholly responsible for her having had such a really good day. It could have been because Nicola wasn’t there, which had everyone in a mood jollier than The Sound of Music nuns, or because it was a Friday–and no ordinary Friday either, but one preceding a week where she had booked the Monday off to use up some holiday. But she had to admit it had made a weird contribution to her happy mood and sense of real achievement.

There had been a healthy satisfaction in seeing all her paperclips and staples in their organized compartments, dead memos in the bin and the foolscap files in the drawer now emptied of all outdated paperwork. She had transferred all the information scribbled down on scrappy notes into her desk diary then she had wiped down her desktop and her computer screen and raised her eyebrows at the dirt residue on the cloth–shame old Tin Teeth didn’t have jurisdiction over the cleaners. And when she came to do some actual accounts work in the afternoon, the tidiness of her workspace somehow made her feel extra efficient.

At the end of the day, she put everything she usually left out on her desk inside her drawer. It looked so fresh it almost made her want to sit at it and start working again.

‘Good God,’ said Karen, poking her head round Lou’s section. ‘I need my sunglasses on to look at your desk. Have you sold all your stationery on eBay?’

‘Wouldn’t know where to start doing that.’

‘Too technical for you pensioners, eh? At least you should get a cleaning job here.’

Lou smiled. ‘Clean as a flute, if I say so myself.’

‘Whistle, Lou–clean as a whistle.’ Karen smiled. Lou should never have been given unsupervised charge of the English language.

‘You can put in a good word for me when you’re a qualified accountant and running the place.’

‘Knickers, darling,’ said Karen, breezing out of the door, like the Queen on a day off. ‘Have a lovely long weekend and I’ll see you–without your burgundy suit, I hope–next Thursday.’









Chapter 4




Phil liked a curry on Friday nights after he had been for his usual workout at the gym, so the kitchen had a warm and exotic air as Lou stirred a selection of her own mixed spices into the pot of chicken which was bubbling away in its garlicky tomato marinade.

Her text alarm went off. It was from her friend Michelle. OFF OUT TO SNARE DAVE. WISH ME LUCK That came as a bit of a surprise to Lou, as the last conversation they had had was that he was a complete dickhead and Michelle wouldn’t have him back if he walked across hot coals to deliver armfuls of rare orchids to her. Lou texted back GOOD LUCK! She knew in her heart of hearts though, that Michelle was heading for disappointment and would probably be on the phone tomorrow in tears.

Michelle had fancied rugged builder Dave for ages and had got lucky one night, two months ago, when he was exceedingly drunk. However, since then, he had made polite but hurried exits from her company. Michelle had convinced herself that the more she was in his face, the more he would realize she was the woman for him, and thus pursued him at every turn possible. He was apparently the most gorgeous man she had ever met, although she had said the same about Colin–and Liam and John and Gaz and Jez, two Ians and a Daz. That wasn’t counting Death Row Dane she hooked up with on the internet (who was also a ‘kind, gentle soul in need of loving from a good Christian woman’ and had been falsely accused of slaughtering six gas-station owners). Lou’s advice to her that maybe she should be less keen had been interpreted in Michelle’s own special way, and now whenever she had managed to seek poor Dave out, she proceeded to ignore him–laughing loudly and flirting outrageously with anyone nearby. It was the sort of thing Lou had done with Andy Batty when she was fourteen. But then Lou was hardly an expert at relationships and, as such, in no place to preach.

•   •   •

The opening notes to Coronation Street played out on the portable TV in the corner, signifying the time that Lou called ‘wine o’clock’. She always had a glass of red whilst she was cooking, but when she went to get the corkscrew, it was as if she was looking at the cutlery drawer for the first time.

Lordy, this could do with a clear-out, she thought, looking down at the strange gadgets she had bought to experiment with and never used, including the miracle potato peeler abandoned at the first attempt and ancient spatulas she never used since Phil bought her a new set of them as part of his last Christmas present. She opened the drawer beneath it too–the one she used for scraps, string, Sellotape, nail clippers and all the motley collection of familiar bits and pieces which didn’t belong anywhere else. She picked out the old green scrunchie stained with ink from a leaky pen, a rusted-up padlock and key which had been there for ever, and a pamphlet for the Indian takeaway in town which had been closed down last Christmas after maggots had been found in the bhajees. She dropped them in the bin and wondered why on earth she hadn’t done such a simple and easy thing as that before.

She pulled open the bottom drawer. It needed an extra tug because it was so crammed with cloths made from Phil’s old vests and cut-up tea towels. Did she really need so many? The timer buzzer went then, demanding her attention, and Lou closed all the drawers.

‘Tomorrow,’ she decided.

•   •   •

At the car lot, Phil shook his head in disgust and prepared to be in pain.

Sharon Higgins, the sum of two hundred and fifty pounds.

Whenever he wrote out the wording on these cheques his mind always whirred into calculations that plunged downwards like a big spoon and stirred up the contents of his stomach. Ten years of £200 per month was £24,000, plus another eight years of £250 per month brought the total to £48,000. Not counting the fact that the bitch might ask for another increase at some point. Then there was the possibility that they might carry on in full-time education until they were twenty-two. Or longer, if they were going to be doctors or something extra brainy. It was lukewarm comfort that he’d received no surprise letter from the CSA, who would demand a hell of a lot more money from him. He could only guess that she was on some sort of benefit fiddle. Forty-eight thousand quid!

He had only laid eyes on the leech children once, when he and Lou were shopping one Christmas at Meadowhall five years ago. They had literally bumped into Sharon and her mother and the kids outside the Father Christmas grotto. No words had been exchanged. Sharon had whipped the kids away with a sort of panic that suggested he might immediately bond with them, although nothing could have been further from the truth. To him, they were just two small, ordinary, dark-eyed, blonde-haired kids who he hadn’t felt a thing for then, or since. Nothing positive anyway, only resentment that they were probably going to take at least £48,000 out of his bank account–and that wasn’t including interest. He groaned.

Two nights he had spent with Sharon. One of which he couldn’t remember at all, he was so drunk. But apparently they’d done it three times, which would work out at sixteen thousand pounds per shag!

He first met her on a night out in Chesterfield a couple of years before Lou came on the scene. Sharon was the clichéd twenty-year-old bimbo barmaid with long legs, massive tits, blonde hair and eyes like big blue sapphires. She was a bit weighty around the hips but that was easily forgiven in view of all her other attributes. He hypnotized her easily by flashing a bit of cash, and three posh meals, a silver bracelet, a four-foot teddy bear and two bottles of champagne later, she was in his bed.

She had said that the champagne was too dry (why didn’t the silly cow tell him that in the first place and save him fifty quid then?), and had a Diet Coke instead, so he was lumbered with it, and he wasn’t going to waste it at those prices despite the fact that it didn’t sit happily with the lager and the vodkas already sloshing around his system. She assured him he had been fantastic though.

The second time, he made sure he was stone cold sober but the sex had been a bit of a let-down, to say the least. She might have had a lovely bod, but she was one of those annoying types who wanted cuddling and hours of foreplay before he could get anywhere near the main target area. The conversation was like wading through treacle in concrete boots. Plus it didn’t help when he’d pleasured her and she refused to reciprocate in the same way because apparently she didn’t do blow jobs. He was, quite frankly, bored by the morning and decided, over their post-coital Little Chef breakfast, that she had to go. He had a feeling she might have turned out to be too clingy and expensive if he didn’t sever it, although he didn’t realize just how expensive until she turned up unannounced at the car lot that he managed five months later waddling like a fat duck and supporting her back, not only pregnant with one sprog, but two. They were his apparently, without a doubt. There was a history of twins in the Winter family which added immediate credibility to her claim. But anyway, she had a supporting ultrasound-scan picture for proof.

To his insurmountable relief she said she didn’t want him to assume any responsibility, he wouldn’t be named on the birth certificate as father and she didn’t want him in the twins’ life and confusing them with periodic duty visits. Then she undid all her good work by saying she expected him to contribute to some costs. She dropped the word into the waters of their conversation like a two-ton pebble and he felt the ripples all the way to the bank. She named her price–£200 per calendar month. Payment on the dot and she would promise to keep the CSA out of it. It was at that point that he asked her if she was sure he was the father.

She spun on him like a Tasmanian Devil.

‘What do you think I am!’ she screamed as he tried desperately to shush her up. ‘You seduced me with lines like “you’ve got the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen” ’ (which he remembered saying), ‘and “we don’t need to bother with condoms because I’ve had the snip!” ’ (which he couldn’t remember saying at all)!

‘You used me,’ she spat, ‘then when you got what you wanted, you buggered off and didn’t want to know me. I believed you so much about the snip, it never crossed my mind I could be pregnant–and when I found out I was, it was too bloody late to abort. So this is all your fault, you lying tosser.’

She might have been thick as pigshit for believing that line, presuming he did use it, but Phil did actually have a stab of guilt at that point, especially when she started crying, although it didn’t stop her ranting. If he wanted proof, she had no worries about getting DNA samples and going down the CSA route, she raved. She threatened him with her uncles, her dad, the newspapers, Jerry Springer…He pacified her with a coffee and a Kit-Kat and the promise of a taxi home, and made a mental note never to have casual unprotected sex again.

He got a birth announcement seven and a half months after the shag he couldn’t remember. It was a perfunctory note with her bank details at the bottom. The babies were premature but doing well, she said. The unsaid message was: start the payments. Though he would never admit this to anyone, Phil secretly hoped they were premature enough to slip quietly away and free him of at least eighteen years of cheque sending–plus the stamps (it all mounted up!). He didn’t hear anything from her again until the children were ten, when she asked for fifty pounds more per month. He complied because it wasn’t worth rocking the boat over, especially as the business was doing so well and the CSA payments would have been sickening. In fact, until he and Lou had bumped into Sharon in Meadowhall that Christmas, he didn’t even know that she’d had one of each. Sharon hadn’t changed much; she was a bit harder-looking in the face maybe and she’d lost the lard off her arse. He remembered no details about the kids except for their eyes, which were round and brown like a pair of fledgling owls, or should that be cuckoos. Bloody evil cuckoos nesting in his bank account, open-mouthed, demanding and insatiable, bleeding him fucking dry.

The Sharon and kids episode had been a great shake-up for Phil. He’d had a charmed life until then. When Phil and Celia, his sister, were very small, their parents split up and compensated their children by spoiling them rotten with the best things money could buy. The Winter children had grown up with an inflated sense of their own worth, a habit of getting all their own way and an obsession with hard cash. They smoothly entered adulthood under the impression that they were invincible–which was compounded when business success and money gravitated to them. Their confidence helped them attract the attentions of the opposite sex, but Sharon’s outsmarting of Phil had knocked his self-belief and shaken him to the core. Since then he had striven for bigger and better deals than anyone else, to prove to himself that he was once again top dog and he clung on for grim death to all he owned. Nor did he ever again get out of his depth when flirting with a woman. Everything that happened to Phil Winter, Sharon Higgins excepted, had to be on Phil Winter’s terms. That included pulling the rug from under his wife’s feet every so often. That she never failed to climb back on it for him was the biggest indication he had that he was back on the right track.

Just as he had sealed the envelope and thumped a second-class stamp on it, Bradley, his second-in-command, popped his head around the door and grinned, waving a log book.

‘Got it!’

‘The MG?’

‘Yep. Daft old cow took the twelve hundred cash, and young Colin’s taking it over to Fat Jack’s in the morning.’

‘You bloody star! Nice bonus for you this week, cocker.’

Not too nice, though–a hundred quid was fair, especially as he himself had more or less made the deal and it was only up to Bradley to do the formalities and get the dithering owner to stick her signature on the paperwork. Twelve hundred in cash, for a vehicle that would be worth four times that by the time it came back from Fat Jack’s body shop. And that wasn’t counting the best bit–the personalized number-plate that was worth at least ten grand. The pensioner who sold it thought she was getting a good deal, too. Which she was, since by taking away that ‘old banger’ of hers he had effectively freed up a big space in her garage and relieved her of the worry of taxing and insuring it. Plus she probably wouldn’t live long enough to spend twelve hundred quid anyway.

Maybe there was a God after all. A good old capitalist God Who helped those who helped themselves.









Chapter 5




As Lou snapped on her Marigolds on Saturday morning, the phone rang. It was exactly eight o’clock on a fine March laundry day for anyone with beds to change–i.e. bright and breezy. The frying pan was still hot from Phil’s cooked breakfast, the man himself was barely out of the drive and Lou didn’t need to check the number display to know it was Michelle.

‘Hello, how are you?’ said an over-chirpy voice.

‘I’m OK. You’re up early. You all right?’

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ although the crescendo of sniffs told otherwise.

‘Sure?’

‘Nooo…’

Michelle was never all right. Well, that wasn’t quite true, for she had been quite all right three years ago when they had first met at the Advanced Indian Cuisine course, on which Lou had enrolled to please Phil. This was at a time when she was desperately seeking to make herself more indispensable in his eyes–and in the absence of an Advanced Blow Job course, that was the next best thing.


Lou and Michelle seemed to be the only ones capable of boiling an egg in the class, and the constant exasperations of their easily inflamed Indian tutor with his strange half-Asian, half-broad Barnsley accent, sent them into flurries of giggles which they carried to the college coffee-bar after class. They swapped phone numbers and met outside class a couple of times, and the increasingly frequent calls between their houses were as light and frothy as a six-egg sponge cake. There was a big fat space waiting in Lou’s heart for a friend after Deb had gone from her life, and Michelle filled it perfectly. Well, in the beginning anyway. The foundations of their budding friendship had been so strong that Lou hadn’t really noticed the first cracks appearing. Cracks that quickly seemed to deepen to fissures, and before long there were Grand Canyons springing up everywhere.

Sometimes Lou was ashamed that she felt so drained by Michelle’s constant depressions, especially when she thought back to the giggles and the fun they’d had in their cookery class, before their friendship had been tested by any outside traumas. Then again, she remembered her own neediness in those awful months when Deb was there to listen to her, often in the middle of the night when she couldn’t bear the thought of going to sleep and dreaming distorted dreams. When she woke up to find herself in a huge, empty, cold bed. When she felt half-insane: selfish, self-obsessed, unable to see anything past her own pain. When she thought her head would explode from the questions that tormented her. When she grabbed at anything that might fill some of the great hungry hollow inside her. She had clung to Deb like a vine, as Michelle now clung to her. True friends stuck around when the going got tough, so how could Lou even think of turning her back on Michelle in her hour (well, many hours) of need?

‘Well, I got to the pub,’ snuffled Michelle. ‘And Dave was there.’

‘Yes?’

‘All I said was, “Hello there”.’

‘I’m listening.’

The dénouement was coming; Lou could feel the sobs crescendo-ing.

‘And he turned around in front of everyone,’ more tears and sniffs, ‘and he said…he said…’

‘Go on,’ urged Lou.

‘And he said, “Stop stalking me, get a life and piss off, you bunny-boiling bitch!” ’

Lou cringed on her side of the phone. What on earth would be the right thing to say to that? She decided, unwisely in retrospect, to respond with: ‘Oh well, that’s that then.’

‘Is that all you can say?’ Michelle half-screamed at her.

‘I…I didn’t mean…mean it like that,’ Lou stuttered. ‘I just meant that now you’re in no doubt that…’ He’s not interested, she was going to say. ‘He’s not the man for you,’ sounded kinder. ‘Now you can finally move on.’

‘But what if this morning he’s thinking, God, I was a bit hard on her last night–and now he feels guilty and really sorry for me?’

‘Do you really want a man who feels sorry for you?’

‘I don’t care, I just want him.’

‘Michelle, let him go,’ Lou said as warmly and supportively as she could. ‘Maybe you should stay totally away from men until you have given yourself some time to get strong. Are you really in the right place to fall in love again?’

‘I’m not the sort of person who can survive without a man. Some people aren’t. I’m not meant to be alone!’ Michelle bleated.

‘You don’t want just any man though, do you? You’re giving out signals that say, “Hello, idiots of the world! Come and get me–I’m vulnerable”!’ said Lou.

‘Nobody loves me though, Lou. I’m so lonely,’ said Michelle, snorting back tears. ‘Anyway, men like vulnerable women and no one is more vulnerable than me.’

Oh, how Lou wished she had the courage to say, ‘Please grow up, Michelle,’ after twelve exasperating loops of the same conversation, but she could no more have said it aloud than lap-danced in front of Prince William.

‘Isn’t loneliness a little better than being tormented like this?’ said Lou eventually.

‘How do you know what loneliness is? You’re married!’ Michelle cried. Which was so funny, Lou almost cried herself.

‘Look, Lou,’ said Michelle, after another ten minutes of the same self-pitying rant. ‘This is silly, wasting money talking on the phone. Why don’t you come round for a bit and I’ll cook lunch?’

‘I can’t this morning,’ said Lou. ‘I’ve got stuff to do.’

‘Like what?’ Michelle replied with a little huff.

‘Well, domestic things, then I’ll be making Phil’s lunch,’ Lou said, wondering why she was explaining but still doing it all the same.

‘Phil, Phil, Phil–all you think about is Phil,’ Michelle snapped, which Lou thought was a bit rich, coming from someone who had just been called ‘a bunny-boiling bitch’. But Lou also knew how easy it was to slip into obsession until it felt like normal daily behaviour.

‘I’m sorry–that was mean,’ said Michelle, dissolving again. ‘I’m such a horrible person. No wonder I’m by myself.’

‘Don’t be silly, you aren’t horrible at all and you’ll find someone lovely one day very soon, I’m absolutely sure of it.’

‘OK, I’ll go now then.’

‘Listen, I’ll ring you later. Go and do something nice. Cheer yourself up by buying something frivolous in town.’

‘Yes, I will,’ Michelle wobbled.

‘Chin up–he wasn’t worth it. You can do so much better,’ said Lou, although she did happen to think the bloke had been remarkably patient in the circumstances. Being stalked by a middle-aged woman in a leather mini-skirt and anaemic-white legs wasn’t exactly a popular male fantasy.

‘Bye then, Lou,’ Michelle snuffled.

‘Bye, Mish.’

‘See you when you’re not so busy dusting.’ The phone went down hard at Michelle’s end. Ouch, thought Lou, although she didn’t have time to wallow in guilt, as the phone rang again in a breath.

‘I had you on ringback–you’ve been ages,’ huffed her mother.

‘I was talking to Michelle.’

‘Oh, her,’ said Renee Casserly disapprovingly. ‘When are you going to the supermarket?’


‘Well, not this morning anyway, I’ve got stuff to do.’

‘Victorianna wants to know if your email’s broken. She’s written to you but she’s not had a reply yet so she’s told me what she wants instead.’

Lou crossed her fingers and lied. ‘No, I don’t think anything’s arrived yet.’

Lou had heard from her sister and it was another Victorianna classic. Her email had said, Hi there, weather fab here as usual. I’m now a size zero, can you believe, and it feels just great. How’s your diet going? Can you help mum to send a couple of things over? (Diet? Little bitch!) There followed a shopping list longer than a giraffe’s leg, and no please or thank you, as usual. Most of the stuff on the list she could get in the States anyway. She just wanted the kudos of getting a ‘home-parcel’. Victorianna liked the point of difference her Englishness gave her. She played Lady Muck with Oscar-winning skill.

This was the umpteenth ‘hamper’ she’d sent for. Lou had received a T-shirt by way of a thanks once that would have fitted around a small infant school. The words ‘thank you’ weren’t actually said. Victorianna would have spontaneously combusted, had she had to say them. Her mum got a framed photo of Victorianna posing formally with live-in lover Edward J.R. Winkelstein the Third and his expensive hairweave, which wasn’t dissimilar in texture nor colour from Shredded Wheat. Victorianna looked like a younger, more glamorous version of Renee. He looked the way Lou would expect an Edward J.R. Winkelstein the Third to look.

‘Well, let me know when you’re going and I’ll come with you. She’s got a dinner-party soon and wants some of the stuff for then. I’ve got the mint chocolate disc things.’

‘OK, Mum. How about Tuesday?’

‘Yes, but no later otherwise she won’t get the stuff in time.’

How tragic, thought Lou.

‘We could have been and gone in the amount of time you’ve been talking to that Michelle. You must have been on half an hour. And you want to check that email thing of yours. Your sister said she wrote two days ago.’

‘Well, I do have other things to do besides jump when Victorianna asks, Mum. And a please and thank you and a cheque for you wouldn’t go amiss. Doesn’t she realize how much you spend on these flaming hampers?’ said Lou. ‘You could have taken the stuff over yourself for how much it’s cost you in postage and packing.’ If your beloved daughter ever had the decency to invite you over there, she stopped herself from adding.

‘I am her mother. I don’t expect anything in return,’ said Renee pointedly.

‘Yes, but it’s not as if she’s poor. She’s always bragging about how loaded she and Baron Frankenstein are. Surely there’s room for you in one of the twelve bedrooms?’

‘Jealousy won’t get you anywhere, Elouise,’ said Renee, totally missing the point.

Lou surrendered. ‘Tuesday then Mum, definitely,’ she said with a sigh.

‘Don’t go to any trouble if you’re busy. I can get a bus down.’

If you can get someone to unnail you from your cross first, thought Lou. ‘It’s no trouble, I’ll pick you up Tuesday at nine,’ she said wearily.

She put the phone down and vowed she wouldn’t answer it again. Everyone she seemed to speak to on it made her feel unreasonable and selfish. She badly needed this clutter-clearing session to make her feel as good as she had done cleaning out her drawer at work.

‘Right, to business,’ she said to herself with a big smile and a clap of the hands, and shook open a large black binliner in preparation.

The spatulas were the first to go, then some tongs that had gone rusty in the dishwasher, then some grimy-looking toothpicks that had wriggled out of their packets. She aimed the old ice-cube tray that she never used into the bag. Used lolly sticks–what the hell had she kept those for? A broken melon-baller, a stencil brush, a once-used rice ball and a blunt vegetable peeler joined them.

Be ruthless, the article had said. Ask yourself, ‘Have I used it in the last six months (seasonal goods–allow one year? Am I likely to ever use it in the future?’ If the answer is no, can it go in a recycling bin, or to charity, or to a car-boot sale or be sold on eBay? No? Then throw it away without a second glance.

Some things she questioned, such as the ancient can-opener that looked more like a medieval instrument of torture. It hadn’t worked for years, but had a handy bottle-opener at the top. But as she couldn’t remember the last time she had opened a bottle with it, she launched it at the binliner with the accuracy of a seven-foot-tall basketball player.

When the drawer was completely emptied, she scrubbed it down, washed the utensils she was keeping and slotted the whole thing back. It was crazy how something as simple as throwing out some old rubbish gave her such a sense of accomplishment.

Next she tipped out the odds and sods drawer, suspecting she might be putting very little of it back. A broken mirror, five combs (none of which had a complete set of teeth), some grubby Sellotape, cheap pencils that had needed sharpening for about four years, a yellowing pattern for a cricket jumper she would never knit, an incomplete set of playing cards, sixteen CDs and DVDs given away as freebies with various newspapers, cracker novelty prizes from last Christmas…Into the bin went everything but the scissors and a pair of tweezers that she thought she’d lost months ago. She collected all the loose paperclips into an empty matchbox that she also found in the drawer and took them to the desk in the small study next door.

Clear and redeploy as you go, the article dictated. And the newest disciple to the religion of clutter-clearing obeyed.

Next she tackled the cloth drawer, throwing out all the old vest bits and tatty floorcloths because she had just found three new packets of J-cloths that had been hidden under everything. She had just got on her knees for the under-sink cupboard, when the doorbell rang.

She hoped it wasn’t Michelle, then felt immediately mean and treacherous. She had really started to enjoy herself and just for once didn’t want to talk over and over about what a man really means when he tells you to piss off because you’re a bunny-boiling bitch. Then again, it could have been the postman. She stole over to the window and sneaked a look. It was a lot worse than Michelle and her mother combined. It was Mr Halloween himself–her brother-in-law, Des.

‘Oh knickers,’ Lou said, and quickly stepped back against the wall, confident that she hadn’t been seen.

Luckily for Lou, there was no detectable sign that she was in–no TV or radio on, and her car was safely hidden away in the garage so, to all intents and purposes, she didn’t look at home. She waited in the silence until she was pretty sure he must have gone–then, to her anger and amazement, she heard the key in the lock, the door opening and footsteps in the hall. She really would kill Phil when he got home. He’d obviously done what she told him never to do again, and lent Des his key There was nothing for it now, no place to hide. And even worse, she’d got the old white T-shirt on that made her boobs look massive.

Lou braced herself, burst into the hallway and, hands going to her chest, feigned a big shock to try and get the point across that this really wasn’t on, without actually daring to spell it out directly. Lou was just too soft for confrontations these days.

‘Oh Des, it’s you. What are you doing? You scared the life out of me.’

‘I knocked,’ said her brother-in-law in his nasal monotone drawl, thumbing back to the door, ‘but I didn’t think you were in. I called in to see Phil at the garage. He lent me a key in case you had gone out shopping.’

‘Oh, right then,’ said Lou, who really wanted to say other things that weren’t so polite. ‘So, what is it that you wanted?’ she urged after waiting in vain for Des to explain. He had no gene that allowed him to feel awkward in long silences but a big one that gave him the ability to make Lou’s flesh creep.

‘I just came to borrow Phil’s golf clubs.’

‘Ok,’ said Lou. ‘Did he say where they were?’

‘No,’ said Des helpfully. Not.

Lou took the quick option and rang Phil’s mobile, only to get the message that his mobile had not responded and could she please try later.

Oh, how Lou wished she were one of those people who didn’t feel obliged to be so polite and could just usher him out to come back when Phil was in. She was forced to go from room to room with Des following behind her in that way of his that had no respect for personal space. Phil said he was just stupidly insensitive, but Lou sometimes wondered if he got kicks from being such an unsettling presence.

Des Winter-Brown arriving at your door could make you think it was Trick or Treat night. Tall, skinny and corpse-pale, his shoulders were rounded from stooping and his hair was lank and black from over-zealous dyeing. He had regular enough features, but there was just something about his strange quietness and the way he would turn up close beside Lou without a clue of his approach that made her dread the mere hint of his visit. She hated the way his eyes dipped to her chest. She disliked his long skinny hands with their long skinny fingers most of all. God knows what his toes must look like.

When Phil had lent him a key to get something from the house on a previous occasion, Lou had been in the shower when she heard activity downstairs. She broke the world record for drying and dressing herself when she heard Des’s, ‘It’s only me!’ drifting up the stairs.


‘It was just Des, Lou. He only popped in for a hammer, not a screw,’ was Phil’s laughing response when she countered him about it later.

‘Why didn’t you tell him to come back later when you’d be in?’

‘You’re getting this totally out of perspective,’ Phil said, failing to see any problem.

‘You shouldn’t be giving him a key to our house!’ said Lou crossly.

‘Well, excuse me, but I think you’ll find it says my name on the deeds,’ said Phil then, with a dangerous degree of impatience. ‘You’re forgetting this house was mine long before you came on the scene.’

‘I think you’ll find that since we’re married, it’s ours,’ said Lou, her voice firming as much as Lou’s voice could.

‘I think you’ll find if you want to push it, we can carry on with our original plans to split up and find out exactly what the law says about it!’

Lou hadn’t argued any more then.

•   •   •

Lou flicked on the cellar light. ‘You don’t have to come down here, Des. It’s a bit dusty,’ she said.

‘No, I don’t mind. I’ll help you look,’ Des said. He was one step behind her all the way down. She felt like Flanagan with Allen.

God, it’s a mess down here, she said to herself. If she hadn’t read that damn article her eyes would have just flicked over the stuff they kept down there ‘just in case’. Now her new rubbish-alert radar had already spotted twelve things that they would never use again and which should be thrown out.

‘Nope. They’re not here,’ said Lou, returning as quickly as she could back upstairs, hoping his eyes weren’t glued to her bum. That bloody husband of hers! She knew he’d given Des the key so Des would have come and gone by the time Phil came home for lunch. Her husband relished his brother-in-law’s company almost as little as Lou did.

There were only the garages left to check, and the loft–but Lou wasn’t going up there.

She pressed the electronic opener for the garage door, which slowly slid up and over, and checked there, quickening her step to put a reasonable distance between herself and Freddy Kruger.

Thank God, she thought. Relief washed over her as she saw the clubs poking out from under some dust-sheets, next to the old cracked plastic garden chair and grimy table-set that would never see sunshine again, and the skeleton of a broken umbrella that looked like a long-dead giant spider.

Des left her to heave it out by herself because his mobile was ringing. It played ‘Sex Bomb’, which was a joke in itself. The ‘Funeral March’ would have been more appropriate.

‘Hello, baby,’ he said to the caller.

Yeuch, thought Lou.

‘I’m at Phil’s…Yes, he is but I’m with Lou,’(he winked over and Lou shuddered). ‘Golf clubs…I’m going to have a cup of tea here then I’ll be off…Oh, you are? See you in about quarter of an hour then.’

Lou really hoped she hadn’t filled in the missing gaps correctly. That would be too horrible to contemplate. She also pretended she hadn’t heard the bit about the tea.


‘Well, that’s great you’ve got the clubs! Right well, I’ll leave you to it, Des. Got to dash–loads to do.’

‘Celia thought she’d pop in,’ said Des, as he heaved the clubs into his car. ‘She’s just coming from Meadowhall with the children, so I might as well have a cup of tea and wait here for her.’

‘No, get lost, I want to clean my cupboards out. I don’t want your wife looking down her nose at me and showing off her new Prada handbag, I don’t want your kids prying into my cupboards and I don’t want you breathing down my neck every time I flipping turn around!’ But whilst Lou screamed this in her head, aloud she said in that damned nice polite way of hers: ‘Oh right. Well, I’ll put the kettle on then.’

She ripped off her rubber gloves with anger that should have been directed at Phil for putting her in this position, at Des for creeping so close behind her, at Celia for thinking that she could just expect Lou to drop everything and listen to her latest impressive buys and name-dropping ‘Jasper Conran’ into every other sentence. But most of that anger was directed at herself for letting everyone walk over her with their unthinking, unfeeling hobnail boots.

She wished she’d gone supermarket shopping with her mother now. Even searching for posh pickles in Sainsbury’s was infinitely better than a house full of the Winter-Brown family. She stood over the kettle whilst it boiled, only to find that Des had appeared silently and without warning at her back, staring out of the window with some lame comment about the lawn looking good. He would have made a fantastic ghost for some creepy mansion.

Ludicrously, in a kitchen as big as hers, she found herself in the position of having to squeeze past him to get the milk and the cups. She half-wished he would grope her, just the once, then she could have the excuse to belt him across the chops and ban him from the house. Then she thought of those long fingers actually making contact with her skin and she shivered. Maybe not.

There was a knock on the back door.

‘Come in!’ shouted Des.

Cheeky swine, thought Lou.

In spilled the twins. Well, Hero spilled in, pretending to be a plane, and Scheherazade waddled in behind with a puppy-fatted belly poking out of a Bratz crop-top. Celia huffed behind them, laden with posh carriers that she could have left in her boot and complaining that Meadowhall was mad. She dumped the bags on the kitchen table and, barely acknowledging Lou, started gabbling on to Des about some shirt she had bought for him that cost more than Lou’s car. She had just got it out to show him when Phil put in an early appearance and Lou didn’t know whether to kiss him or kill him.

He ignored the withering look his wife gave him because he had had a very profitable morning and was feeling so full of top quality beans that not even the presence of his slimy brother-in-law, his show-off sister and the 2.4 brats, presently nosying in the drawers of the kitchen dresser, could bring him down to earth.

‘You are looking at one successful mother,’ he beamed, threw his arms wide and sang the first four opening lines to ‘Simply the Best’ very loudly.

‘Mum, I’m hungry,’ said Scheherazade, sticking her fingers in her ears.


‘I think that tea’s probably brewed now,’ hinted Des.

‘I’m sure Auntie Elouise will get you something if you ask nicely,’ said Celia.

‘What’s for lunch then?’ said Phil.

‘I’m hungry too,’ said Hero.

‘Lou, sort us out, love!’ said Phil.

And Lou silently got out the bread from the crock, the butter from the fridge, and from her niche in the background, she abandoned her own plans for the day in order to make lunch for a room full of people.









Chapter 6




The next morning, Phil stood in front of the mirror and put on his standard work uniform: a crisp white shirt, a heavy splash of a very expensive after-shave, a blue tie that complemented the shade of his still-sparkly bright-blue eyes, and a perfectly cut navy suit jacket with a subtle P.M. Autos stickpin in his buttonhole. He was wearing well and he knew it (well, except for that monk-hole in his hair). He smiled at himself and eighteen thousand pounds’ worth of cosmetic dentistry work smiled back at him. It was simply the best investment, for a crooked, tortoiseshell smile would have been terminal for business. Women customers, especially, were very judgemental about bad teeth and oral hygiene, Phil had learned. They knew bugger-all about cars and looked for other indicators that they weren’t about to be sold a duff. Women so wanted to trust you.

Fat Jack had given him the name of his dentist. The latter had been expensive, but worth it, and now Phil had a set of gnashers that weren’t so perfect they looked false, but they sent out a clear signal that Philip M. Winter was a man who took a lot of pride in himself and his business.


He had a quick read of the Sunday World newspaper whilst he was fortifying himself for the day ahead with one of his wife’s extra super-dooper Sunday grills that he would burn off with some serious gymwork later. Then he fired up his Audi TT and set off for the car lot, practising his friendly ‘of-course-you-can-trust-me’ smile in the rearview mirror.

•   •   •

When Phil had left, Lou had a banana and a yogurt in the conservatory-cum-dining room. She’d hoped to get away from the lingering smell of Phil’s bacon in the kitchen that was making her stomach growl in jealous protest. He had gone off to work, whistling like a lottery-winning budgie because of some exciting find in an old widow’s garage and his plans to start up another new business with Fat Jack selling exclusive classic cars. She had been eavesdropping yesterday whilst he was showing off to Des about it–anything but listen to Celia’s boring commentary about her latest Karen Millen acquisitions, although she hadn’t heard the whole story as she’d had to go and locate the children who were poking worryingly around the house, as usual. She was pretty sure Celia would have something to say if Lou went into her bedroom and started rooting nosily through her drawers.

Phil hadn’t pestered her to make love that morning, which he sometimes did on a Sunday. Luckily for him, too, because she was still really angry about the Des-and-key incident. Phil, however, didn’t notice. The matter was closed as far as he was concerned. Well, the matter had never really been opened as far as Phil was concerned.

Lou cleared away the breakfast things then locked all the doors–and bolted them, just in case–then she excitedly set to work on the jobs she had been going to do yesterday, before she was so rudely interrupted.

The phone rang as she was snapping open some bin-bags. The caller display announced that it was Michelle. Lou’s hand twitched dutifully towards the receiver, but she was strict with herself. Today was her day, just for once. Michelle left a brief message to say thanks for her ear yesterday and that she was feeling much brighter. Michelle’s brighter patches never tended to last very long, though, Lou reflected. Shorter than a bright patch in a British summertime.

The under-sink cupboard was disappointingly full of currently useful bottles and tins, and there was nothing but some dried-up shoe polish to get rid of, but the remainder of Lou’s kitchen cupboards more than made up for it. She hadn’t realized just how many forgotten cans and packets lurked there–pickled onions on the top shelf that had a best-before date of eight months ago, jars of herbs and spices well past their use-by time, a can of cashew nuts so old that the shop it came from had been knocked down and replaced by a gym. She also found twelve tins of chopped tomatoes–admittedly all but one still in date. There were never-to-be-used bulk supplies of Trimslim milk shakes, which had tasted like melted-down Play-Doh, and cardboardy Trimslim biscuits. As for the quantity of Trimslim soups…in tempting flavours such as ‘cheese and swede’ and ‘exotic leek’! There were glasses that Phil had got free with his petrol years ago, a beer-making kit which he had dabbled with once, novelty cruets, a fondue set, an egg scrambler and a never-opened doughnut-maker that Phil had bought her last birthday. Not to mention the Thrush Kit, as Deb used to call it–an unused yogurt-making machine and another one of her husband’s ‘romantic’ presents. She couldn’t really throw away something he had bought her, could she? She referred to the article for guidance. It said that one had to beware of sentimentality, but cowardy custards who had serious misgivings about items could put them in a bag, date it and label it to be looked through in another six months’ time. If it hadn’t been used it by then, then chances were it never would and should be removed from the house.

Lou knew she had no use for these things and decided to be a hard-liner. Getting out a huge green garden refuse bag, she wrote Heart Foundation on it and put the electrical contraptions in there. After her dad died, all of her charity donations had gone to them. Well, them and the Barnsley Dogs Home.

The kitchen, including the under-stair cupboard, yielded a startling eight full rubbish bags, plus the big green bag which was now full and ready for the charity shop.

She rang Phil at work. ‘Where’s the nearest dump?’ she asked.

‘What on earth do you want to go there for?’

‘I’m clearing out the cupboards.’

‘How much stuff is there, for crying out loud?’

‘Too much for the wheelie-bin to cope with.’

‘Go down Sheffield Hill, past the Miner’s Arms and as you get near the bottom, look out for a sign on your left saying something like waste recycling,’ he said.

Lou heaved five big bags of rubbish into her car boot and set off, following Phil’s verbal directions. The last time she had been to a dump, admittedly years ago, had been straightforward–drive in, dump, drive off. It appeared times had changed, though, for facing her now were different containers with large signage: household, garden, plastic, glass, electrical.

‘Bugger!’ she said. She had been planning to just throw everything in one place but there was a fierce-looking commandant on duty presently having a stand-up row with a bloke who was trying to put bubblewrap in with the cardboard. It was quite a faff in the end, but eventually Lou’s rubbish was sorted and distributed to the relevant places and so she set off back home for the second load. She had overstuffed the bags and one of them split as she was hoisting it into the boot, allowing a big jar of old faded beetroot to smash and splash on the drive. There had to be an easier way than this, she thought. Huffing, she cleared up the beetroot, unknotted all the bags, pulled all the cardboard out, then set off back to the dump in a car that smelled hideously of vinegar. She got there just in time to see the gates close in front of her.

Oh, gr-eat, said Lou to herself. What do I do now?

The answer to that question was literally just around the corner for, as she was waiting for the traffic-lights to turn green at the junction, there to her right was a bright yellow skip full of planks of wood and carpets and a huge plastic plant that was more Triffid than the Japanese Fig it purported to be. There was a name and number stencilled on the side, which she quickly jotted down on her hand. Tom Broom. It had a nice purging sound to it.
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