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  An Introduction to

  The Four Seasons


  Discover the story behind the novels

   

   

  The idea for A Spring Affair came from a skip I hired after I’d moved into a new house in Barnsley, following the breakdown of my marriage. The last owner had
  left a lot of their old stuff around and I always knew that I would eventually get around to moving it, but for a long time the rubbish and I co-habited quite happily. In the end, the sight of the
  old bits of broken furniture and carpets drove my dad to distraction; he ordered a skip for me then he and my mum came down to help me fill it. I couldn’t believe the effect that seeing the
  cleared space in the cellar and the garage had on me. I became like a woman possessed – throwing out everything that wasn’t necessary. I felt invigorated and loved feeling my heart
  racing from the physical activity. Stuff that I’d carried from house to house with me that I hadn’t used in years, but couldn’t bear to throw out, was ruthlessly tossed in the
  skip. Incidentally, I can’t even remember what these very essential things were now. As I was heaving something into the skip, I suddenly thought: ‘What if a woman took what I’m
  now doing to an nth degree? What if she cleared out her house and then realised how much other rubbish there was in her life? People and situations she had lived with that also needed
  clearing?’ I write a lot about once-fabulous women who have lost their way in life and need a nudge back onto the right path. Lou – the heroine in my book – is one of my favourite
  female characters and I delighted in her rise back to fabulousness. Since writing this book, I’ve had so many letters from women who have been inspired to clear out their cupboards and clean
  up their lives.

  A Summer Fling came from my experience of working with three women when I was in my twenties and they were in their fifties, sixties and seventies. They taught me that age was no
  restriction to friendship. We went for meals together, to the theatre, bowling, and I learned so much from them – as well as having great fun – despite us being very different people
  with varying interests. It made me think how friendship knocks down barriers of colour, class, creed, age – and women’s friendship is so very important in my life. As for the vampire
  – well, the first ever book I sent off to an agent was a paranormal romance – but I was too ahead of my time. The character of Vlad has been waiting inside me for years to make it into
  a book. I spend a lot of time on any names in my books too – I like them to fit in with the imagery of the story – which is why all the girls’ names have tenuous links to the sun:
  ‘Dawn’, ‘Ray-chel’. It all adds to the flavour of a book, I think. The five women are very different, and yet their friendship works and enriches their lives. How different
  our lives can be with just a little support, kindness and confidence building!

  Autumn isn’t a popular season in which to set romances. It has none of the sun or sparkle of the other seasons – in fact, let’s face it, in autumn things turn brown and die. It
  was when I was doing a local talk and heard of a seventy-six-year-old lady who had cancelled her charity sky-dive, that I found my ‘key’ to the book. That lady wasn’t
  acknowledging that she was in her winter years; she had gone around the clock and was back to summer again. Autumn isn’t a season of dying – it’s a season of rest, of recharging
  the batteries. It was from this I got the idea that when life seems as dead and brown as autumn, we must remember that spring is just around the corner – ready to deliver new buds, new life,
  new hope. An Autumn Crush is probably the saddest of all my books, so I had to balance that with big characters and family warmth, support, friendship, camaraderie – things that
  would make a reader smile. Plus I wanted to pay homage to the old wrestling community which my grandfather and dad’s friends were part of in their youth. Many of my own close friends are
  wrestlers, including the wonderful Klondyke Kate and the WWE fraternity whom I’ve come to know over the years. I think, had my life taken a different path, I may have been up on the canvas
  myself.

  A Winter Flame was the maddest of my books. Of course it’s far-fetched that a woman inherits a huge theme park in our small ex-mining community – but I thought that if I was
  going to write a wintry book, then I was going to cram it to the gills with all the things I love to see on the Christmas movies – snow, reindeer, Santa, elves. I love Christmas, but I
  remember one awful one – I’d been unceremoniously dumped by a man two weeks before and trying to claw my way through a season that seemed anything but festive was a living nightmare.
  Christmas can be terrible for people who are alone or grieving and Eve, my heroine’s, soldier fiancé was killed on Christmas Day, just when she thought he might break the curse of all
  the miserable Christmases she’d had as a child. Consequently, inheriting a theme park which forces her to be part of Christmas all year round isn’t ideal – especially as she finds
  she actually jointly owns it with a man she has never heard of, who is a total and utter Christmas-phile! I wanted my readers to see Eve thaw before their eyes as the Christmas spirit breaks its
  way through her icy shell. It’s important to me that my readers are rooting for my heroines and booing the villains. I want to pick them up and drag them into my story.

  My books are somewhat predictable – for which I make no apology. I want my readers to know that a happy ending is on the cards, so they can relax in that surety and enjoy the journey. But
  I do enjoy writing a few twists and turns along that road to the end and surprising my readers. I’m just sorry there are no more seasons left to write about!

   

  Milly Johnson
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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 ×
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  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 page 14 and see just how simple acts of
  clearing out some rubbish can put you on a path to your whole life moving forwards.

   

  Women by Women, Contents page, March edition

  


  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 post-marital 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 miniskirts.’

  ‘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.

  


  Chapter 7

  Tuesday had all the promise of being a day-to-get-to-the-end-of-as-quickly-as-possible. Not only did Lou have the prospect of trailing after her mother in the supermarket, but
  someone from HR at work had asked if she could spare them an extra afternoon because one of the other job-share accounts women was off with some dreaded lurgy and the other had been signed off with
  stress. Cold, windy and rainy, it was the sort of day on which you switched off the alarm, turned over and went straight back to sleep – if you didn’t have a pesky conscience.

  But her first job of the day would be to order a skip. Something about the name ‘Tom Broom’ made her smile; there was a solid, honest quality to it. Then again, with her track record
  for judging personalities, Tom Broom was most likely a cross-dressing serial killer with a particular hatred of short, auburn-haired women with Yorkshire accents.

  Nevertheless, she rang his number and a deep-voiced man answered the phone to take down her details. She hadn’t a clue skips came in different sizes until he asked her if she wanted a
  two-, three-, four- or five-ton one. Two-ton sounded huge and plenty big enough to take a few bin bags, surely. So she ordered a mini-skip to be delivered the following Tuesday. Payment on delivery
  – £70. Blimey, it was true then. Where there was muck there was brass!

  She suspected her mother might need something the same size to box up all the things she bought for Victorianna’s ‘hamper from home’.

  ‘I thought American supermarkets were teeming with goods!’ said Lou, as Renee picked up a tin of anchovies in some farty oil.

  ‘Oh Elouise,’ was all her mother said, in a very fatigued tone, and added some special offer basic toilet rolls to her trolley.

  ‘She’ll not want those, surely,’ said Lou. ‘She’ll want super-dooper-softy-wofty-six-ply-woodland-scented—’

  ‘They’re for me,’ Renee interrupted.

  Her mother’s shopping items were nearly all ‘super-value’ items. Renee could quite easily afford the branded goods for herself but chose not to. She preferred to raise the
  crucifix of her being-on-a-pension-status against the demon of luxury spending at every available opportunity, even though she was comfortably off and would be forever, at the rate she spent money.
  Unless she went mad, ran off to Las Vegas for a year and blew all her savings on Cristal champagne and high-class gigolos. But that was hardly likely. As with many of that generation, raised in
  frugal, waste-not environments, Renee was terrified of running out of money – although she never quibbled about what she paid for those stupid hampers that her youngest daughter asked for,
  Lou noted.

  As they were wheeling their trolleys out of the supermarket door, Lou stopped herself just in time from suggesting they go and grab a pot of tea and a big cream cake in the café. She had
  long since been aware that the world was divided into those who saw food only as a necessary fuel and those who relished it with passion and pleasure. Renee and Victorianna were of the former
  group. Renee would have sooner had a triple-heart bypass without anaesthetic on the booze aisle floor than partake of a custard slice. How sad that some people would never get turned on from
  watching Marco Pierre White going berserk with olive oil, Lou often thought. So, instead of cake-scoffing, she dropped her mother off at her house to go and bubblewrap all her jars and boxes and
  put them in an enormously heavy box for Victorianna and Wee Willie Winkie whilst Lou went home to butter a quick sandwich and then go off for a thrilling afternoon in the Accounts department at
  work. Not.

  Nicola was in a foul mood because she was under stress with half her staff being off ill. She was out of her depth running that department and she knew it, and so her defence
  mechanisms were permanently set to projecting her inadequacies onto other people – one thing she could manage with great skill.

  Nicola Pawson had acquired, through a mixture of flattery and flirting and goodness knows what other means, friends in high places in the company and basked luxuriously in her association with
  Rogering Roger Knutsford. She was a master in the art of ‘impression management’. Anyone with the slightest potential to be useful to her found her to be a smart, fresh-faced young
  woman with a prettily symmetrical ready smile (close-lipped, obviously; open-lipped and they’d have run a mile). They could never have guessed at the hollowness that lay behind her pale
  eyes.

  People were either wary of her or sucked up to her – both of which inflated the sense of her own power. A power that masked her own inabilities and a history of being one of life’s
  inadequates. It wasn’t nurture that had made her so – Nicola Pawson was simply born without the emotional repertoire to enjoy connections with other people. From her earliest days at
  school, all that had really mattered to her was playing the game of controlling others. She struck out at those less able than herself, trained her inner laser on other people’s weaknesses,
  tried to bring down anyone popular or likeable. But yet she secretly envied those with values she was too weak to adopt. By the time she had reached adult life, her manipulative skills had reached
  a near-genius level of sophistication and her greatest pleasure was creating fear and discord. She was, in psychiatric terminology, a borderline psychopathic bully. And in general conversational
  parlance – a right nasty little cow.

  But two people stopped Nicola from reigning supreme in her present position. The first was Karen, who was more amused by her than anything. Especially that put-on exaggerated accent of hers that
  would have made the Queen sound like a navvy. Karen unashamedly relished the fact that Nicola so obviously envied her private education, beautifully polished vowels and her double-barrelled
  surname. The second – Lou Winter – would have been totally gobsmacked to learn that she got to Nicola so much.

  Lou and Karen were true professionals; always punctual, always smart, and they knew their financial onions. They were warm and well-liked and respected, and people in the company affectionately
  labelled them ‘Little and Large in Accounts’, bracketing them together as a double act. Neither woman gave Nicola a crack to seep her poison into, since showing how much they detested
  ‘Metal Nicky’ would only have given her something to kick against – and one thing Lou had learned from Phil was how empowering a show of indifference – real, or assumed
  – could be. Lou wore the indifference like a suit of armour at work and could never have begun to imagine the chaos that it set off in Nicola’s head.

  But simpler, gentler people like Zoe and Stan were ready meals for sharks like Nicola. She knew they would never report her for her treatment of them. They would never make a fuss, knowing that
  such action would only make things worse for them and bring them to Roger Knutsford’s attention in the worst kind of way. Plus Nicola saw to it that anything they might have to report would
  sound very petty and totally unreasonable. She had a clever way of putting her own warp on things so that her story and the opposing one were almost alike, but her version was infinitely more
  articulate and believable. But Stan is always late, you can ask anyone in the department. I have asked him on a few occasions if he would be happier going part-time, as I think it
  would be so much better for his health, but he’s always adamantly refused. Even Stan’s wife Emily had looked a little sceptical on occasion when he’d gone home and offloaded
  his daily woes. She, like most other people, couldn’t understand why anyone would go out of their way to torment another living creature just because they could. And Stan knew that if he
  couldn’t make a loving partner believe him 100 per cent, he wasn’t going to have a lot of success with the far more impersonal HR department.

  And boy, was Nicola in the mood for taking her frustrations out on someone that day! Rogering Roger was taking one of the newly appointed designers out for a ‘business lunch.’ Her
  name was Jo MacLean and she was a serious contender for position of Teacher’s Pet. Tall and willowy with perfect red lips, her flawless complexion, long swishy brown hair and vulnerable doe
  eyes poked annoyingly at those dark insecure places within Nicola. It was no coincidence that Zoe, with her own flawless complexion and long dark hair, was first in line for Nicola’s vented
  spleen.

  Nicola leaned over Zoe’s desk and, with a disarming closed-mouth smile, whispered, ‘Can I have a word?’

  ‘Yeah, course,’ said Zoe, already nervous at Nicola’s tone, which didn’t exactly intimate that she was going to be giving her an 18 per cent pay rise.

  ‘Roger isn’t happy,’ said Nicola. Three words only, yet she managed to imbue them with a menace that threw Zoe immediately into a state of distress.

  ‘What do you mean?’

  ‘Isn’t it obvious?’

  Yes, it appeared to be obvious. There was only one interpretation Zoe could think of for her words. She’d just bought a car and was saving up for a house with her boyfriend. She
  couldn’t afford to lose her job.

  ‘With me? Why? What have I done?’

  ‘I haven’t got time to talk now. Later,’ said Nicola.

  ‘Nicola, please, what do you mean? You can’t just say that and then leave it.’

  ‘I said not now,’ said Nicola, and swept off leaving Zoe close to tears. She might have been young, but she knew that big companies could get rid of anyone if they felt like it. And
  how good would that look on her CV, that she’d been sacked from her last position? Zoe came from a hardworking family with good, strong values. Clean, scrupulous
  fighters were always hampered in such battles by their morals.

  Stan saw Nicola edge close to his desk and the hairs on the back of his neck sprang up. He couldn’t understand why she made him feel like this. He was an older, working man – a
  grandfather, for goodness sake – and she was a mere girl by comparison. But logic didn’t come into it. Nicola effectively held his life in her hands and he knew she knew that. He
  couldn’t afford to leave this job before his sixty-fifth birthday because it would affect his pension and, ergo, his future security. It never crossed Stan’s mind that this was a
  bullying campaign. He thought bullying ended at the school gates.

  ‘Can I have a look at what you’re doing, Stan?’ she said. Her voice was quiet, with a girlish lilt that belied her intentions.

  ‘Here you go.’

  She made him feel like a five year old in front of the headmistress. His work had always been immaculate, but Nicola made him doubt his abilities and once or twice recently, he’d checked
  his figures to find he really had made mistakes.

  ‘Ooh, I don’t think that’s quite right, do you? How can an eight and a six make sixteen?’

  ‘Let me see that.’

  She handed back the print-out with a long sigh. Dammit — he had made an error. Was it her micro-managing that was stressing him out enough to make mistakes, or was it his mistakes that
  were making her micro-manage him? He didn’t know any more. He just wanted out of this bloody place before it killed him. He was snapping at Emily because he couldn’t relax when he
  eventually did get home. His mind was already preparing for the bus being late the next day and another confrontation with his boss – another day of being made to feel like a foolish child.
  But even if he did report her, what could he say? I’m sure she taps her watch when I go to the toilet?

  ‘Roger’s concerned . . .’ she said, trailing dramatically off.

  ‘What about? Me?’

  Nicola leaned in conspiratorially. ‘I know you’re just killing time until your retirement . . .’

  ‘Excuse me, but I’m not—’

  ‘Don’t raise your voice, Stan. I’m trying to help.’

  ‘Sorry.’ Was I raising my voice? he asked himself.

  ‘As I was saying, Roger’s been picking up on all the mistakes.’ She said all as if he were churning out one every thirty seconds. ‘He’s concerned.
  I’d be careful.’

  She drifted off back to her desk leaving him with an increased heart-rate. The effect made her feel good, in control. It was fun and it distracted her from thinking about what crap Roger
  Knutsford was spouting to Miss Jo ‘Long Legs’ MacLean.

  Neither Zoe nor Stan looked up when Lou came in. Their heads were down, concentrating hard on the work they were doing – checking everything time and time again and then fretting that the
  checking was taking up too much time.

  Lou felt so sorry for them. She would have bet the contents of her purse that Nicola had been on their backs again. It wasn’t fair and she wished she could do something. But standing up
  for her colleagues might only make things worse. Of course, if this had been school, Lou would have had Nicola by the scruff of the neck like she’d had her then nemesis – Shirley
  Hamster – on numerous occasions for bullying the younger kids. But that Lou was long gone. This Lou sat at her desk and got on with her work quietly and expediently, and didn’t rail
  against the social order.

  She couldn’t have known that some primitive sense in Nicola was alert to the dormant strength which still lay within her. The irony was that Lou felt the weakest of them all, especially at
  the moment. Never had her name been so apt. Inside, she felt as cold and dead as Winter itself.

  


  Chapter 8

  The night before the skip arrived, Lou totted up ten bin-liners-full of throwaways, not counting an old carpet that she had had to cut up into strips with a Stanley knife. She
  had asked Phil to help her lift it downstairs in one piece but he had looked at her in total horror and said, ‘I’m not knackering up my back lifting that thing. Why don’t you just
  leave it where it is for now?’

  Lou found that was no longer an option. Her initial plan might have been merely to clear out a few drawers and cupboards, but knowing there was so much space taken up by the useless and the
  broken had seriously begun to irritate her and, once she had started, she found she couldn’t stop. The clear areas just showed up the cluttered areas more by comparison. How could she have
  lived for so long with so much rubbish and not seen it? Plus she hadn’t had as much enjoyment from getting her teeth into something since she and Deb had planned Casa Nostra, despite
  the fact that all her nails were broken.

  ‘Well, if that is how you want to spend your leisure time, Lou, you go right ahead,’ said Phil, watching her heave bulging bin-bags downstairs. ‘But all I want to do when I get
  home from a hard day’s work is sit down, have my tea and read the paper.’ He omitted to mention that he had spent most of that day sitting down, drinking tea and reading the paper.

  The skip wagon reversed down her drive at nine o’clock the next morning and out of the cabin jumped a man and a shire horse. Well, he was certainly as big as a shire
  horse anyway and he stole Lou’s heart instantly – ran away with it and refused to give it back.

  The dog bounced over to her, sensing that in her he would have a warm reception, and dropped into the play position, his great furry head on his paws, his huge dark eyes looking up pleadingly at
  her for attention.

  ‘Clooney, you big tart, come back here!’ said the skip man gruffly.

  Lou bent and ruffled the huge German Shepherd’s head and when he opened his mouth to pant, it looked as if he was smiling.

  ‘Clooney, what a great name,’ said Lou, taking in the skip man for the first time. He was a wardrobe in overalls with dark hair that flopped at the front over a pair of very smiley
  bright grey eyes. He wasn’t her type, though. Lou had never really gone for big men. It was too impractical for a five-foot-one woman to smooch with anyone over five foot seven on a dance
  floor without her neck being half-broken, and without them looking like a pair of total prats. Marco Pierre White excepted, Lou’s tastes had always been for the smoother, average-heighted
  blokes. That said, Lou’s inner checklists, for some unknown reason, were telling her that this was a man who was making her pupils dilate.

  ‘He gets all the women. I wish I had his knack,’ said the man, unloosening the giant hooks on the skip.

  ‘Shall I pay you by cheque or cash?’ asked Lou as Clooney nosed her hand for a stroke.

  ‘Either’s fine,’ said Skipman. ‘But, let’s say, cash is always slightly better.’

  ‘No worries,’ said Lou, who guessed he would say as much and had the money ready in her jeans pocket. ‘Although these days with all the fake fivers about, I wonder!’ she
  laughed.

  They both instinctively looked down at the money she was holding out towards him.

  ‘Not that these are fake,’ she said quickly. ‘I didn’t mean . . . They’re all real . . . I think anyway. I wouldn’t know how to check. Oh, help!’

  Skipman threw back his head and let loose a deep, gravelly laugh.

  ‘I’d set the dog on you if they were, but I don’t think he’d be much of a threat.’

  Clooney was growling softly, looking very much as if he were trying to scratch an itch on his nose and not quite hitting the spot. He overbalanced with the effort, looking clumsily adorable.

  ‘Give us a call when you’ve filled it,’ he said. ‘Level to the top, please – no piling on.’

  ‘Saturday would be great,’ said Lou without hesitation.

  ‘Sure?’ asked Skipman, helping Clooney out with a good old scratch.

  ‘I’ll have it filled by then,’ said Lou decisively. ‘And can you deliver another one as soon as you can after that, please?’

  ‘I can deliver it Sunday, if you want. I’m a seven-day-a-week man!’

  ‘Perfect.’

  ‘You’re going to be a busy lady, I see, filling my skips in between printing out some more fake fivers to pay me with.’

  My skips. So this must be Tom Broom himself then. He had a very curvy smile. Nice teeth. Natural.

  Lou laughed. ‘Precisely. Not enough hours in the day for us forgers.’

  ‘Well, see you Saturday then.’ He hoisted Clooney into the cab and held up his hand in a masculine wave.

  But Lou was already at work, hurling black binliners into the mini-skip and looking brightly forward to a whole afternoon of filling it with many more.

  


  Chapter 9

  Two days later, the small Accounts department surprised Lou with a big fresh cream cake bearing the number 100 in wax candle numbers accompanied by a rendition of the
  ‘Happy birthday to you, you were born in a zoo’ version of the song.

  ‘Very funny,’ laughed Lou and divided the cake between them. Nicola wasn’t there. She had taken an extended lunchbreak to go shopping for Sheffield’s best designer gear.
  She and Celia would have got on like a house on fire.

  Karen gave her two envelopes, one of which was her card, which had must not be read until tomorrow written all over it, but the other she ordered Lou to open up there and then.

  ‘This is to say Happy Birthday from us all and to thank you for your support in our continuing fight against evil,’ said Karen.

  ‘Not a letter bomb, is it?’ asked Lou tentatively.

  ‘Do you think if we had a letter bomb we would have given it to you and not her?’ said Zoe.

  It wasn’t a letter bomb. It was a voucher for a colour and restyle at Anthony Fawkes, the trendiest hair salon in Barnsley.

  ‘We’ve fixed it for ten o’clock tomorrow. If you can’t make it, ring them now and say so, but it’s with Carlo,’ said Karen. ‘He’s an Italian. A
  drop-dead gorgeous Italian, as well. I couldn’t resist booking him.’

  Karen knew all about Lou’s penchant for things Italian. A sexy Latino man running his fingers through her colleague’s hair would give her the best start to her day.

  ‘I’ll be there, I’m not doing anything else,’ said Lou. ‘And can I just say, that’s a fantastic present. Thanks, guys. I’m touched.’

  ‘We all wanted to get you something special,’ said Karen, without any of her customary joking.

  Lou looked at the smiling crescent of people surrounding her and she suddenly felt very emotional, which led to Zoe having to give Lou one of her tissues for once, and Karen put her arm around
  her and gave her a big sisterly squeeze. She thought that Lou was worth a lot more than a hairdo and, if ever her numbers came up on the lottery, Lou was near the top of her list of ‘people
  to treat big time’. She would force her friend on a grand tour of Italy so she could visit all those wonderful things and places she dreamed of: the Sistine Chapel and the Trevi Fountain in
  Rome, the Ponte Vecchio in Florence, the Grand Canal of Venice, the Amalfi coastline, the streets of Sorrento, the ruins of Pompeii . . . Lou’s eyes would light up when they talked of things
  Italian, and yet the only place she ever seemed to holiday was Benidorm.

  Karen had the distinct impression that something was very wrong in Lou’s world, despite her jolly exterior. Karen was a very intuitive woman and she would have put money on the fact that
  at some point or other, Lou’s husband had had an affair, and Lou had never really got over it. Amazing how women could sniff another woman’s knobhead from a mile off, but alas, the gift
  rarely extended to their own.

  ‘I’m having my hair done tomorrow,’ said Lou to Phil that night over their customary Friday curry. He grinned.

  ‘That’s good, because I’ve got a little birthday surprise for you myself.’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Nope, not telling!’

  ‘Oh come on, you can’t not tell me. Tell me!’

  ‘Nope,’ he teased. ‘It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, would it?’

  ‘Oh please, please, please, please, please.’

  ‘Well, all I’m saying is, be ready for half-past seven in your gladrags and don’t have anything to eat before.’

  Lou gave a small gasp. ‘Are we going out?’ She wanted to make doubly sure after last year, when she had got all dolled up only for Phil to turn up with a giant pizza.

  ‘Might be,’ said Phil. Lou’s face lit up like November the fifth.

  It takes so little to please her, thought Phil. Half of him smiled at that; half of him thought that sometimes it was like being married to a puppet. Therein lay the irony of having a
  surrendered wife.

  The next morning, Phil gave her a big sloppy card and a big sloppy kiss and tapped his nose on the way out of the door.

  ‘Remember what I told you. Seven-thirty!’ he said to his wife, who was beaming like a little child who was first in the Santa’s grotto queue.

  Lou had a birthday call from her mother, who reminded her of the arranged Sunday lunch as the usual birthday treat.

  ‘I’ve sent your card – have you got it?’ she said. ‘I didn’t post your present; it’s here waiting for you. It wasn’t cheap so I didn’t want
  to risk it getting lost.’

  ‘Oh Mum,’ said Lou. ‘Yes, the card came yesterday and yes, it’s lovely, and you didn’t have to buy me anything.’

  There were quite a few cards to open from work colleagues and her old friend Anna and her old Auntie Peggy in Cork who had put ten euros in it. Victorianna sent an ecard, on time for once. It
  had some American critter she could never remember the name of, getting a picnic out of a hamper. Gentle hint or what? There was a beautiful and expensive ‘best friend’ card from
  Michelle with a flowing verse and a Sorry I’ve been such a miserable cow, I really will make it up to you, handwritten message. Lou smiled at the intricate little flower cartoons
  Michelle had drawn on the inside. It must have taken her ages to do! If Lou could have had one birthday wish granted it would be that Mish would sort herself out and once again be that nice,
  smiley, considerate person she had met in the cookery class. She was still in there somewhere, Lou was convinced of it.

  There was nothing from Deb, although Lou didn’t really think there would be. Really.

  Lou got dressed and walked down into town. It was a dry day, devoid of April showers and full of the promise of bright sunshine, both outside in the sky and inside in her
  spirit. The hard physical graft of yesterday had left her tired and she slept a deep healthy restful sleep. This morning she felt energized and raring to go.

  The hair salon was very white and very chrome and Lou felt immediately stupid by pushing the pull door, then pulling the other push door, before finally and correctly pulling the pull door and
  entering.

  The receptionist was a very tall girl, spaghetti-thin with hips that a child would never get through in a million years. She smiled in a far friendlier way than Lou would have expected in such a
  pricey establishment and said, ‘Do you know, everyone does that. I don’t know why they don’t get doors that swing both ways.’

  She gowned Lou up and led her to a chair which was pumped up so her legs dangled, and then the Angel Gabriel appeared behind her and started weaving his hands into her hair.

  ‘Hi, I’m Carlo,’ said a voice rich in bolognese sauce.

  He was front cover magazine-stunning with dark colouring, a pencil-line of black beard and spiky, platinum hair that shouldn’t have worked, but did to great effect. He had lips that were
  pink and looked very soft and kissable. To boys or girls or both, she couldn’t tell. Maybe he swung both ways like the doors should have done. He was far too young to fancy, but she could
  easily appreciate his gorgeousness. For a split second she imagined that she was his mother. What would that feel like? To look at a boy as beautiful as this and know he was your son? It threw her
  a little because she hadn’t had thoughts like that for a long time.

  ‘So, what are we doing for you today?’

  Sending me to sleep if you carry on doing that much longer, thought Lou, as he played with her hair and studied her in the mirror.

  ‘I don’t know, to be honest. What do you think? I’ve had this style – well, forever . . .’

  Carlo stared at her reflection in the mirror, and then obviously inspired, he reached for a colour chart. After a lot of page-turning his eyes locked on a loop of dyed hair.

  ‘What do you think?’ he said.

  Lou gulped.

  ‘Trust me,’ said the Italian Angel Gabriel.

  Two hours later, Lou was watching as Carlo snipped at her hair in much the same wildly extravagant way that she used to when playing hairdressers with her dolls. Lou watched
  him wide-eyed with horror in the mirror, remembering all too well those end results. Her mother went nuts at the sight of Bald Tiny Tears.

  ‘Relax!’ said Carlo. ‘You will look fan-tas-tico!’

  Her eyes strayed to the detached snippings by the base of the chair. Clumped up together they looked like Dougal from The Magic Roundabout.

  Carlo spun her around so she couldn’t see the finishing touches he was making. He fluffed, he sprayed, and when he twisted her back to face the mirror, Lou’s eyes widened like a
  startled owl’s. Then her lips curved into a smile.

  ‘I can’t believe it. You’ve made my hair actually look longer!’

  ‘It was too heavy before – you really needed those layers and a good cut. I know you wanted to keep your length but it was pretty scraggy for the bottom four inches. And it’s
  much lighter up top so you can achieve some volume now. What do you think of the colour? Not so frightening now it’s dry, huh?’

  Lou examined the effect of the chilli-pepper orange heavily highlighting the front of her auburn waves, with just delicate touches of it at the sides. She felt trendier and looked younger than
  she had done in years. Why on earth had she ever stopped having her hair done? She used to love the feeling that was skipping around inside her now, that only a hairdresser could give.

  ‘I absolutely love it!’ said Lou.

  ‘It brings out the colour of your eyes,’ drawled Carlo sexily. ‘My, they’re so green. Mamma mia!’

  Sod being his mother, now she wanted to snog him. That voice! He could have been reciting a shopping list and she would have started dribbling. She wanted to dip some focaccia in him and eat him
  all up.

  Her hair was heavily sliced at the front and flicked round onto her face, with choppy layers at the back. He’d even managed to sex up her blunt fringe. It made her want to go out and buy a
  new outfit. Sod it, it was her birthday – she would go out and buy a new outfit.

  She handed over her gift voucher to the reception desk and gave Carlo a heavy tip. The fact that they didn’t try to coerce her into buying a cabinet full of essential hair products that
  she would have caved in and bought, knowing she would probably never use them, made her doubly keen to book a follow-up appointment. Obviously with Carlo.

  Lou had a pleasant mosey around town then and bought a very brave orange top and some bronzy copper jewellery, and a thrilling glossy lipstick that was guaranteed to stay on through dinner,
  drinks and a world war. It was a bright day but nippy, and so the treat of a hot coffee and a scone in the Edwardian Tea Rooms seemed very much in order. The scone was the size of a basketball and
  she slathered butter thickly on slices of it. That would keep her going until her romantic meal for two. Actually, it would probably keep her going until next January. She felt a buzz of excitement
  vibrate down her veins at the thought of the evening to come. It had been so long since she had gone out with Phil; she was looking forward to the ritual of dressing up in her new clothes and the
  delicious anticipation of the eating venue. Please make him take me to an Italian, she dared to ask the cosmos.

  The skip was still there when she got home, but by the time the kettle had boiled there was the beep-beep-beep of something very large reversing into the drive.

  ‘Hi there,’ called Lou, emerging from the front door as Tom Broom jumped down from the cab and started unrolling a huge net. She looked around the truck. ‘No dog?’

  ‘He’s in the cabin. He can be a bit of a pest. Not everyone likes seeing a hulking great beast bounding towards them. Or the dog either,’ he joked.

  ‘Oh.’ She couldn’t hide her disappointment.

  ‘What? You want him out?’

  ‘Well, if it’s no trouble,’ said Lou.

  ‘No trouble to me,’ said Tom and seconds later, Clooney was bounding towards Lou with his tail wagging a force-twelve draught.

  ‘Shall we see if we can get you a biscuit?’ said Lou.

  Clooney woofed and turned excited circles.

  ‘He can understand “biscuit”, just to warn you,’ said Tom with a lazy grin, and as he hooked up the skip, Lou went into the kitchen, closely followed by Clooney, where
  she gave him some of the dog biscuits she had just bought for him that morning in the pet shop.

  She so missed having a dog. They’d had a German Shepherd cross called Murphy at home. Her dad had been dead only weeks when Murphy’s back legs collapsed. She carried him to the
  vet’s down the road where they kindly told her she had to let him go and she cuddled her dog whilst they gently put him to sleep, then she howled like a banshee when they took him away in a
  blanket. She scattered his ashes in the same place where they’d scattered her dad’s and prayed that they would find each other in heaven. She dreamed of them together a lot: walking in
  the park, her dad throwing a tennis ball and Murphy chasing after it over the early-morning grass.

  Phil was dreadfully allergic to all animals with fur, so a ‘proper’ pet was out of the question.

  ‘Still want another skip tomorrow?’ Tom Broom enquired, helping Clooney back up into the truck.

  ‘Yes, please,’ said Lou.

  ‘About ten o’clock? Or will you still be in bed then?’

  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be up.’

  ‘How’s the forgery business? Still making the fake fivers?’

  ‘It’s going very well, thank you,’ she said, feeling her cheeks warm up.

  Tom did that big deep laugh again. It was a lovely sound, borderline-boom, like a big friendly giant in a panto. She noticed the wrinkles that gathered around his eyes, then quickly reprimanded
  herself; she had no business looking at wrinkles gathering around other men’s eyes. She was a married woman, and her husband was taking her out tonight. Was this new hair-do of hers turning
  her into a sex maniac, eyeing up two different men in the space of a couple of hours? Both sharing that sexy Mediterranean look.

  ‘Nice colour, by the way.’

  ‘Sorry?’

  ‘Hair. You’ve have it done since last time. Looks nice. It suits you.’

  Then Tom Broom climbed up into the driver’s seat and was gone before Lou could register that, before today, she couldn’t remember the last time a man had complimented her
  appearance.

  


  Chapter 10

  A long soak in a deep bath would have been a nice birthday treat, but the less said about that the better. Lou gave her quarter-finished building site of a luxury bathroom a
  hard, frustrated look, shook her head and went into the ensuite for a shower before she could get so wound up that she risked spoiling what had been, so far, a lovely day. Bloody Keith
  Featherstone! A name to make a saint swear.

  Phil refused to get involved in Lou’s dispute with the builder. She’d wanted the fancy bathroom so she could sort it out. He reckoned she should cut loose from the man and organize
  another firm – it wasn’t as if she’d paid Featherstone in advance or anything stupid like that. Phil was quite happy with the shower in their large ensuite anyway. He
  couldn’t see the point of wasting time lying about in water full of the filth you’d just soaked off. He told Lou to use her feminine charms. Builders always responded to a bit of
  eye-fluttering and a nice cleavage. Well, lazy useless unreliable bloody Keith Featherstone hadn’t.

  Lou had a blissful half-hour after her shower reading a Midnight Moon romance, a big cup of coffee in her hand, and nibbling on a couple of the Godiva truffles that had been
  put through the letter box, courtesy of Des and Celia Winter-Brown. (That Lou had missed their visit was a big fat added bonus to the day.) No ordinary ‘Brown’ surname for Celia –
  she had insisted they both adopt a double-barrel after their wedding vows. How she and Deb had laughed at Celia’s fancy signature with its cascading loops, like Elizabeth I did on her death
  warrants. God, she so wanted to pick up that phone now and dial Deb’s number.

  Lou took a lovely long time getting ready for her birthday surprise. She wondered what sort of restaurant Phil was taking her to. Anything would do, but an Italian really would just add the
  cherry onto today’s cake. There was little to beat the relaxed romantic ambience of an Italian bistro.

  When Phil arrived home at half-past six, he had a strange sneezing fit in the kitchen that nearly made him drop the bags he was carrying.

  ‘Have there been any animals in here, Lou?’ he said.

  ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Lou. Whoops.

  ‘I have presents, I have champagne,’ he announced. Champagne was pushing it a bit. It was very brutal Cava relabelled Vintage P.M Autos. He would give a bottle to every new
  owner of a Phil Winter car, along with a P.M. Autos keyring and a pen. After a glass, who could tell it from the proper stuff anyway?

  He had two presents for Lou, one in a white plastic carrier and the other in a gold gift bag.

  ‘Here you go, babe. You know I’m no good at wrapping.’

  Well, blokes weren’t, were they, agreed Lou silently, not that it mattered to her. She opened the white bag to find another of his amazing electrical appliance purchases.

  ‘Oh, an omelette-maker! Great – thanks, love,’ she said, overdoing the enthusiasm a tad to override the guilt she felt because she had already earmarked it for the charity bag.
  Phil seemed very keen for her to open the other present. Smiling, Lou reached in and pulled out something frothy and black on a plastic hanger. She held it up to the light, not that there was all
  that much to hold up. It was a minuscule nightie in something scratchy with holes in strategic places. It came complete with a set of panties with a frilly slit where the crotch should have been.
  Phil’s hands came from behind and twiddled Lou’s nipples as if trying to tune into The Archers.

  ‘I thought we could have some fun with it when we get home later.’

  ‘We’ll see.’ Lou smiled a paper-thin smile whilst behind it she was trying to blot out all sorts of mixed thoughts. Why couldn’t it have been something sweet and sexy,
  not this tacky thing? Then again, this meant that he still fancied her, didn’t it? Surely that was a good sign? She really was Ungrateful Wife of the Year.

  Phil slapped her bottom, hard enough to propel Lou forwards a couple of steps.

  ‘What colour’s that supposed to be on your head?’ he laughed, before heading off to the ensuite for his shower.

  At half-past seven that evening, the taxi pipped its arrival outside.

  Lou slipped on her jacket and followed Phil outside into the spring-chilly night. She felt great in her new outfit and make-up, and Phil looked extra-handsome in his dark green suit. It was his
  best and she took that as a sign that he was really going to push the boat out for her tonight. It made her feel safe and in turn, safe made her feel happy. She was going to have
  a wonderful evening, she just knew she was.

  There were people already in the car so Lou turned back.

  ‘False alarm, Phil, it’s not ours,’ she said.

  ‘Yes, it is,’ said Phil.

  ‘Can’t be. It’s got people inside – look.’

  ‘Little birthday surprise.’

  ‘Birthday surprise?’

  ‘Yes, love. I asked Fat Jack and Maureen to join us,’ Phil said, talking through a rictus smile in case the people in the taxi were watching their approach.

  ‘You. Are. Joking,’ said Lou in much the same way. It was like a private ventriloquist’s convention.

  ‘I thought it would feel more like a party with another couple. This is all for you, Lou, please don’t spoil it for me.’

  ‘Don’t give me that. You’re going to talk business, aren’t you, and leave me with Boring Maureen all night? It’ll be just like last flaming Christmas all over
  again,’ said Lou, still gritting her teeth.

  ‘Lou, what do you take me for?’

  She didn’t answer that one.

  Fat Jack and Phil moved forwards into the restaurant, their identical smiles flashing superiority at the Chinese waiter, one an older, brasher version of the other. The ladies
  followed an almost dutiful five paces behind.

  Jack seemed more colourful and dynamic than ever but Maureen seemed to have aged a few years in the few months since Christmas. Her customary ‘teak sideboard’ hair shade hadn’t
  been touched up and the greys and whites ran wild in her short tight perm. A long twisty hair was sprouting unchecked out of the large mole on her neck which Lou tried not to stare at. Maureen
  looked as thin as a baby bird, hollow-cheeked and pale – almost as if she was fading away to ultimate transparency.

  Fat Jack ordered a Chinese banquet for five (the greedy sod), and scampi and chips for Maureen who didn’t eat foreign food – and just as Lou had predicted, Jack and Phil talked cars,
  with the occasional foray into what Barnsley FC should do to have any chance of winning the FA Cup next season, and then onto the fascinating subject of Jack’s new koi carp fishpond, complete
  with waterfall, sauna and internet café (or at least that’s where the bragging was heading). Halfway through her crispy duck and hoi sin sauce, Lou gave up trying to catch Phil’s
  attention, she gave up trying to start up a conversation with monosyllabic Maureen and she gave up believing that this evening had anything to do with her birthday, or her. Stupid Lou.

  Lou ate her food and drank her wine and watched the hands of the wall clock lazily circle. Maureen had eaten hardly anything, but had been drinking wine unnoticed in the background at a
  surprising rate, then she had a double Tia Maria instead of banana fritters as well. It was a wonder she wasn’t on her back by the time the bill arrived.

  Lou just couldn’t wait for someone to ring a taxi to take them all home.

  ‘Have you rung for a cab?’ she asked Phil.

  ‘Er, we thought we’d just nip to the club down the road for a couple,’ said Phil as he helped her on with her coat. ‘Birthday drink?’ he added hopefully.

  ‘Oh, you remember it’s my birthday, do you?’ said Lou quietly but crossly.

  ‘We’ll have our own little birthday party when we get home.’ Phil grinned and gave her a suggestive wink. He was saved from Lou’s response because attention turned to Fat
  Jack, who had just fallen over his chair from the effect of all the brandies.

  The club was slightly more depressing on the inside than the rough brick exterior suggested, which was a feat in itself, but it did serve the best pint in the area, apparently, and that was a
  far more important factor to local men than any fancy furnishings. It had also been designed with a very long bar, to accommodate more ‘leaners’ and the comfortable women’s seats
  were deliberately positioned a small taxi ride away from it. All that was missing was a barbed-wire fence down the middle with a serving hatch.

  Phil brought Lou and Maureen two double vodkas and Cokes each, then he rejoined Jack at the bar. Lou sipped at one of them and her eyes flitted around the flaked paintwork, the cobwebs snagged
  on the Artex and the black and white picture of some mouldy ex-club Chairman given pride of place on the wall. The pressure to engage with Maureen all night had tired her brain out and she just
  wanted to go home and have a bath. Then she remembered she didn’t have a bath.

  She and Maureen had socialized four times before and yet she had heard Maureen say little more than, ‘Please,’ ‘Thank you’, ‘Hello,’ ‘Goodbye,’
  ‘Nice place,’ and, ‘Just going to the toilet.’ Oh, not forgetting her famous, ‘Those mince pies were nice. Did you bake them yourself?’ at Christmas. Boy, she
  had really let her hair down that night. So no one was more surprised than Lou when Maureen suddenly started to talk.

  ‘I’m a grandmother, did you know?’ she said with a wistful, slurring pride.

  ‘Congratulations,’ said Lou. She knew their only son, Peter, lived out in Australia, although not much more about him than that. ‘When did that happen then?’

  ‘Five years ago today,’ said Maureen. She really did know how to entertain, did Maureen.

  ‘Well, slightly belated congratulations then,’ said Lou. ‘Boy or girl?’

  ‘Girl,’ Maureen sniffed. She opened the locket around her neck with trembling fingers to show Lou two blurry pictures, one of a baby and a blonde toddler on the other side.
  ‘This is my Charlotte,’ she announced, gulping on the name.

  ‘Aw, she’s bonny,’ said Lou truthfully. ‘You must be feeling as if you want to just hop on a plane and go out there. Have you any plans to?’

  Maureen shook her head. Then Lou realized she couldn’t speak because there were great big fat drops of salty tears dropping down her face and making beads on her little tweed skirt.

  ‘Maureen, are you OK?’ asked Lou.

  ‘Jack wouldn’t ever go and see Peter now, so I’ve never seen my granddaughter,’ Maureen said at last. Lou fished in her bag for a tissue, which Maureen utilized
  completely.

  ‘Scared of flying, is he?’ said Lou.

  ‘No,’ said Maureen.

  ‘I see,’ said Lou, thinking that was the end of that conversation. Still, it was a record for Maureen. Then Maureen reached over, took a long swig from her drink and started up
  again.

  ‘Our Pete always wanted to travel but Jack was all on for forcing him into the business. He said if Pete didn’t stop his fancy ideas then that would be it, he could fuck off and not
  come back. Pete told him he was quite happy to do that and not come back and went out of the door with just a bag on his shoulder. That was the last time I saw my son.’

  The tears drop-dropped. Maureen’s eyes glazed over as she was dragged back to that happy Christmas scene of her family being smashed up in front of her eyes. She felt Pete’s kiss
  again on her cheek, heard his sweet young voice saying, ‘Bye, Mam, I’ll ring you soon.’ She heard Jack telling her that she could fuck off as well if she wasn’t going to
  back him up.

  Maureen pulled herself forwards out of the raw pain and started foraging amongst the jumble of bingo pens and cigarettes in her bag for her own packet of paper hankies. Lou still had her
  eyebrows raised from hearing Maureen swear like that. None of these words seemed to be coming from her lips, but those of another woman, one buried deep inside her. Lou watched the older woman blow
  her nose and take a long, shuddering breath, looking momentarily elegant as she presented her fine-boned profile to Lou. Phil had told her that Maureen had once been Miss South Yorkshire, something
  Lou had scoffed at until now, looking side-on at the remnants of a much-faded beauty.

  ‘Pete was never interested in cars. He was a lad that used to take himself off into the countryside and draw. That’s what he’s doing now – graphic art in Sydney –
  and he loves it. He’s done really well for himself, despite his father telling him over the years that “he’d come to nothing, painting all the bloody time.”’ Maureen
  laughed a little manically.

  ‘All those years I stuck with Jack to keep the family together, turning a blind eye to his women – and for what, because it all collapsed anyway. All those bloody years
  wasted.’

  ‘Jack had other women?’ said Lou. As if on cue, Fat Jack laughed loud and crudely at the bar, his great blubbery belly years past the effort of being sucked in, and Lou wondered what
  Maureen had ever seen in him – never mind what anyone else had seen in him. Then again, there were always women who could put up with anything for a man with a fat wallet who wanted a bit on
  the side, as she well knew.

  ‘He could always get women, love,’ said Maureen, looking at him also but seeing a different Jack – a younger, slimmer Jack with sharp suits and smooth patter.

  ‘It nearly killed me the first time I found out about it, but I didn’t want him to leave me so I just let him get on with it. There was Peter to think of, you see. He was only a
  bairn and where would we have gone? I didn’t work because Jack wanted me at home and I wasn’t talking to my family by then. I couldn’t have given Pete the comforts Jack could
  supply. We’d have ended up in a hostel, and what life is that for a lad?’ Maureen gave a bitter laugh. ‘Course, his flings always ended because he just wanted the thrill of the
  chase. His tarts weren’t exactly the type to have his tea on the table for him every night, but it never got any easier, seeing him drown himself in his best after-shave and then lie to you
  that he was off out for a pint with a business contact.’

  Lou felt quite sick and very guilty. To her shame she’d presumed Maureen had always been a limp lettuce. She had never even considered that once she might have been someone whole and
  pretty and confident, who had been whittled away by small cruelties over the years. But then this Maureen at the side of her, crying softly into a glass of vodka, would never have
  attracted someone as strong and forceful as the young Jack. Once upon a time, it seemed, there had been a sparky beauty queen and a dynamic go-getter who had butted together perfectly, but then the
  power balance had somehow tipped and kept on tipping until they had evolved into little more than parasite and host. Jack the lad and Miss South Yorkshire were long gone, leaving two strangers
  behind.

  ‘Pete’s last words to his dad were that he thought more about his koi carp than us. He told me when he got settled he’d send for me and I’d to go over there.’

  Maureen dabbed at the tears that flowed slow, fat and consistently down her cheeks.

  ‘And did he ever send for you?’ asked Lou softly.

  Maureen nodded. ‘Aye, he sent for me, lass.’

  ‘Why didn’t you go?’ And leave that revolting bastard.

  ‘Jack said I’d to make a choice. Him or Peter. I couldn’t have both.’

  ‘No!’ said Lou incredulously, although she didn’t know why that surprised her. There was meanness behind Jack’s eyes, for all his loud matey laughing and back-slapping
  camaraderie.

  ‘There were always choices with Jack – him or my sister, him or Peter, him or my friend Bren, and, fool that I am, I picked Jack every time because I loved him and I couldn’t
  bear to lose him. He doesn’t know I’ve got this picture of Charlotte. Don’t tell him, Lou, will you? He won’t let me contact our Pete again and it’s the only thing
  I’ve got of her.’

  Let?

  Lou’s body stiffened and she gave the corpulent, jocular Jack a hard stare. How on earth did a woman get into a state where a man was ‘letting’ her? And putting her in the
  position of making her choose between those she loved and him.

  Maureen’s thin hand fell onto Lou’s and she said in a way that sounded more like a warning than a statement, ‘It wasn’t all his fault. I didn’t stop it
  happening.’

  ‘Why didn’t you?’ Lou asked. She wanted to go much further and demand: Why didn’t you stand up and fight your corner? Why didn’t you leave him? Why
  didn’t you go to your son and start a new life? Why did you let go of all you had been?

  Maureen looked up at Lou with eyes that had nothing behind them but tears and alcohol.

  ‘I just left it too late,’ she said.

  ‘Come on, you drunken old mare!’ said Jack, bursting into their conversation, laughing and pulling Maureen to her feet, a little too roughly for Lou’s liking.
  Behind him, a droopy-eyed Phil looked as if he was about to say something similar to Lou, but the withering look she cast him put paid to that.

  Lou followed the man in the massive sheepskin coat and the woman in the little mouse-grey fur jacket out to the taxi, and a thought flickered into her drink-fuzzy brain – but was just out
  of reach to be caught and examined. It hid instead in a quiet place in her head and would pay another visit, for longer next time.

  Back at home, Phil was waiting for Lou with two glasses and the chilled bottle of fake champagne when she came out of the cloakroom toilet. She was annoyed, he could tell, but
  Lou was so easy to play. She was incapable of staying pissed off with him for any longer than five minutes. She’d be upstairs and in that little black number being fiddled about with in no
  time after a few flattering choice words, that much he would have staked his life on.

  ‘Fancy trying out your birthday present?’ he said, swivelling his hips, knowing her smile was on its way out and just needed a little coaxing to the surface.

  ‘You want an omelette at this time of night?’ Lou answered glibly.

  Phil swaggered over to her and pressed his groin against her, crooning seductively, ‘Don’t be silly, babe, you know exactly what I mean.’

  But Lou surprised him by stepping out of the closing cage of his arms.

  ‘Not tonight, thank you, Phil,’ she said wearily, and then she turned away from him and headed up the stairs towards the much-needed comfort of her old pair of pink impenetrable
  flannelette pyjamas.

  


  Chapter 11

  For as long as he could remember in his marriage, the smell of bacon wafting up the stairs had been Phil’s gentle Sunday-morning alarm. Ironically, it was his senses in
  shock from the defiance in custom that now sparked him awake. He relieved himself, slipped on his robe and moccasins and padded downstairs to the kitchen to find out what was going on. There he
  found Lou, sitting on the floor like a desert island in a sea of books taken down from the giant antique bookcase they had against the wall in there. There was evidence that she had intended his
  breakfast at least – the pans were on the hob and the eggs and bacon out on the work surface, but her present absorption had assumed importance over tending to his needs, which would have
  been extra grounds for sulking, had she been responsive enough to notice.

  ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

  His voice jolted her momentarily from her concentration, although trance seemed a more appropriate word.

  ‘Clearing the bookshelves,’ she said, returning to some big black file she was reading.

  ‘Never!’

  When she didn’t engage, the effect on him was tantamount to a smack. He knew only too well the power of indifference. It was his own personal favourite weapon. Not that he was worried she
  wouldn’t be back to her old Lou self in no time. OK, she was still annoyed about last night so she was having a womanly moment, but Lou knew he was a businessman first and foremost, and last
  night he and Jack had got a lot of important talking done. Anyway, it wasn’t as if it had been her twenty-first or her fortieth; it was only an ordinary birthday, for God’s sake.
  Thirty-six wasn’t exactly an ‘open up the Dom Perignon’ landmark.

  ‘Er, I thought instead of the usual that we might try out your birthday present? The other one?’ He was careful to say we.

  ‘Yes, I’ll sort it in a minute. I’ve run out of black pudding, though.’

  It occurred to him that she wasn’t listening.

  ‘It’s OK, I’ll have peas instead,’ he tested.

  ‘No worries,’ she replied.

  Lou hadn’t planned to clear out the books. She had gone down, automaton-style, to cook Phil’s Sunday breakfast, but what she saw when she first opened the door was
  the last remaining vestige of disorder in the kitchen – the bookshelves. On the bottom shelf there was a stack of holiday brochures. She thumbed through them, and pictures of Venetian canals
  and pretty hotels taunted her from the pages. The hot Italian sun beamed out from the photographs and she could almost smell the coffee in the street café scenes. The next shelf up was full
  of her Midnight Moon romance collection, telling stories of the sort of fiery passion that could only exist in works of fiction, and a box full of instruction manuals and guarantees for appliances,
  most of which she no longer had. On the other shelves were all her many cookery books and the files of recipes she had collected over many years. Her regular-as-clockwork routine was totally
  overridden by an undeniable compulsion to tackle this job first. It simply couldn’t wait. Phil’s breakfast, for once, could.

  She stripped all of the books from the shelves and piled them up around her on the floor. She ripped out pages of the tried, tested and rejected recipes and started to refile those with a big
  fat tick into mains and desserts – so many lovely desserts. She had quite forgotten the Casa Nostra file was there amongst them. Casa Nostra. The name set off a flare in her
  head and in its temporary light she glimpsed all the associated memories lying there covered in dust. The premises they’d found to convert, the furnishings they had planned, the excitement
  when the bank manager agreed to the loan, and how they’d jumped up and down in his office hugging each other (and hugging him as well, Lou remembered, with both a cringe and a smile).
  Casa Nostra was just a working title. They hadn’t ever found the name that would have been just right, but whatever it was going to be finally called, would be a
  coffee-house like no other. It was going to bring a little Italy to their corner of Yorkshire, with proper fortifying coffee to wash down the most extravagant, indulgent cakes in the world. They
  were going to name their fare after people like de Niro and Pacino and Sinatra – and Marco Pierre White, of course. It was to be the start of their empire that couldn’t fail because
  they knew that, together, they were an indomitable force.

  Deb’s big rounded handwriting was scribbled everywhere.

  Lou – what do you think of this for a pud of the week?

  Lou – let’s make it our aim to de-naff Black Forest Gâteau.

  Lou – let’s make the biggest pudding in the world and call it a Brando. What should it be I wonder?

  Lou – followed this recipe to the letter and it tasted like shite.

  They had been touching the dream, until the day when she had found Deb on the doorstep in a dreadful state and five minutes later, Lou’s world had fallen apart. Her agony had been
  unbearable, but Deb’s had been too.

  Lou, I’ve got something awful to tell you . . .

  It was a terrible responsibility to shoulder.

  Phil’s having an affair. I’ve seen them together.

  Yet Deb nursed her through the heartbreak with patience and selflessness. Then Phil came back and made her choose. And Lou had chosen him.

  Lou made Phil a smaller than usual fried breakfast and she hadn’t used her new omelette-maker, he noted.

  ‘One egg?’ he questioned, struggling to keep the petulance out of his voice.

  ‘We’ll be at my mother’s eating lunch in two and a half hours,’ explained Lou.

  Phil groaned. ‘Oh, flaming Norah – I forgot about that. Can’t I give it a miss?’

  ‘You can if you want, but you’ll have to make your own lunch,’ came the reply.

  ‘OK, I’ll go,’ said Phil, like a small child reluctantly being dragged by his mam to the supermarket. Phil loved his food and would have been the size of a pregnant elephant if
  he didn’t burn it off with long runs. He had noticed the creep of middle-age already around his waistline recently and would have to add a few more miles to his routine soon. Settling for a
  half-breakfast wouldn’t do him any harm for once, he decided.

  ‘Er, I’ve been thinking about holidays,’ he said, after swallowing the last mouthful of egg. Lou wasn’t on best-friend terms with him yet, that was clear, so this just
  might turn her round. ‘Fancy going somewhere different this year?’

  Lou looked up from her lake of books.

  ‘What, like Italy?’ she said with a gulp, her heart already revving up the thumps in anticipation.

  ‘No, I don’t fancy Italy,’ said Phil.

  ‘Why not Italy?’ said Lou. She feared that ‘somewhere different’ might mean a caravan in somewhere bland like Blegthorpe-on-Sea.

  ‘I don’t like it.’

  ‘Phil, you’ve never been!’

  ‘Put it this way then: I won’t like it.’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘It’s full of Italians for a start.’

  ‘Precisely,’ said Lou. ‘And fantastic Italian architecture . . .’

  ‘Boring churches, you mean.’

  ‘The Colisseum isn’t a church,’ said Lou, fighting back the exasperation that was spiralling up inside her. ‘Neither is the Circus Maximus or the Forum or Pompeii.’
  Places she so wanted to see. Places Miss Ramsay had brought to life for her in school Latin lessons.

  ‘I hated Latin at school,’ said Phil. ‘And I’ve seen Hadrian’s Wall. What a bloody thrilling day out that wasn’t!’

  ‘OK then,’ said Lou, trying a tack tailored to his likes, ‘what about the wonderful food and the beautiful wines?’

  ‘I hate pizza and I’m not that bothered about wine.’

  ‘Sunshine, Phil, Italy is bursting with sunshine!’ Lou half-screamed. She knew she had him here. Phil worshipped at the altar of Apollo.

  ‘Yeah, but it’s Italian sun, it’s different. I was thinking about Torremolinos. I’ve seen a five-star that you’d love, Lou.’

  Lou knew she couldn’t fight the illogical with logic. It was like raising Excalibur to slice fog. Strength of argument meant nothing – not that she was equipped to win any battle of
  wills with Phil. His voice faded to white noise in the background as he blah-blahed on about a holiday he had probably already booked. It would be, as usual, a very nice hotel, five-star, the one
  he wanted in the area he wanted. They always holidayed where and how Phil wanted. They always did everything the way Phil wanted, come to think about it. Lou slid the brochures with their promise
  of a different sun into a carrier bag to take out to the skip. There was no point in keeping them. She would only ever go there in her dreams.

  At a quarter to ten, whilst Phil was engrossed in the sports pages of the Sunday World in the conservatory, the skip wagon reversed into their drive.

  ‘Good morning,’ said Lou breezily, coming out to meet it. It was such a crisp day, refreshingly chilly, and as bright and beautiful as the hymn. There were still one or two snowdrops
  lingering in the flower borders, but purple crocuses and daffodils with their trumpets as orange as fresh egg-yolks had pushed through for their turn in the limelight. ‘And good morning to
  you, Clooney.’

  Clooney started play-biting Lou’s hand, until Tom shouted at him to stop.

  ‘He’s not hurting me,’ said Lou, getting a dog biscuit out of her pocket.

  ‘You’re spoiling him,’ said Tom. ‘He’ll not want to come home.’

  ‘I’d have him in a shot,’ said Lou.

  Tom coughed. ‘I was just wondering if you’d like to go . . .’ He was talking at the same time as Lou added, ‘But my husband is allergic to pet hair. Oh, I’m sorry,
  you were saying?’

  ‘No, it’s fine,’ said Tom quickly, whilst giving the back of his neck a hard rub and muttering to himself: ‘Oh well, that’s that then. What a shame.’

  ‘Oh, don’t feel too sorry for him – he doesn’t like dogs anyway. It hasn’t exactly affected the quality of his life, not having a pet.’

  Tom looked confused by what she had just said, but before Lou could retrack on the conversation, Clooney barked and distracted them. He’d found a rubber ball under the hedge.

  ‘Drop it. It’s not yours!’ said Tom.

  ‘It isn’t anyone’s. I don’t know where it’s come from,’ said Lou, and held out her hand for Clooney to bring it to her. She played fetch with him on the lawn
  whilst Tom lowered the skip off his wagon.

  ‘You’re keen, I’ll give you that,’ said Tom, looking at the bags of rubbish piled by the wheelie-bin awaiting his arrival. ‘Maybe you should have got one of the
  bigger-size skips.’

  ‘The mini-skip will be fine. I can’t have that much more stuff,’ said Lou. ‘I’ll have filled this today so you could pick it up tomorrow if you can. Do you
  know,’ she went on, ‘I would never have imagined that clearing out a few old carpets and stuff could make me feel so . . .’ She hunted for the word but couldn’t find it, so
  gestured joy with enthusiastic hands instead.

  ‘You’re not the first to tell me that,’ said Tom, nodding with understanding. ‘Some say it’s better than therapy. I might change my name to “Tom Broom, Waste
  Therapist” and charge double. Not that any price increase would matter too much to someone who prints her own money.’

  Lou smiled a smile that mirrored his.

  ‘I bet that was a nice little cracket in its time,’ Tom commented, pointing to the small crude rectangular stool there amongst the pile of stuff which was covered with the palest
  coat of sparkly frost. ‘A really handy piece to have around.’

  ‘It was, and just the right size for sitting on or standing on to reach things, as I invariably have to,’ said Lou with a little tut. ‘I must confess I still feel a bit guilty
  throwing it away, but it’s so battered now.’

  ‘It still looks pretty solid to me, despite the knocks. It must feel like you are giving up an old friend,’ said Tom, reaching for the stool and brushing at it with the heel of his
  hand. ‘It’s harder than it looks sometimes to let things go, even if they are old and useless. Things gather emotions to them so that people often feel they are throwing so much more
  away than an old vase that their granny gave them.’ He smiled and Lou gulped. This big man standing in front of her in his overalls sounded almost as if he was reciting poetry.
  ‘It’s amazing how attached some people can get to old rubbish, but they’ve lived with it for so long it’s become the norm. And throwing it away is too scary and
  doesn’t feature as an option.’

  A picture of Maureen drifted into her mind and Lou nodded.

  ‘That’s very true, Tom.’

  His head gave a little jerk when she said his name. She hoped she wasn’t being too presumptuous. Lou liked to use people’s names where she could, and calling him ‘Mr
  Broom’ sounded stupid. As if he was her headmaster or something.

  ‘Be careful you don’t overdo it,’ he said, with that little twinkle in his eye. ‘Those bags look heavy.’

  He had stubble this morning. She wondered fleetingly what it might feel like rubbing against her chin, or elsewhere. Enough of that, Lou Winter, she reprimanded herself. Still it was an
  interesting thought that left behind quite a quivery sensation in its wake.

  She quickly got out the money from her back packet. It was embarrassingly warm, nearly steaming as it hit the cold air, and she hoped he wouldn’t notice, but of course he did.

  ‘Hot off the press, is it?’ he said to her horror. She felt her cheeks heating up too, but attempted to laugh it off.

  ‘Yes. Be careful, the ink’s not quite dry yet.’

  He grinned. Stubble and grins. Lou went even hotter.

  ‘Anyway, thanks. Just give us a ring when you want it picked up. Come on, Clooney, we’ve got kids to take to the park.’

  A bucket of water hit Lou’s heart and extinguished the smiley feelings that were hopping about in there. Of course someone like him would be married with children, she said to herself. Why
  should that be such a shock to her? Anyway, what was any of it to do with her? What difference did it make? Why was she suddenly upset to learn that he was married with children? Lou didn’t
  know. Her head was all over the place this morning. It was as if someone had stuck a big wooden spoon in it and was stirring around.

  When Tom’s wagon drove off Lou rolled up her sleeves to start, but the sight of that faithful old stool on the heap of rubbish brought a sudden rush of tears to her eyes.

  


  Chapter 12

  Lou kissed her mum on the cheek. Despite his grumbles, Phil was there behind her with an extravagant show of affection for his mother-in-law, encouraged by the warm, meaty
  smell coming from the steamy kitchen.

  ‘You’ve had your hair done,’ said Renee, looking at it from a few angles.

  ‘Birthday treat from the people at work. Do you like it?’ said Lou, preparing herself.

  ‘It’s a bit orange,’ Renee replied.

  Renee had bought Lou a jumper for her birthday. It was a very nice plain black top, slash neck with three-quarter sleeves and four pearl buttons off centre.

  ‘Mum, that is really lovely,’ said Lou. ‘Thank you.’

  ‘It wasn’t a cheap one,’ reiterated Renee.

  ‘Mum, I know. It’s classy, I like it.’

  ‘It’s very slimming, is black,’ said Renee. ‘I didn’t know whether to get you a size smaller to give you some encouragement.’

  Lou gulped her sherry. Her mother meant well, she told herself.

  Renee Casserly served up a very nice pork lunch. Lou noticed her portion was considerably smaller than Phil’s but she didn’t comment. It was, after all, very
  pleasant just to be sitting there whilst someone else did the cooking. She had been too cross last night to enjoy that particular pleasure in the Chinese restaurant.

  Just after the washing up had been done, the phone rang.

  ‘Hello,’ said Renee, wincing as it rang again in her ear. She would never get the hang of these newfangled cordless things where you had to press a button to be connected.

  ‘Oh hello, lovey.’ Sunshine flooded her voice. Lou could name that caller in one. ‘How many degrees? Ooh, that is warm, isn’t it? It’s very cool here, but sunny and
  dry . . . Ooh, smashing . . . Yes, I’m very well, thank you . . . Yes, I’ve packed it. I just have to get it to the post office.’

  Aha, thought Lou, listening and filling in the gaps. The preliminaries dealt with, Victorianna had got down to the real business in hand. When’s my hamper coming, Mummy
  dahling?

  ‘. . . Tuesday, I hope. Elouise is here if you want to have a quick word . . .’

  The life savings Lou would have put on the answer to that one being a yes were safe.

  ‘Oh, I see. Well, never mind, another time if you’re rushing . . . She sends her love.’

  No, I bloody well don’t, Lou thought loudly.

  ‘Bye bye, dear . . . Yes, I love you too.’ Renee put the phone down looking as if she’d just had a private audience with Daniel O’Donnell. ‘That was
  Victorianna.’

  ‘Really,’ said Lou.

  ‘She sends her love.’

  No, she bloody well doesn’t, thought Lou again.

  ‘Will you give me a lift to the post office with that parcel for her on Tuesday? Everything’s all wrapped up now,’ said Renee, pointing to an enormous box in the corner.

  ‘Course I— Flaming heck, Mum. That’ll cost you a fortune. I don’t know, she really is a . . . making you do this.’ Lou omitted the word. She was having trouble
  finding one that summed up Princess Victorianna without resorting to expletives.

  ‘She didn’t make me, she asked. I could have said no. Oh Lou, why are you always so aggressive where Victorianna is concerned?’ snapped Renee. ‘What on earth did she ever
  do to deserve all that sniping?’

  Mum, you really don’t want to know the answer to that one, Lou said inwardly.

  ‘You were so close when you were young as well,’ said Renee, shaking her head in exasperation.

  That wasn’t quite the way Lou remembered it.

  ‘Anyway, are you going to do it for her or do I have to get a taxi?’

  ‘Yes, of course I will,’ sighed Lou, adding to herself, but I’m doing it for you, Mum, not Goldentits.

  When it was time to go, she woke up Phil who was snoring in the armchair. Fed and watered, he had dropped off stretched out on Renee’s enormous leather recliner next to
  the radiator that was pumping out heat. When Renee shuffled off this mortal coil, he thought sleepily, he would have to make sure Lou got him that chair.

  It occurred to Lou, as she walked out to the car, that she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had said they loved her.

  


  Chapter 13

  ‘Hello, Keith Featherstone,’ announced a voice thick with the smoke of twenty years of filterless fags.

  ‘At last, Mr Featherstone! It’s Mrs Winter,’ said Lou, with half-shock, half-relief at finding herself speaking to his actual voice and not the gravelly answering-machine
  message.

  ‘Ah, Mrs Winter, I am so sorry, everything’s been mad. I was going to ring you later on today.’

  Yeah, right. Lou steeled herself.

  ‘Mr Featherstone, I really need you to finish this bathroom. It’s been over six weeks now since you left it.’ Lou dropped her voice so Phil wouldn’t hear the next bit, as
  he would have gone totally bonkers. ‘And I did pay you cash in advance so you’d treat this as a priority. As you promised you would.’

  Lou felt sick saying it. Sometimes she was like a stupid daft puppy that trusted everyone and invariably got booted, although no one could have kicked her more over this whole bathroom business
  than she had kicked herself.

  ‘You are totally right, Mrs Winter. I feel awful about it, and I will be along as soon as I can. I’ll ring you this afternoon when we’re a bit closer to completing this job
  that we’re on with now.’

  ‘I’ll be at work. Have you got my mobile number?’

  ‘I have indeed, Mrs Winter, and your home number just in case.’

  ‘I must have this finished. It’s not very fair of you.’

  Crikey, talk about the hard-line tactics she had planned. She’d stamp her foot in a moment and that would really show him.

  ‘I can’t leave what I’m on at the moment, that’s the problem. Old lady, you see, got broken into and her windows and doors are all totally smashed. You should see it, Mrs
  Winter. Terrible. I couldn’t forgive myself if I didn’t sort her out.’

  ‘Oh dear,’ said Lou, feeling humbled and a little like a child screaming for cake after just being told there were children starving in Africa.

  ‘I’ll be there as soon as this is finished, Mrs Winter. I promise.’

  ‘OK, Mr Featherstone. As soon as you can then. Thank you.’

  She could have sworn she heard sniggering before the line went dead.

  Her phone bleeped the arrival of a text message as Lou pulled into the office car park. It was from Michelle.

  LETS GO OUT FRIDAY TO CELEBRATE YOUR BIRTHDAY. SORRY HAVEN’T RUNG. MET G8 BLOKE. BEEN IN BED ALL W/END. WOW!! NEED TO TALK SOON XXX

  Lou shook her head. She thought back to the one and only time she had agreed to go out with Michelle on a Friday night after a campaign of constant badgering. Needless to say, Phil hadn’t
  been very pleased about it, so Lou had underplayed the excitement she felt about getting dressed up and going for a rare girly night out on the town.

  Once she had been released into the town, it took Lou about five minutes to discover that she wasn’t an integral part of their evening at all. Her whole evening consisted of being dragged
  from pub to pub whilst Michelle trailed after various fanciable men and then, when she got an audience with one of her quarries, Lou was pushed off to entertain ‘the mate’. At one point
  Lou spent an exhilarating half-hour with a drunk who had a bruise under his thumbnail in the shape of the Phantom Flan Flinger, so at least they had a talking point (well, in his case a slurring
  point). At the end of the evening, just when she thought her feet might drop off from shoe-pain, Lou was forced to stand for another three-quarters of an hour at a freezing taxi rank whilst her
  ears rang with the echoes of the weird and over-loud electro music that had been playing in the club. But before Lou could end her evening, she had to take an extremely drunk and sobbing Michelle
  home and make sure she was locked in safely and tucked up in bed with a pint and a half of water and two paracetamol in her stomach. Then, and only then, could she jump back into the waiting taxi
  to head across town to her own house. The taxi driver could barely steer for imagining how much his passenger was going to have to fork out for this fare. It would have been cheaper for Lou to
  charter the QE2 home.

  She had never really bonded with Phil’s house but felt like throwing her arms around it and kissing it when the taxi pulled into its drive. It was worth every penny of the exorbitant fare
  just to take off her shoes in the porch. Going around town at seventeen in skyscraper stilettos with mates like Deb was brill, but doing it in her thirties, with someone like Michelle, had been
  excruciating.

  Lou remembered trudging up the stairs, stripping off her clothes and leaving them in an uncharacteristic heap on the bathroom floor because she just wanted to go to bed and snuggle into
  Phil’s back. However, he was sulking and shook her off. He continued to sulk until the following Wednesday. Not even a lamb roast and a chocolate brandy roulade, the size of a Californian
  Redwood trunk, could bring him round, although Lou thought her cooking magic had worked on the Monday because he had woken her up in the middle of the night by silently caressing her and they had
  made love. Lou gave herself wholly, glad this was the end of his drawn-out tantrum, but when he was satisfied, he had once more turned his back in bed and carried on ignoring her for another
  forty-eight hours. Boy, that had hurt.

  When Michelle finally did ring her that weekend, it was to ask if Lou was up for another ‘fun night out’ as she laughingly put it. ‘When the disciples partied in hell’,
  was the phrase that crossed Lou’s mind at the time. Lou used Phil as a convenient excuse, saying that he wasn’t keen on her going out at nights. That exchange marked the start of the
  first big crack in their friendship as Michelle made a couple of snide comments about Lou being under the thumb, saying that she should stop letting herself be manipulated. Under pressure from
  Phil’s punishing, cold attitude, Lou had snapped back that she was trying to hold her marriage together and chasing men around pubs wasn’t the best way to go about it. Michelle had
  burst into tears and said she had felt very depressed recently and wasn’t thinking straight. It had the desired effect of making Lou feel like a right old cow and she’d dashed round to
  Michelle’s house with a couple of strawberry tarts from the bakery and a bottle of wine. She hadn’t seen then that Michelle could out-manipulate Phil when she wanted.

  Maybe, once upon a time, Lou might have been under the illusion that Michelle’s birthday invite was borne of selfless motives. But not now. She texted back: GLAD ABOUT THE
  MAN. TALK LATER. CANT DO NIGHTS SORRY XXX.

  The reply came back almost instantaneously.

  PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE XXX

  Lou thought again of that interminable wait at the taxi rank to get home with her feet throbbing like an AC/DC track.

  SORRY SORRY SORRY. LUNCH WOULD BE GOOD THOUGH XXX

  The few lunches she and Michelle had together in the beginning were nice.

  IF WE MUST text-sulked Michelle, although Lou knew it wouldn’t happen. There weren’t that many desirable men to stalk at noon in the Edwardian Tea Rooms over
  giant scones.

  Lou walked into the office and her heart sank immediately on seeing that Karen’s space was unoccupied. Stan wasn’t in either and Zoe was gazing intently at her
  screen and looked as if she had been crying or was just about to. Nicola was sitting at her desk. She made a deliberate head-swivel towards the clock after spotting Lou. It was a move intended to
  needle because they both knew Lou was never late. But as usual, it didn’t work.

  ‘Where is everyone? It’s like the Marie Celeste in here,’ said Lou to Zoe when Nicola had marched off with a very important walk and a folder.

  ‘Stan’s wife phoned him in sick – migraine, apparently – and Karen’s little boy is poorly so she’s taken a day off,’ said Zoe in a voice more cracked
  than Keith Featherstone’s smoke-ravaged voice.

  ‘Hell, girl, you should be at home with that throat!’ said Lou.

  ‘I rang in this morning but she said that if I didn’t get in here then I’d be in trouble, what with everyone else being off.’

  ‘Someone really should have a quiet word with HR She can’t do this sort of thing.’

  Although, as they all knew, there was no such thing as a quiet word or an ‘off-the-record’ chat with Human Resources. It was a department full of cans of worms and as soon as you
  opened your mouth in there, you turned into a tin-opener.

  ‘Yes, but she can do it because she is doing it, isn’t she, Lou?’ croaked Zoe.

  The skip was just being lifted by the truck when Lou arrived home. She spotted it from the end of the street and was all too aware that as soon as she had, her foot pressed
  down on the accelerator. She tore down the cul-de-sac like Nigel Mansell.

  The big skip man acknowledged her with a nod, but to her disappointment it wasn’t Tom. She had been really looking forward to seeing Clooney too. She had a bag of dog biscuits with his
  name on in the house – safely hidden away from Phil, obviously.

  ‘No dog today?’ she said lightly, despite the sensation of a cannonball in the pit of her stomach. ‘I was really looking forward to seeing him. The German Shepherd,’ she
  clarified.

  ‘Clooney, you mean? He’s the boss’s dog. Only ever goes with him,’ said the skip man.

  ‘Oh, what a shame. That’s the bloke who usually comes, is it? He’s the boss?’ Lou said with breezy innocence. ‘I didn’t realize he had anyone else working for
  him.’

  ‘There’s a few of us,’ said the skip man, pulling at the net, which had snagged on some wood. ‘There’s me, Steve and “Part-Time Eddie”, except those two
  are off at the mo’ and Tom’s not been working the last couple of days, which is why we’re short handed and I’m having to do this so late on.’

  ‘He’s not ill, is he?’ said Lou, poking a little further.

  ‘No, he’s not ill, but someone in his family is.’

  ‘Not one of his children, I hope?’ said Lou, slightly ashamed that she was being so nosy, but she was unable to stop herself all the same.

  ‘Tom’s kids?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘Tom ain’t got any kids. I think it’s his sister who’s poorly.’

  Tom ain’t got any kids.

  That little cloud nudged in her chest although she was then cross with herself for not having the forethought to say, ‘Not his wife or his children, I hope?’ If she had got
  it wrong about the children, he might not be married after all. He didn’t wear a wedding ring, but then she didn’t half the time – well, when Phil wasn’t around anyway. Then
  again, what difference did it make if he was married with forty-five children or single, gay or celibate, for God’s sake? She was married, and Tom Broom was a bloke who was nice and chatty
  because he had a business to run and he was probably extra nice and chatty to her because she was probably bankrolling his business from all the skips she was hiring. Anyway, even if he was
  straight and unattached, he wasn’t exactly going to be interested in a dumpy little married woman coming up to the back end of her thirties with a bum so big it could be seen from orbit.
  Considering she wasn’t interested, she was spending a lot of headspace on not being interested, she realized. What the hell was up with her?

  Lou went inside and checked the phone when the skip man had gone. There had been no missed calls, which meant bloody Keith Featherstone hadn’t rung her on the house phone either, because
  he certainly hadn’t rung her on the mobile. But then, had she really believed that he would?

  


  Chapter 14

  Spring had to be Lou’s favourite season for flowers. It was so pretty when the sun shone and woke up the buds. Her stocky hyacinths on the windowsill were releasing their
  pungent scent into the kitchen. Outside, the cherry blossom was thick on the tree branches, banks of daffs nodded to each other in the breeze and there was a blur of violet in the woods as early
  bluebells unlocked. But according to the weather forecast, Sunday was going to be the last day of good weather for a week at least, and so Lou was up early to make the most of it. She had decided
  that the garden was next in line for an overhaul.

  She had rung for one of the larger skips midweek, dictating her order to an answering machine, and it hadn’t been Tom who had delivered it either. By nine o’clock today, it was
  already half-full of the bonfire pile that had been waiting for a match for a year and a half. It was far too sodden to burn now and would have ended up smoking out the estate if she had tried. It
  was only since she had started this clutter-clearing that the sight of it had begun to annoy her. Every time she looked out of the kitchen window, she saw it staring at her, like the mountain from
  Close Encounters. She had the distinct feeling that if she didn’t shift it before long, she would start recreating it everywhere in mashed potato.

  She set to, sawing all the huge wooden tree branches into smaller pieces, then she wheelbarrowed them over to the skip. Phil hadn’t ever shared the male obsession with arson, so goodness
  knows what he was thinking of in the first place, making the pile so big. It was as if he had been moving the problem rubbish from one place to another but never actually getting rid of it. Not
  surprisingly, the clutter-clearing article highlighted such action as a total waste of energy.

  Lou wrestled with a garden chair possessed by a clingy weed behind a row of conifers with a force that suggested she was battling something else, but triumphing over a bulky bit of plastic could
  not quite take away the frustration and disappointment she was trying not to put a name to. Well, she might not be able to control who delivered her skips, but at least Lou could have the upper
  hand over the chair. A cameo of Nicola’s face with its scary chrome canines popped into her head for no reason at all, which made the next tug a mightily aggressive one.

  Phil teased back the curtain to see Lou pulling at something white from behind the line of firs. He knocked on the window, but she was too involved with the silly bloody nonsense to hear him.
  His stomach growled like a caged bear and, in his pyjama bottoms, his penis bobbed like a charmed snake. He could have done with some attention this morning and where was his wife? Out wrestling
  rubbish like a small Big Daddy – again. Slipping on his dressing-gown and moccasins, he went downstairs, padded across the slate-tiled kitchen floor, opened the back door and called out to
  Lou.

  His shout coincided with her last heave and Lou, feeling as victorious as Boudicca, dropped the chair on the grass as if it were a dead Roman, before strolling back across the lawn to the house.
  Her hair was tied back in a girly ponytail but strands of it had fallen across her face, and she pushed back at them with the clean heel of her hand. Her arms and clothes were filthy. She was
  panting like an animal.

  It must have been his imagination, but she looked leaner. Actually, he thought, she looked quite sexy. For Lou, these days, anyway.

  ‘I’m awake,’ he announced.

  ‘Yes, I see you,’ Lou replied breathlessly. It was backbreaking work but exhilarating. Letting her body work whilst her head was free to butterfly had an effect similar to sticking
  herself in a battery charger. The harder she worked, the more energized she felt, and it had the unexpected side-effect of revving up a libido she thought had been waiting for its last rites.

  ‘Break for breakfast?’ queried Phil, who really meant: Leave the sodding trees alone and get the Big George grill out.

  ‘Yes, OK,’ said Lou, stripping off her gloves.

  Her lips are blood red, thought Phil. He steered Lou into the house with his hand on her bottom, not for a moment expecting what would happen next – for no sooner had they made it through
  the door when Lou turned around, they collided and then he couldn’t believe what sparked between them, but he wasn’t going to turn it down. He struggled her bra off and started rolling
  her nipples around in his hands, a quick grope before he moved in for the main event . . . but Lou, it seemed, had other ideas. He undid the belt on his robe and just as he was about to take her
  hand to guide it down to the bulge making a bid for freedom out of his pyjamas, Lou grabbed his hand first and made it do a bit of bidding of her own. He barely had to do anything before she was
  gasping out her orgasm, and judging from the noise she was making, it had a few seismic waves attached to it. Then, before Phil had a chance to protest, Lou pushed him onto a kitchen chair, sank
  between his legs and pleasured him in his absolute favourite way. It was over in seconds, his orgasmic scream borne out on a blasphemy of the highest order.

  ‘Wow,’ said Phil breathlessly, popping his spent equipment back under cover as Lou stood up and started dressing. If the truth be told, he had been getting a bit annoyed with all
  this skip and cleaning business, and had decided not to let her carry on with it any more, but if this morning was anything to go by, maybe he should, because advantages were starting to manifest
  themselves. The sight of the constant skips outside the front window was beginning to piss him off, but in saying that, he had really noticed changes in the house. It sounded daft, but every time a
  skip left, he could have sworn the house felt lighter.

  ‘I think we could definitely do with some breakfast now,’ Phil grinned. ‘I’m starving.’

  He gave her breast a squeeze, not noticing how Lou suddenly shrank from his touch. With her body now satiated, her brain was busy trying to analyze what had just happened. It wasn’t
  love-making by any stretch; they hadn’t kissed once during their activity. No, Lou Winter had just shamelessly used her husband to satisfy a basic need, and the worst of it was that anyone
  would have done. It didn’t make Lou feel very good about herself to admit that, for a few seconds back there, she had been imagining someone else’s hands all over her; big rough hands
  that knew exactly where to touch her, instead of Phil’s clumsy pinging and tweaking. It was thinking about him that had both brought her to that wild point of no return and then
  caused her to feel so guilty afterwards.

  She was thirty-six and this was her one and only experience of sex that had everything to do with selfless gratification and nothing with affection. Was this what men felt all the time? Was it
  this detachment that allowed them to pull up their trousers and disappear into the night without a backward glance, that let them cheat on their wives and then jump back into bed with them before
  the top note of the other woman’s scent had faded on their shirts?

  Her sex-life had never been all that adventurous, even in the college days. There had been two lovers before Phil, who had both been to the ‘Climben ze on, Climben ze off’ Swiss
  Finishing School of Copulation. She’d always imagined when she got married that she and her husband would start to build up a sexual repertoire, but that hadn’t happened. She and Phil
  hadn’t even made a dent in the index of the Kama Sutra. Adventurous sex had never been a priority in her marriage. Phil seemed to get more pleasure closing a car deal than he did in
  bed. In fact, sometimes it was as if the deal was the sex and the sex was the celebratory cigarette afterwards. ‘Mr Missionary’ got bored doing foreplay but then again, he had rather
  been led to believe that he did the business superbly well because of his wife’s kind but misguided attempts to fake her pleasure. Lou found herself trapped in a web of her own making and, as
  such, had to put up with it because it was far too late to come clean. Actually, Lou could take or leave sex but Phil took a pleasure from her, usually on Sunday mornings, which she was happy to
  give. Her own sex-drive was low, and now that she was fast approaching middle-age, her libido was barely breathing. At least, she had thought that was a fair assessment of the case, until the
  injection of freak hormones that morning, of course. It seemed that what she had thought of as dead was merely dormant – her libido was less ‘Corpse Bride’ and more
  ‘Sleeping Beauty’. There was nothing said about that in the clutter-clearing article!

  While Phil was happily reading his usual spread of Sunday newspapers, Lou’s phone announced the arrival of a text message. CAN U TALK? It was from Michelle. Now was
  as good a time as any for a chat. She couldn’t put anything more in the skip now, it was filled to the max. Maybe she should have gone for the even bigger size!

  ‘Hiya.’ Michelle answered the phone sounding breathless but bright. ‘Oh Lou, I’ve got loads to tell you.’

  ‘I’ve rung you a few times in the week,’ said Lou. ‘Did you get the messages I left on your answering machine?’

  ‘Yeah, sorry, Lou, but I’ve been out at aerobics – got to get rid of these flabby bits now I’ve got a fella. I did mean to call you back, honest. I don’t know where
  the time goes.’

  ‘Well, I’m listening now anyway,’ said Lou, settling down in the lumpy armchair in the corner of the conservatory. She’d never liked it. It would have to go, she
  decided.

  ‘It’s official, I’ve got a boyfriend,’ Michelle squeaked excitedly, in much the same way that she would have said ‘I’ve won the lottery.’ They were more
  or less the same thing to Michelle.

  ‘Come on then, tell me the details.’

  ‘His name’s Craig, he’s thirty-three . . .’

  ‘Ooh, toyboy . . .’

  ‘Only two years, so I’m not exactly cradle-snatching! Anyway, he’s a mechanic, comes from Leeds, six foot, blond hair, although he’s got it shaved in a number one, blue
  eyes, really really nice smile, unattached, no kids . . .’

  Well, so far he sounded promising – suspiciously so.

  ‘He’s in between jobs at the moment. Shame, really, but the garage he was working in caught fire and the owner couldn’t afford to rebuild it. It’s killing him being on
  the dole because he hates not working. Anyway, he was married but he’s separated. They’re at that sorting out the financial stuff stage at the moment. He’s sleeping on the
  couch.’

  Ah, here we go, thought Lou. She knew it was too good to be true.

  ‘Met him in the White Hart last weekend, then we went clubbing and I invited him back for a coffee, although by then I had no intention of putting the kettle on,’ Michelle
  beamed. Lou knew she was beaming because the sunshine was oozing out from between Michelle’s teeth, coursing down the telephone line and making Lou’s ear warm.

  ‘Anyway, we started snogging on the sofa like teenagers and then we just seemed to float up to bed, it was so weird. My clothes just seemed to fall off like they do on films. We spent the
  whole weekend at it, apart from him watching the match on Saturday afternoon and the sports highlights at night. I tell you he’s got some stamina, it was fantastic. He even got up to make my
  breakfast. Well, tea and toast, that’s all I had in the cupboard.’

  ‘I hope you used protection,’ said Lou, feeling like a bucket of cold water as soon as she had opened her mouth.

  ‘We did the first time but he’s allergic to rubber. Anyway, I’m on the pill. God, Lou, he is quite honestly the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met.’

  ‘Have you heard from him since?’ said Lou, trying hard to sound frothy and positive and not like the angel of doom.

  ‘Course I have. I said to him, “Ring me when you get home and let me know the taxi arrived safe”, and he did. Well, he phoned from his mate’s house – he
  hasn’t got a mobile.’

  A bloke without a mobile?

  ‘Taxi to Leeds? Crikey, that will have taken care of his week’s dole money, won’t it? He must be keen,’ Lou said.

  ‘It was my fault he missed the taxi home with his mates, so I gave him the money for it. And I know what you’re going to say about that, but listen to this, he’s coming over
  next Friday night and he’s making me a meal here as a thank you, so really, it’s a good job you can’t do evenings, because I would have had to cancel anyway,’
  Michelle added pointedly.

  ‘That’s nice,’ said Lou. It wasn’t her place to turn into her mother and start fire-extinguishing Michelle’s happiness. Who knows, he might be a genuine guy after
  all.

  ‘He’s gone down to London this week to see if he can get a job there with his mate. God, I hope he doesn’t get it. That would be awful, wouldn’t it? Just finding the most
  fantastic bloke ever and then he emigrates. I suppose if everything worked out, I could move down there, though . . .’

  Clearly Michelle had already designed her wedding dress and picked their children’s names.

  ‘So, are you looking forward to him turning up on Friday then?’ asked Lou.

  ‘Of course,’ said Michelle tightly. ‘Why wouldn’t I be? Why did you say it like that?’

  ‘Like what?’ said Lou. Heck, how had she said it?

  ‘Sarcastic. That little phrase about him “turning up”,’ and she repeated Lou’s words but gave them a waspish, mocking tone. ‘You don’t think he’ll
  turn up, do you?’

  ‘I hope he does,’ said Lou.

  ‘Hope? You hope?’

  Lou obviously wasn’t equipped for this conversation with Michelle. She wasn’t in full military anti-landmine gear.

  ‘Oh Mish, I really really want you to find someone nice, and what I’m trying to say is that I hope this guy turns out to be the one for you,’ said Lou, trying her best
  to sound jolly and encouraging. ‘I meant I hope he does turn up and you have a great time.’

  ‘He will turn up!’ Michelle was cross now. ‘You know, Lou, I was dying to tell you, my friend, all about him but I just knew you’d have to try spoil it
  as usual. Remind me not to phone you again if I have any more good news, will you? Speak to you later. Maybe.’

  With that, Michelle slammed the phone down, leaving Lou wondering once again why she always seemed to be on a different footing to the rest of the universe.

  


  Chapter 15

  The skip was lifted the next day whilst Lou was having a horrible rough Monday at work with office morale sinking a few more notches towards the centre of the earth. Karen had
  been sent off on a course, leaving Lou alone with Jaws and her amazing performing steel gob. Still, it made the Tuesday that followed it all the sweeter, not only to be away from the place but to
  be up early waiting for the next skip to arrive.

  Lou got all her old garb on then twisted off her wedding ring, leaving it in its usual ‘waiting place’ in the spoon rest. She and Phil had chosen their rings together in a lovely
  old-fashioned shop down a back street in Leeds. His was a huge, heavy rose gold hoop, and he had chosen a similar one for her over her choice of a delicate plain band. It was far too wide for her
  little hand and totally impractical to wear and, since she had put on extra weight over the last year or so, it felt tight and uncomfortable when her fingers were warm. Not that she would admit
  that to Phil – for between the way he and her mother harped on about her bum, she sometimes felt she should pack in her job in Accounts and go and enroll on a Sumo Masters course. Plus it was
  her wedding ring, the precious piece of gold that Phil put on her finger when he pledged to love her for ever. It would be OK again when she lost a bit more weight, she knew, but for now she would
  content herself by sneaking it off when Phil wasn’t around to let her finger sigh with relief.

  The air was considerably nippy and damp, but that didn’t stop her from slipping on her gardening gloves to tackle the five-foot nettles, the last leg of the garden clearance. Then what
  – the cellar or the loft? The cellar, she decided. She was in no way ready to clear out what lay in wait for her up there.

  Phil pulled off his wedding ring and rubbed at his finger to try and reduce the slight indentation it made. Women customers always flashed a glance to that third finger, left
  hand. Its presence, or absence, helped to put a man in some context. To some that ring was a symbol of a solid, trustworthy soul but he could also instinctively spot the others who preferred to see
  that finger naked because it gave them a guilt-free opportunity to flirt down the final figure. Obviously, he made sure they were successful at doing that, but then again, he always left enough
  margins in his prices to be able to do that anyway. Everyone, without exception, loved a bargain.

  Reading people was all part of the game and Phil was an expert at it. He could spot the blokes who would know what he was talking about by a ‘fixed-head coupé’ and the
  bullshitters who didn’t know a V8 from an After Eight. He knew when a woman enjoyed being flattered that her legs were too long surely to fit in that teensy weensy little sports car,
  and when to dumb it down to being quietly, but charmingly civil.

  That sunkissed little blonde number at the other side of the windowed wall in the scarlet suit, for instance, eyeing up the quality end of his car market, was definitely the rings off,
  full-throttle flirtation type. Popping his wedding band into his pocket, Phil prepared his smile before moving out of the office to show Bradley a real master at work.

  Lou barely registered the arrival of the skip lorry; her head was so full of its own debris as she heaved on the devil foliage. She had been thinking about work and what an
  increasing nightmare it was for everyone who worked alongside her in the department. Zoe was a living ghost these days and Stan looked as if he had left his mind at home and just sent his body out
  to go through the motions. It wasn’t only work that was clogging up Lou’s head, though, for that Sunday sex episode with Phil was still circling her head like a deranged vulture; also
  she didn’t know whether to ring up Michelle and apologize for coming across as Saint Elouise of Doom. Then again, could she deny Michelle the opportunity of ringing her after the weekend with
  a much savoured ‘I told you so’?

  It made her revisit those easy friendship days with Deb for the zillionth time recently. They’d only ever argued about one thing – the ratio of flour to egg in a Yorkshire Pudding.
  It hadn’t exactly been pistols at dawn stuff, plus they’d been totally ratted on Zombies at the time.

  ‘Hello.’

  Lou snapped her head up and immediately swallowed.

  It was him, complete with dog, which he was holding at the collar as Clooney whined and pawed to get to the nice lady who gave him biscuits.

  ‘Oh hello,’ she said, trying to do casual and failing dismally as her voice squeaked like a mouse which had woken up to find its head in a Persian cat’s mouth. He really did
  have a lovely, lovely grin – slightly lopsided but his lips looked soft and generous and — STOP! She reined in her observations as she felt herself starting to
  colour. She quickly bent down to beckon Clooney, who broke free from Tom and bounced towards Lou with such enthusiasm that he knocked her completely backwards into the wet grass. Her embarrassment
  was only lessened by the fact that she had jeans on and not a skirt that would have given him a point blank-view of her big Marks & Spencer’s stomach-holding-in knickers.

  ‘Clooney, down!’ boomed Tom with such command that the dog dropped immediately to the ground, his ears flat back against his head.

  ‘Are you all right? He’s bloody barmy that dog, sometimes,’ Tom said, striding over to her.

  ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ said Lou, shrugging bravely. Fine apart from feeling a total twerp, that was.

  Suddenly he was standing over her, bending, and his hands were under her armpits. Oh no. Oh no no no no no!

  Most women have a fantasy about being lifted effortlessly up into a man’s arms as if they were light as a size zero feather, and Lou Winter was no exception. However, she was all too aware
  that, were that scene to be played out in real life with her as female lead, Prince Charming would probably buckle over with the surprise weight of her, mutter a very unroyal expletive, completely
  knacker his back and then be in traction for six weeks. Tom Broom, however, was a strong bloke and Lou found herself lifted easily to her feet without any snapping of spines, blasphemies or
  exclamations of pain on his behalf.

  ‘Thank you,’ said Lou, not really knowing where to look, and simultaneously displaying every nervous gesture that was possible – blinking, neck rubbing, hair fiddling, moving
  from one foot to the other, clearing her throat, turning into a living, breathing beetroot. At one point, she was almost Guinness Book of Records material.

  ‘I’ll leave him in the van in future,’ said Tom, mildly mirroring a couple of Lou’s gestures.

  ‘No, no, it’s not his fault. Please don’t, I love to see him,’ she pleaded. Her heart was racing like Zola Budd running to the chip shop.

  They both looked at Clooney who was lying, nose down on the ground, great dark eyes flicking from one to the other in desperate appeal for forgiveness, although for what he hadn’t a clue.
  He was only being friendly to the biscuit woman.

  Lou’s head was a blender full of mixed-up ingredients. She was feeling sorry for the dog, feeling embarrassed for herself, feeling God-knows-what at being air-lifted up from the ground by
  this man with hands the size of spades, a face that said Made in Italy and an unbreakable back.

  ‘Have the other lads been looking after you then?’

  ‘Sorry?’

  ‘The other skip lads. Whilst I’ve not been here.’

  ‘Oh y . . . yes,’ stuttered Lou. ‘They delivered and picked up on time and had nice manners. I can’t ask for any more than that.’

  ‘I suppose not. And did you palm them off with some more of your counterfeit money?’

  ‘Absolutely. Fifteen-pound notes this time.’

  ‘Ha! I shall make sure I check the tills when I get back.’

  Good – they were suddenly back on a normal footing. Well, so long as she stayed on her clumsy feet they were anyway. Lou took a deep breath and prepared to put a mental Sherlock Holmes
  deerstalker on.

  ‘They . . . er . . . said someone was ill in your family. I hope he . . . or she . . . is better now.’

  ‘Well, she’s not exactly ill. It’s my sister – she’s pregnant with her fourth kid.’ Tom tutted fondly. ‘She’s been having a bit of a rough time,
  though. My brother-in-law is working away at the moment so he’s not at home as much as either of them would like. I sometimes take the kids off her hands to give her a break – you know,
  whiz them off to the park for a game of footie and a push on the swings.’

  ‘No children of your own then?’ Wow, big brave Lou! She impressed herself.

  ‘No.’ Tom shook his head. ‘Not that I know of, anyway. Me and the wife were never really that bothered.’

  ‘Ah, I see,’ So he was married then.

  ‘. . . Then we split up just as I was starting to get interested. Being close to my sister’s kids made me see just how great it would be to have my own. Ah well. C’est la
  vie – or Così va il mondo, as the Italians say.’

  Lou tried to rope in the smile that threatened to spread right across her face and meet full circle at the back of her head. How ridiculous and childish was she? Her emotions were glued onto a
  runaway rollercoaster.

  ‘You got any kids?’ Tom asked.

  ‘No,’ said Lou. ‘I can’t, I’m afraid.’

  ‘Oh bloody hell, I’m sorry,’ said Tom. His hand twitched instinctively as if he might have wanted to give her a comforting touch, although it was overridden by the stronger
  forces of etiquette. ‘Sorry for saying “bloody hell” then, by the way. Shouldn’t swear in front of ladies.’

  He needed rescuing himself now, Lou realized. He was the one in a knot this time. People never really knew what to say when an inability to conceive was admitted to.

  ‘It’s OK, I’m fine with it,’ Lou said, switching on her totally-at-ease-with-the-subject face, which would have fooled all but the most discerning eye. Deb’s, for
  instance.

  Clooney gave a low woof to remind them of his presence.

  ‘Can I give h-i-m a biscuit?’ Lou whispered, in all innocence.

  Clooney barked joyfully. He was forgiven. Otherwise, why would she have said ‘biscuit’?

  Tom Broom threw his head back and laughed. ‘Y-e-s, you can give him a biscuit.’

  The joke passed two feet over Lou’s head as she took a lolloping Clooney off towards the biscuit cupboard. There was still a ghost of laughter playing around Tom’s mouth when she
  returned the dog to him. She paid him for the skip, he held the notes up to the light to ‘check for Tippex’, then he gave her a cheery wave and a, ‘See you soon, no doubt,’
  and drove off. Lou tried not to notice that her insides felt as if they were full of warm olive oil.

  


  Chapter 16

  Renee twisted the three gold bands around her finger. One a thin, old gold wedding ring, one beautifully studded with a full range of precious gems that Shaun had bought her to
  say he would love her for ever, the third an engagement ring with three emeralds and five diamonds. They had cost him a small fortune at the time, but they were exquisite pieces and the young
  jeweller who designed them went on to be a big name in the industry. Shaun couldn’t possibly have known what an investment he’d made when he bought those rings. He had placed them on
  Renee’s finger when his heart was full of the ambitions that charmed her down the aisle with him. Shaun’s enlarged heart was always going to be the undoing of him.

  When Elouise came along, Shaun decided he didn’t want to be a man who worked all hours and never saw his wife nor his child, so he found the plâteau job that enabled him to provide
  well for his family but be home every evening to eat with them and enjoy them. No one could say that Shaun Casserly didn’t provide for his family; they wanted for nothing. Well, none of the
  basics anyway. However, even Renee had been shocked to find out the true extent of his provisions for her, just in case they didn’t make it to his pension together. The insurance policy he
  had in place would see her in good stead for the rest of her days, but it had all been much too late for Renee.

  Elouise’s birth had marked the death of all Renee’s greater plans for their early married years: the monstrously huge house and three-acre garden, the flash car, the holidays
  cruising the Mediterranean . . . She wanted so much more than this three-bedroomed bungalow with a conservatory, even if it was big enough to swing a very large cat in. Material possessions made
  life’s journey a happier, more comfortable affair. Love was, she found, a cheap firework that blinded with its flare before dying and leaving nothing of its original promise.

  Renee treasured her rings, though, even more so since they went missing a few years ago. She had taken them off to get a manicure and couldn’t for the life of her find them afterwards. She
  and Victorianna had looked everywhere but they’d simply vanished. She couldn’t have imagined how much they meant to her until then, which somehow managed to assuage some of the guilt
  she felt at never missing Shaun as much as she should.

  It was a big relief when Lou managed to find them, but oddly enough they had turned up in a place that Renee was sure she had searched quite thoroughly herself. It had all been a very odd
  business.

  


  Chapter 17

  Lou promised Phil she would make the car showroom accounts her priority the next morning, but instead she found herself in her old jogging bottoms and T-shirt, heading down the
  cellar steps with a roll of black binliners. She fully intended to clear out the cellar in the morning and then spend all afternoon doing the books – well, that was the original plan, anyway.
  However, five spare pillows, four packs of carpet tiles, three demijohns, two chipboard tables – alas, no partridges nor pear trees – later, Lou knew there was no way she was going to
  break off her clutter-clearing in order to sit at a desk trying to put Phil’s financial affairs in order.

  The showroom accounts were a nightmare. Phil had so many little tax fiddles going on, most accountants would have gone blind or insane or both with it all, but at least they would have got paid
  whilst they were going doolally, which is more than Lou did. Occasionally he threw her the promise of ‘making it up to her with a nice surprise’, but the surprise in question never
  materialized. Unless one was to count the various new ‘surprise’ kitchen gadgets.

  There were three big dry cellars under the house. One was totally empty; Phil had been talking about turning it into a gym for the last six years. So far he had bought a small trampoline from
  Argos which was stuffed in a corner still in its wrapping, and an unpunched punch ball hung from a rafter. The middle cellar housed all the past years’ account files, the artificial Christmas
  tree and all the decorations. Lou searched through the bags and found some broken baubles and anaemic tinsel, but annoyingly nothing to really get her rubbish-clearing teeth into.

  Most of the junk was concentrated in the first cellar, where the many shelves were full of ‘useful’ items which it was thought good to have to hand. There were countless bags of
  screws and nails, light fittings, switch plates, paintbrushes with a bald patch resembling Phil’s, a selection of torches that needed batteries and bulbs, rusty hammers, garden hoses that had
  been awaiting mending for longer than Lou could remember (and had been long replaced anyway) and lots of plugs that Phil had cut from defunct electrical appliances ‘just in case’. There
  was a big box of his old videos covered with dust and verdigris: cowboy films, some B movie action titles she had never heard of, a couple of Chuck Norris’s, and tucked away right at the
  bottom, wrapped in brown paper – Breast Side Story and Titty Titty Gang Bang. She carried them back upstairs in a binliner and threw them in the skip before breaking for a
  quick sandwich. Now that she had got stuck in, she knew there was no way she was going to do any accounts before the space was totally clear.

  There was a stack of books on the shelves that she remembered Phil buying on a whim from a closing-down sale ages ago, but she had never yet seen him read anything but newspapers and car-focused
  periodicals, so she knew they wouldn’t be missed. Lou read avidly, but these titles in her hand didn’t appeal to her much. However, they were in far too good a condition to throw away,
  so they went into the cellar charity bag to join a candle-making kit and some white plastic garden tubs which Lou had bought on an impulse but never really liked.

  She swept up shovelfuls of dust and cobwebs, trying to avoid the spiders. Phil would have screamed at the size of some of them, and though Lou didn’t exactly want them within cuddling
  distance, she never killed them. A thought of her dad visited her, telling her what an important job they did in killing the big noisy germ-ridden flies who filled up their clogs on dung-heaps then
  went tapdancing on cakes. Her dad had been full of little stories like that to make her laugh. She’d hoped one day to tell them to her own children. Ah well, she shook that thought away
  before it took a grip.

  Under the shelves she discovered with glee the antique airer she had bought the previous summer and totally forgotten about. She had sanded the few rough bits and waxed it when she had first got
  it home, but had been unable to find any pulleys to attach it to the ceiling beams, so she had stored it down the cellar until she had time to go on a more detailed hunt for them. The first time
  around, B&Q had sent her to Focus, Focus had sent her to Wickes, and Wickes had sent her back to B&Q.

  The article said that if she was to mend any such broken items which had potential for use then she should strike whilst the iron was hot. Utilize or bin it. With that in mind, Lou made
  a mental note to go pulley-hunting at her earliest convenience.

  Stored underneath the airer was a shirtbox full of photographs, and as she had just about finished and was ready for a cuppa, she took it upstairs and opened it up whilst she was waiting for the
  kettle to boil. She couldn’t remember why she had kept them, for the few important photos she wanted to keep were in her ‘treasure box’ in her bedroom. Lou wasn’t a great
  one for photographs; she had been quite content to carry the memories of various special days around in her head rather than look at second-rate snapshots of them which rarely succeeded in
  capturing any true essence of the moment.

  Seating herself on the floor in the conservatory with a mug of strong instant coffee, she tipped the box out onto the rug to look at the stills of her past. Most were out of focus or long shots,
  or were just plain boring landscapes of once-nice days, now just unrecognizable vistas. Amongst them was a family shot of her wedding. Her mother was in dark blue with a hairdo that made her look
  like a minor member of the Royal Family. She was colour coordinating (by prior arrangement) with Phil’s mum, also in navy. Lou had never really got to know Sheila Winter much, beyond the fact
  that she had indulged her offspring to nutter proportions, instilling in them the belief that they were beings more supreme than the Daleks and destined always to get everything they wanted. Maybe
  if Phil and Celia had had a few more tantrums which didn’t work, it would have done them good, Lou had started to think recently. Sheila had retired to Devon and died suddenly three months
  after the wedding. The funeral had been an odd affair, peculiarly emotionless. Sheila’s sisters, and even her twin brother, had seemed more interested in getting first pick of the
  after-service vol-au-vents than saying goodbye to one of their own, and weirdly, there had been a photographer there as they all got together so rarely and didn’t want to spoil the
  opportunity for some family groupings. (‘Can we have one with the corpse and immediate family?’ ‘Now let’s have one of the corpse throwing her wreath?’ Lou had thought
  blackly at the time.)

  Phil had been understandably quiet, but was back to work the next day with a ‘life goes on’ comment at the door. Celia was mourning openly with dramatic wails and cries and getting
  lots of attention, but was out shopping the next day, ‘to take her mind off things’. It was all so different to when her dad died. Lou hadn’t stopped crying for months, and trying
  to slot herself back into normal life had been like feeding herself onto a motorway full of fast-moving lorries whilst riding a skateboard.

  Feeling the pressure of tears build behind her eyes, she turned resolutely back to her wedding pictures, shuddering at the sight of Des and Celia bracketing her on the photograph: Celia, looking
  very designer-clad in a hat that was part-Royal Ascot, part-standard lampshade; Des, looking part-Bryan Ferry’s younger brother, part-Nosferatu. Phil looked so lean and handsome with thick
  fair hair. He had always looked younger than his age, but with that air of supreme confidence that had attracted her so much. He wasn’t smiling like everyone else on the photograph; in fact,
  he looked rather surprised. At one side of him was Victorianna, a younger, fresher, more glamorous version of Renee, and the minx was wearing a white dress. It had caused a bit of an incident on
  the day, as the old organist had started playing ‘Here Comes the Bride’ when she walked to her seat, which Victorianna would have loved, of course. The angle of Victorianna’s arm
  disappearing behind Phil’s back made it obvious that she had just nipped his bottom. And that, Lou remembered, was why this photograph was in the reject bag.

  In the line-up, Lou was smiling, looking exceedingly pretty in a long plain ivory dress that pushed her in and out in all the right places. She had always had a shape – Phil hadn’t
  complained then about her not being like a beanpole. In fact, if her memory served her right, he’d rather savoured her curves. Then there was Deb, her one and only bridesmaid, in a shade of
  scarlet, looking slim and blonde and gorgeous and more like a blood relative of Victorianna’s than Lou did. That similarity had come in exceedingly handy during Operation Great Ring
  Rescue.

  There were some holiday shots: a pinprick in the sea which she remembered as being a dolphin she spotted on their honeymoon in Benidorm; hideous family shots of Phil’s horrible uncle with
  his pet brown cardigan who came to stay seven years ago and gave Lou the longest fortnight of her life; the façade of the Hotel Artemis in Corfu. It was the only holiday they’d had
  outside Benidorm in all the years they’d been together. Lou had wanted to go to Rome but Phil had ‘surprised her’ and booked Greece instead. They had gone there to celebrate their
  sixth wedding anniversary and Phil had gone missing after their celebratory meal. She found him emerging from an olive grove with a woman called Wanda from Wakefield who was residing in the same
  hotel. She was a brassy piece in her fifties, hair bleached to inflammable straw and a mouth full of Stonehenge teeth. He said he’d been helping her look for her husband Alf (who turned up
  the next day snoring away in a fishing boat cuddling a bottle of Ouzo) and of course Lou had believed him. It was only later, when Phil left her for Susan Peach, that Lou wondered if he had, after
  all, indulged his passion for mutton that night amongst the fruit trees of Greece.

  There was an old school photograph in the pile, her last one, when she was sixteen. She couldn’t remember all the names of her classmates, but two faces stood out from the rest. The
  pixie-faced Gaynor Froggatt, who was to die in an alcohol-and-heroin haze six years later, and Shirley Hamster who was so jealous of Lou’s long hair that she had once snipped some off during
  Latin. She had been little prepared for Lou swinging around and giving her a right hook that sent her flying backwards over the chair and into the bookshelf behind. It had been worth Renee’s
  abject disgust, the headmistress’s lecture on ladylike behaviour and a week’s detention translating Catullus’ love poetry, especially as she had rather enjoyed doing it, as she
  recalled. Her dad had given her the thumbs-up but only when her mother’s back was turned.

  Elouise Angeline Casserly. In those days she had stuck her chin and her chest out wherever she walked; a girl who was scared of nothing and primed to take on the world. She was half-goddess,
  half-pit bull terrier. She dived headfirst not only into life but also off the stage at college discos, knowing that the rugby lads would always catch her. She was a demon on the hockey pitch,
  blasted aces out at tennis and was still dancing long after the die-hards had dropped with exhaustion. She was indestructible, spirited, marvellous. So what had turned her into this little woman
  who wore minimiser bras and was terrified that the wrong word or an extra inch on her waist would spell the end of her marriage? Where the bloody hell had Lou Casserly gone with her insane, loopy,
  passionate, determined spirit – the woman who was going to make her fortune opening up the best coffee-house in the world with the best friend anyone could ever have in the world?

  Before thought, sense or reason could get in the way, Lou levered herself up, letting the photographs tumble from her lap, and reached for the telephone.

  She could still remember the number. In saying that, what guarantee was there that it would still be the same one? And wasn’t it a bit stupid, ringing during working hours? But she dialled
  the number all the same and it connected and burred five times before a dear, familiar voice answered.

  ‘Hello.’

  ‘It’s me – Lou . . . Casserly . . . Winter,’ Lou said with a cracked voice. ‘Deb, is it possible? Can we meet?’

  


  Chapter 18

  ‘Debra Devine,’ was how Deb had introduced herself to Lou many years ago on their first day at college. ‘I know, I know, I sound like a crap nightclub singer
  or at best a porn star. Let’s go and get a coffee and have a natter.’

  Lou had laughed, following her to the college cafeteria where their friendship was born over cappuccino and biscotti. In a way it had ended over the same, she thought. She had missed that
  friendship so much these past three years. The ache of loss had never faded completely and, like arthritis, had flared up often, making its presence felt.

  The two women arranged to meet at the weekend in Café Joseph just behind Barnsley Park. The phone conversation had been short and polite and consisted mainly of the social
  niceties of, ‘How are you?’ and, ‘Lovely to hear from you.’ Lou decided that there would be plenty of time for talking more freely when they met.

  Needing a distraction, Lou reached for Phil’s accounts. They really did need to be done – cleared from her agenda.

  It was midnight by the time she had completed them, heaving a huge sigh of relief. Thank goodness she hadn’t left them much longer. Even at the best of times, they were like unravelling a
  ball of wool that a barmy cat had tried to decimate.

  Thursday and Friday were just ordinary days at work; they passed without incident. She had long since abandoned any hope of getting job satisfaction there, but since finding the old Casa
  Nostra file, it did make Lou realize she wanted more for herself than a part-time job in an accounts office.

  She desperately tried to keep a cap on being excited about the imminent prospect of meeting Deb again after so long, but various thoughts tortured her. What if they had nothing to say to each
  other? What if Deb changed her mind and didn’t turn up? It wasn’t unlike the anticipation that preceded a blind date.

  She was so preoccupied with the what-could-go-wrongs that she over-spiced Phil’s curry on Friday night. He still ate it but wasn’t best pleased and made a point of fanning his mouth
  and drinking copious amounts of water throughout his suffering.

  There was no text message from Michelle, so Lou happily presumed that Craig the still-married-but-separated mechanic had turned up. A good man was just what Michelle needed, but was Michelle
  what the good man needed? Lou just wished her mixed-up friend would chill out a little and allow anyone she hooked up with to breathe occasionally, but it was impossible to tell her that without
  phones being slammed down or dramatic walkings-away occurring. These days, Michelle seemed determined to take everything Lou said to her as a lecture, and it was, quite frankly, becoming a nuisance
  to have to screen everything Lou intended to say for potential double meanings.

  Lou arrived at Café Joseph ten minutes before time. The place really irked her. It couldn’t make up its mind what it wanted to be, she thought – an ice-cream parlour,
  a cake-house, sandwich shop or a pretentious bistro – and as such, it did none of them very well.

  She had just found a table next to a giant paper flower display when Deb arrived. Lou stood and waved tentatively with a nervous but excited smile that was half-afraid to show itself. Deb came
  over and they both missed the moment when an embrace would have been natural. They scraped their chairs back on the tiled floor and sat down opposite each other.

  ‘Hello, Deb,’ said Lou. ‘It’s really nice to see you.’

  ‘Hello, Lou. How have you been?’

  Lou opened her mouth to reply, ‘Fine,’ but nothing came out.

  Deb looked just the same as always, give or take a very different hairstyle. It had been cropped when Lou had last seen her; now it was almost bum-length and made Lou realize just how very long
  they had been apart.

  Lou suddenly felt ashamed, unable to put this right, unworthy even to be asking. It was such a terrible, terrible thing that she had done. How the hell had she ever let that happen? Lou
  couldn’t speak; something roughly the size of Everest was blocking her throat and wouldn’t be gulped away. Then, against all her best intentions, Lou started to cry. And the more she
  tried to stop it, the faster those tears oozed out of her ducts, as if they were being pumped out by a saltwater artery.

  Deb immediately came around to her side of the table and hugged her.

  ‘Give up, you daft tart. Now look what you’ve made me do! Everyone will think we’re lesbians.’

  Lou snorted with involuntary laughter, still crying even though she desperately wanted to stop. She couldn’t bear it that she was drawing attention to herself, but Deb’s perfume was
  the same as she always used to wear and it hurt her heart to smell it. Scents were very powerful at dragging Lou back to a past she couldn’t otherwise access. She couldn’t smell Aramis
  without being back on her dad’s knee whilst he read The Magic Faraway Tree, putting on the voices of Moon-Face and the mad deaf bloke with all the saucepans.

  A young fresh-faced waiter arrived to take their order and jiggled about behind them for a while, not knowing whether to melt off and come back again in a few minutes.

  ‘Two coffees, please, and two of your biggest pieces of cheesecake if you have any,’ said Deb, in her best Hyacinth Bouquet voice which made it sound as if big pieces of cheesecake
  were the norm for ladies of quality who lunch.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ Lou said, as Deb handed her a serviette. ‘I wasn’t prepared for this. I don’t even know where to start saying what I feel.’

  ‘Elouise Winter, if I had any negative feelings about us meeting again, I wouldn’t have turned up. You don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to pick up the phone and see
  what we could do to sort this out. I have a few sorrys of my own to say too, you know.’

  ‘No, you don’t.’

  ‘Yes, I do.’

  ‘I bet I look gorgeous now, don’t I?’ said Lou, tipping her head up to let the last of the tears drain back from her eyes.

  ‘Absolutely gorgeous. Besides, I’ve always liked pandas,’ said Deb.

  Lou smiled a red-eyed smile as she did a quick repair job on her face with her powder puff.

  ‘How’s your mum these days?’ asked Deb, sitting back down again.

  ‘Oh, she’s . . . just the same. Still playing one-upmanship with her mate Vera, although Vera is up on points with a holiday to the Bahamas.’

  ‘And Victorianna?’

  On the sound of her name, they instinctively both held up their fingers in the sign of the cross and chuckled together.

  ‘She is most definitely still the same. She gets us to send over parcels of English stuff. She’s shacked up with this bloke who’s stinking rich and looks older than God’s
  dog.’

  ‘There’s a surprise!’

  ‘Any man on the scene for you?’ asked Lou.

  ‘There’s been a couple, but . . . well, one wasn’t special enough and the other one thought I wasn’t special enough,’ said Deb. ‘I’m having a
  rest from the unfairer sex for a while, and jolly nice it is too.’

  ‘How’s your mum then?’

  ‘Oh, we lost her last year, Lou.’

  Lou felt her eyes filling up again, especially when Deb carried on, ‘It was a toughie, I have to admit. You know how lovely she was. I had my sister there but I wished I’d had you to
  talk to.’ She held up a warning finger as Lou started wiping at her eyes with her serviette. ‘Look, Lou, we can’t change the past, but we’re here now, so let’s make
  each other a promise to not look back. Please, let’s just go forward.’

  They clutched hands over the table, just as the waiter arrived with their coffees. He had never actually seen any real-life lesbians before, and the image of these two good-looking mature women
  ‘at it’ would feature in a few of his future fantasies.

  ‘He definitely thinks we’re a couple,’ said Deb, pointing at his back. ‘I think we’ve turned him on. Pervy little bugger.’

  Lou laughed. She realized then why she liked Karen so much. She was a good girl in her own right, but there were so many echoes of Deb in her.

  ‘It’s quite a varied menu here, isn’t it?’ said Deb with raised eyebrows as she read from the ornate leaflet propped up beside the cruet. ‘What the frigging hell is
  Olivian Chicken?’

  ‘Don’t know, but it’s offset by Simple Vegetables,’ said Lou.

  ‘How’s Phil?’ asked Deb, unconsciously making the small leap in subject-matter. ‘More to the point, how are you and Phil?’

  ‘Oh, we’re fine,’ said Lou, aware that they had temporarily strayed into Polite Land again, where they would only skim the surface of the subject. ‘We’re still
  together. He works six or seven days a week – he’s still obsessed by cars.’

  She didn’t say she was happy, Deb noted.

  ‘You ever . . . managed . . . did you have any . . .?’

  ‘No, no children,’ said Lou, saying ‘the word’. ‘It obviously wasn’t to be.’

  ‘You never went for IVF or anything?’ Deb was amazed. She knew how much Lou had wanted a child of her own.

  ‘It’s pretty gruelling, is IVF, and I know that Phil just wouldn’t do all the stuff it entails. We know he’s OK, of course, because of his twins, so it’s obviously
  me who has the problem. Anyway, I know he doesn’t really want children, so there’s not much point in me going to be prodded and poked, is there? I’ve come to terms with it.
  I’m fine, really,’ said Lou.

  Yeah right, thought Deb, changing to a lighter subject about their jobs. There would be plenty of time to catch up on what was really happening in Lou’s life. It was so good to see her,
  she thought. She had a couple of extra lines around the eyes since their last meeting, but so what? She looked a hell of a lot nicer than the last time Deb had seen her, reduced to the image of the
  gaunt, walking dead. Deb noted her friend’s still-lovely kind face and her curvy pink smile, but she wasn’t as content-looking as Deb would have expected her to be. Not after all she
  went through to get that piece of crap back anyway. There was definitely something going on behind those cat-green eyes of Lou Casserly . . . Winter.

  ‘Are you still working in Sheffield?’ Deb asked.

  ‘Yes, I’m still stuck in Accounts. Great bunch of people, except for the office manageress who is a total witch, but it’s a job. You?’

  ‘Yes, still living just outside Maltstone, still running Mrs Serafinska’s bakery, still the same bunch of Derby and Joaners working for me, plus an absolutely delicious
  eighteen-year-old student called Kurt. And yes, I’m still dreaming of opening up Working Title Casa Nostra and ruling the world.’

  ‘Cheesecake,’ interrupted the waiter, slightly disappointed that they just looked like two old friends having coffee now and there was no sign of any girl-on-girl action.

  ‘Thank you,’ said Deb, poking the hardened exterior of a dessert that was as fresh as one of her Uncle Brian’s jokes. When the waiter had gone to another table she whispered
  over to Lou, ‘We would never have served stuff like this in our establishment. This cheesecake is so old that I don’t know whether to eat it or buy it a pension book cover.’

  Lou smiled and speared a forkful of her portion. It was passable, although it had far too much sugar and not half enough lemon in it.

  Deb had another look at the menu and put it down with a huff.

  ‘The owner has been watching too much Marco Pierre White on the telly!’

  ‘You still fantasizing about him?’ said Lou with a grin.

  ‘Of course,’ said Deb. ‘Aren’t you?’

  ‘Absolutely!’

  ‘The only man we were ever likely to scrap over bedding.’

  ‘Why didn’t you go it alone and open up a coffee shop?’ Lou asked Deb midchew.

  ‘Didn’t want to,’ said Deb. ‘Plus I don’t think I could have. It was always a joint or neither thing.’ She melted into a soft couch of nostalgia.
  ‘It was fun planning it all, wasn’t it? Mum was more excited than me, I think. Oh – and remember you snogging the bank manager?’

  ‘I didn’t snog him, I just hugged him.’ Lou smiled. ‘Do you know, I found the big file recently? Remember the “Brando” you were going to invent?’

  ‘Oh yes, my Brando! I never did find anything good enough to bear the holy name. Talking of good enough, I’ve never yet been in a coffee shop where I didn’t think we could do
  better, and I’ve been in lots of them. I’m stuck in a state of eternal research.’

  ‘I know how you feel. It didn’t die for me either.’

  ‘Really?’ said Deb, tilting her head. ‘Because I’ll tell you this, Lou babe, it certainly didn’t die for me.’

  Their eyes locked and each transmitted something to the other that wasn’t quite formed yet. Psychic microbes made up of memory cuttings and the raw, thrilling emotions associated with them
  of what could have been. Lou felt a glimmer of excitement that she tried to stop reason and sense and thoughts of Phil and her mother spoiling. She looked at Deb who was feeling it too, she just
  knew it. This is crazy! We’ve only just met again. Let’s not get carried away. Let’s be sensible! But Lou’s mental processes were in overdrive.

  ‘So, where do we go from here?’ she said. ‘Are we going to see each other again or have I turned into a hideous old bag and you’re sorry you came?’

  ‘Yes, of course you have, darling,’ said Deb. ‘But let’s meet up anyway.’ She dropped her eyes and inspected her nails. ‘Will you tell Phil? I presume he
  doesn’t know you’re here.’

  ‘I haven’t thought that far ahead.’

  ‘You don’t have to tell him anything, of course. He won’t like it and it would only stir up trouble.’

  ‘I’ll pick my moment then tell him we bumped into each other in town. I’ll take it from there. He can’t stop me having friends.’

  But he can and he did, thought Deb. However, she stayed silent.

  Lou paid the bill as Deb said that it was the least she could do after poisoning her with old cake on their reconciliation. Lou laughed and hugged her tightly before they got into their
  respective cars, much to the waiter’s delight as he observed them through the window.

  Lou watched her friend drive off with a thrill akin to having a secret affair. That was how Phil would definitely see it, anyway – a threat to his marriage, an illegal union. There was no
  way he would countenance her friendship revival with Deb. But equally there was no way Lou was going to stop seeing her now. She realized, as she climbed into the driver’s seat, that she
  really hadn’t thought this through at all. She couldn’t live a lie and she couldn’t tell her husband the truth about what she had done. So, what the hell was she going to
  do?

  


  Chapter 19

  Sometimes when Lou did a crossword and couldn’t get the solution, she’d put it to the back of her mind and later, when she was least expecting it, the answer would
  deliver itself unbidden to the front, just like that. Maybe if she employed the same strategy now, her subconscious would chew on the problem she faced about how to bring her renewed friendship
  with Deb into the open, and then present her with exactly what she should do. So, after saying goodbye to Deb, she concentrated on getting those pulleys sorted out for her wooden airer and drove
  through the centre of town where there was a small privately owned timberyard. They wouldn’t have them but they might know a man who did.

  ‘You want to try the Ironmongers Tub,’ said the ruddy-faced owner with Noddy Holder sideburns who looked more like a butcher than a woodman.

  ‘Where’s that?’

  ‘Townend. Do you know where St William’s Yard is?’

  ‘Side of the old Tin Factory?’ Lou tried.

  ‘Good girl. That’s the place. They’ll fix you up. No bother.’

  ‘Thanks,’ said Lou, as much for him calling her a ‘girl’ as for the directions. It was a simple but rare treat these days.

  Nothing much went on in the Townend, except for graffiti. Once it had been a lively quarter but the major commercial emphasis had shifted to the other end of town. The shop
  rents were cheap, which attracted transient cheap businesses that held little shopping appeal, and the lack of passing trade soon spelled their demise. After fifty years in business, the old Tin
  Factory had closed, though the building still stood. Well, just about – a good blow and it would fall over. Lou hadn’t ever noticed an ironmonger anywhere around there, but then again,
  she had never had any cause to go to the back of the derelict factory.

  She was surprised to find a large car park full of trucks, vans and cars there. A very old row of buildings faced her, suggesting, by the number of their doors, four shopfronts. The two on the
  right were unoccupied; the third, a decent-sized transport café with signage above the door reading Ma’s Café, looked healthily occupied inside, and the end one was the
  ironmonger’s – very Dickensian, with scrubbed small-paned windows and a swinging sign that read Ironmongers T.U.B.

  Lou pushed the door open and a bell tinkled. She walked into an Aladdin’s cave of floor-to-ceiling wooden shelves, drawers and huge apothecaries’ cabinets that gave her the feeling
  she’d just broken through a time barrier into the past.

  ‘Two ticks,’ said a man’s deep voice from the back.

  A movement to her right caught her eye. The paws of a big dog on the floor there twitching in sleep. It looked like . . .

  ‘Can I help you?’

  The man who had called out to Lou came into the front of the shop. He was out of his skip-wagon context, which confused her for a brief moment.

  ‘It’s you!’ exclaimed Lou with a surprised grin.

  He didn’t look as bulky in jeans and a denim shirt as he did in his skip overalls, but the small shop only served to emphasize his height and bigness. The pint of water in his hand looked
  like a half-pint glass; his shoulders looked as if they might jam in the doorway if he walked straight at it.

  ‘I didn’t recognize you with your clothes on,’ she joked, although it sounded a lot funnier when Eric Morecambe said it.

  ‘I think you’re thinking of my twin, Tom,’ the man said. ‘Big handsome bloke, black hair? Runs the skips?’

  Oh, pants. Was she going to make a total arse of herself in front of his whole family?

  ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Lou, feeling herself go warm on the inside, a sure indicator she was going red on the outside. ‘You’re so alike.’

  Best to get down to business quick. Then she could go home and drown herself. ‘I’m looking for a couple of pulleys for a wooden airer,’ she said, adopting a business like tone.
  ‘I’ve been told you can knock me up with some.’

  Tom’s brother turned quickly away to look through some boxes. He appeared to be biting his lip. Did they all do that in their family – laugh at people, she wondered. If so, it must
  have been like growing up in a house full of Frank Carsons.

  ‘Here we are,’ said the brother, reaching up about twelve foot and bringing down a box. Lou would have needed crampons and oxygen to get up that far.

  ‘Crikey, that was quick,’ she commented. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you would know where to find them in here.’

  ‘A place for everything and everything in its place,’ said the brother, tapping his nose as if letting her into a big secret which, of course, it had been until she had commenced her
  clutter-clearing exercise.

  This man was the spitting image of Tom. She had known a few sets of twins in her time, but only one other set of truly identical ones. She had gone to junior school with Robert and Robin
  Ramskill. The teachers had asked their mother to send them to school with some identification as they were always pretending to be the other, so she had knitted them both jumpers with RR on
  them.

  ‘You’ll need a single pulley and a double one, if you want a workable system. I presume you want to pull it up and down and not just hang it up as a decoration.’

  Lou nodded and Tom’s twin brother got a piece of rope out from a drawer and fed it through the pulley wheel to show her how to set it up. It looked fairly straightforward with a little
  thought applied to it. He had big meaty hands, neat nails and no wedding ring either.

  ‘I’ll need a cleat as well,’ said Lou, taking care not to make it sound anything like clit (thereby avoiding giving the Broom brothers an aneurysm).

  ‘Call it three pounds fifty, please,’ said the nameless brother.

  ‘That all?’ queried Lou, who had been expecting to pay at least a tenner.

  ‘Pay more if you like but that’s what they cost,’ he smiled. ‘It’s a pound for the single one, two pounds for the double. Which leaves fifty pee for the
  cleat.’

  He mirrored her pronunciation of the word: ‘cleeet’. The length of the vowels wouldn’t have sounded out of place in a spaghetti western about Mexican bandits.

  Lou flashed him a look but he was totally straight-faced. They were too similar and it crossed Lou’s mind for a moment that he didn’t have a brother at all, and this was actually Tom
  himself. But that would be taking a joke a bit far, wouldn’t it?

  She handed over a five-pound note which he held up to the light to inspect. Cheeky so and so, Lou bristled. She hated it when people did that. Usually cocky little blighters in supermarkets who
  wouldn’t spot a fake Queen if she had eyebrows like Noel Gallagher. And though she and Tom might have shared the jokes about counterfeit money, she didn’t know this bloke from Adam to
  take such a liberty.

  ‘Is that Clooney?’ asked Lou, receiving her change with a cool and collected ‘Thank you’. She was more than disappointed that he was asleep. At least he wouldn’t
  have found her so flaming hilarious.

  ‘No, it’s his brother from the litter,’ said rude-man. ‘My sister’s kids have been playing with him all morning, so he’s t-i-r-e-d out.’

  He even has the same twinkle in his eye as Tom, thought Lou, although he was too familiar with strangers for her liking, and so when he disappeared to his back office to get a receipt book, she
  sneaked out. She’d had enough for the time being of people thinking she was a joke.

  There were two calls waiting for Lou when she got home. One from Michelle saying it was just a quickie as Craig was in the bath, but yes, he was there and they were having a
  fantastic time. The other was from her mother saying that Victorianna was going to some dinner with Edward Wankystein and that the Deputy President of the United States was going to be there as
  well (big wow – not). Bloody Keith Featherstone still hadn’t rung. She tried to put it to the back of her mind, which wasn’t all that easy, but there wasn’t going
  to be any chance of getting him until Monday now. She got on with preparing Phil’s evening meal: cappuccino of pea soup, lamb fillet and treacle sponge with home-made custard. She needed him
  in a good mood for what she was about to tell him.

  


  Chapter 20

  ‘Hello there!’ said Phil, flashing his perfectly white teeth at Miss Scarlet Suit. This was the second time she had been in the showroom this week. He never forgot
  a face. Or a pair of tits, especially not ones as perky as those. She reminded him of someone from his past that he couldn’t quite place. An old girlfriend, somewhere along the line.

  ‘You told me to keep popping in, if you remember,’ the rather lovely punter said, refreshing his memory about the line he quoted her on her last visit. ‘Stock changes
  daily?’

  ‘Indeed it does,’ said Phil. ‘Have you any idea what you are looking for in particular? You weren’t quite sure last time, as I remember. Has anything inspired you
  since?’

  ‘Something older perhaps,’ she said, looking up at him from under a sexy little fringe. ‘Classy, though. I don’t mind a few miles on the clock if I know it’s going
  to be reliable.’

  Cheeky little minx, he thought. Like he didn’t know what she meant!

  ‘Have you seen this one?’ said Phil, leading the way over to a nice old Jag.

  ‘Too big,’ she said, rejecting it before he had even opened the door to thrill her with the walnut dash and the leather upholstery. Well, at least here was a bird who knew exactly
  what she didn’t want, and that was always one stage closer to knowing what they did want.

  ‘I want something sporty. I want something me. I want something—’

  ‘Singular?’ suggested Phil.

  ‘Yes,’ she said, as if pleasantly surprised that he knew such a word, and she was obviously very flattered that he’d applied it to her.

  Phil mulled this over, and then suddenly snapped his fingers.

  ‘I’ve got just the thing for you, although it’s not in the showroom yet. A 1960s MG Roadster, British Racing Green, absolutely beautiful – and, here’s the best bit
  – it’s got less than forty thousand on the clock. It’s a fantastic car – I’m expecting a rush when it’s actually here in this window. It’s even got the
  original green log book, and a full service history, of course.’

  ‘Is it a hard top or soft?’

  ‘Hard. You don’t want a soft top in this climate.’ He dismissed the British weather with one sweep of the hand. In saying that, had it been a soft top he would have said,
  ‘You can squeeze out the last drop of the British sunshine with this little beauty.’

  ‘Oh yeah, and what do you drive then?’ she tested.

  ‘Audi TT,’ said Phil, adding, ‘hardtop!’ accompanied by his best lopsided grin.

  ‘Nice. Not exactly a family car, though?’

  Ooh, she really was pressing for info, he thought. Clever.

  ‘No family,’ he said, with the tiniest regretful sigh.

  ‘So where’s the MG now?’

  ‘It’s getting the full treatment, once-overed, valeted, polished, one hundred and thirty point check and generally getting touched up by expert hands. It really is absolutely
  stunning. One lady owner from new and that is no lie.’ Well, one doddery old tart who drove a gorgeous little car like that at 15 m.p.h. to go to the post office once a week. How the hell she
  had managed to even clock up so much mileage was anyone’s guess. She must have got lost a few times.

  ‘How much are you looking at for it?’

  ‘Not one hundred per cent sure at the moment, but it will be in the region of nine . . .’

  She didn’t flinch.

  ‘. . . nine and a half maybe. Thousand,’ he clarified, just in case she thought he meant hundreds. So far, he couldn’t tell if she was a blonde inside the head as well as
  outside.

  ‘Obviously. When will you have it in for me to look at?’ she asked.

  ‘Couple of weeks, maybe three. Tell you what, you leave me your number and the moment I have it in, you will be the first to know about it.’

  If he did have it in, boy, she would have known about it as well, he thought lustfully. He smiled a soft, benign smile, which belied the groin-thrusting going on in his brain, and
  beckoned her into his office where she scribbled down her name on his desk pad.

  ‘I’ll give you my mobile number and my name is Miss Susan Shoesmith.’

  She definitely emphasized the ‘Miss’, he was sure of it.

  Sexy, sassy, spirited Susan Shoesmith, he said to himself, trying to trigger a memory that he knew was there. Who was she like?

  ‘Don’t forget me,’ she winked. She had British Racing Green eyes.

  ‘Forget you? Not a chance,’ said Phil.

  As if the day at work wasn’t good enough, Phil opened the door to his favourite smell of all time, apart from the aroma of banknotes untouched by human taxman.

  By the time he’d had a wee, there was a starter waiting on the table – a frothy pea soup and a little plait of warm white seeded bread and butter. He had only a tiny second helping
  because lamb fillet was to follow, in a rosemary and honey sauce with cider gravy poured over some divine buttery mashed spuds and asparagus spears.

  Lou was having plain chicken fillet, mixed vegetables and no gravy. He wouldn’t have liked to have swapped his for hers.

  ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ asked Phil, starting conversation after he had got to the end of the interesting bits in his newspaper.

  ‘Nothing,’ said Lou, shaking her head in a fine semblance of innocence. ‘I fancied chicken and I know you aren’t really keen, so I just picked up some lamb in the
  butcher’s whilst I was there.’

  ‘Been shopping then?’

  ‘Yes, I just nipped into town to get some fresh air.’

  ‘Accounts all up to date are they, love?’ he enquired.

  ‘Yes, of course. Treacle sponge?’

  ‘I’m so full.’

  Phil rubbed his stomach, hoping for a liberating burp. It came and left a perfect space for pudding. ‘Oh, go on then. Just a bit.’

  He had a little portion then followed it up with a big one; after all, she had gone to all this trouble for him. More trouble than usual . . . now the big question was why.

  Lou poured him a brandy and delivered it to him with a cigar and the matchbox. He watched her with suspicious eyes. He knew how much Lou hated lamb; he wasn’t stupid, whatever she might
  think. Whether she realized it or not, she served it up when she felt desperate for his approval.

  ‘So,’ he said slowly, as he puffed up a glow on the cigar. ‘What’s all this about then, Lou?’

  ‘What’s what all about?’ She wasn’t giving him eye-contact and that told him volumes.

  ‘Lamb? Treacle sponge? I know you, remember, so what are you building up to tell me?’ He gave her one of his fixed smiles that wasn’t reflected in his eyes. The one he saved
  for the VAT man.

  ‘Well, actually there is something.’ Lou started clearing up the plates.

  ‘What?’

  She was licking her lips; they were dry as autumn leaves.

  ‘What?’ he asked again, impatiently. It had better not be bad news about his accounts.

  Lou took a deep breath and tried to begin.

  ‘Phil . . .’ This was stupid. Just say it, she urged herself. Why was it so difficult to say she’d met up with Deb again? She opened her mouth to speak. The sentences
  travelling from her brain ripped themselves apart and reformed in her voicebox.

  ‘Phil, I want to throw away the armchair in the conservatory.’

  He tutted. ‘Is that it?’

  ‘Yes. I . . . I just wanted to make sure you were OK with that.’

  ‘You can throw it out, if you want. It’s hell to sit on anyway.’

  ‘We’ll get one of those recliners, like my mother’s.’

  Phil nodded. He liked the sound of that.

  ‘Right, well, that’s that then,’ she said, carrying on clearing.

  Phil took a big swallow of brandy and studied her as she moved around the table. That wasn’t it, though, was it, Lou? he thought. Her face might be all smiley but her body was screaming
  tension to him. If she had served him lamb because she wanted to get rid of an old chair, he was Johnny Depp. No, it was something much bigger. Now what was really going on in that little brain of
  hers?

  


  Chapter 21

  Lou started her Sunday morning as she meant to go on: leaping out of bed, ignoring her stomach’s plea for breakfast and getting right down to the business of ridding the
  house of yet more rubbish. The anger Lou felt at her own weakness ironically generated enough adrenaline-driven strength for her to drag the massive conservatory chair out of the back door, into
  the drizzling rain, down the path and heave it into the skip without so much as stopping for a breath. At least venting some frustration on an ugly, awkward old chair distracted her from bashing
  her own head against the wall.

  Talking of ugly old things . . . Lou snapped off a bin-bag from the roll. In her present mood, there were some things she wasn’t going to shy away from any more. Be sentimental by all
  means, but discriminating, the article reminded Lou, as she sprinted up the stairs into the smallest spare room like a woman possessed of a demon with an aggressive penchant for
  spring-cleaning.

  Phil’s mother had bought them a ceramic vase as a wedding present, which stood on the chest of drawers there. Neither of them had ever liked it; it was so hideous that it was an offence
  even to blind people, and thoughts of taking it to the charity shop didn’t even feature. She just wanted to blast it to smithereens so some other poor sod wouldn’t have to be tortured
  by the sight of it. Throw out everything ugly and broken, the article went on. Your space should only be full of things pleasing to your eye with pleasant emotional vibes giving out
  positive energy.

  ‘Right,’ said Lou, geeing herself up. ‘Lou Winter is in the building!’

  Grabbing the hideous vase, she dropped it into the bin-bag. The carriage clock with the dodgy movement joined it seconds later. The repro jug and wash-basin that had been broken at some stage
  and glued together again, shattered in the bag, as did a grotesque warped glass ornament that had been there long before Lou moved in, and a huge carved barometer that she looked at briefly for
  probably the first time – it was reporting that it was minus 6 degrees and snowing. In the larger spare room there was a collection of brass ornaments that Celia had palmed off on her and
  which Lou had always felt obliged to gratefully display. She wiped them from the shelves into the bag with one sweep of her arm – the brass teapot, the windmill, the cat, the Aladdin’s
  lamp, the bell, another bell, another bell, the coffee pot, the bear, the mouse whose tail was designed to hold rings, the woman with the crinoline and especially the hook-nosed pedlar who reminded
  her of Des.

  Next, she ripped the loathed horse-brasses off the wall. To follow were lucky pixies, castanets, maracas, some coloured glass ball things encased in knitted string which Renee had bought her as
  a present from Plymouth, a cheap sketch of Haworth Parsonage she had bought as a souvenir from a trip there once, and four boring pictures of seasonal flowers painted onto silk. They had been quite
  pricey, as she recalled, but she was way past the stage of caring. She knotted up the bag, only to unknot it again to put in another couple of pictures from the landing of lamenting Renaissance
  women. One crying over a dead duck and another over a bloke who supposedly wasn’t coming back from the wars. They had a sad energy about them in their scenes of pain and loneliness and Lou
  needed no pictorial reminders of what those feelings were all about.

  She heaved the sack downstairs like a pre-menstrual Father Christmas and swung it up onto the skip, where it made a series of satisfying smashes after she bashed it flat with a plank of wood.
  Her neck spasmed after that final exertion and she was forced to take a moment to rub some warmth into it to soothe the muscle.

  She needed to sink her whole body up to the nostrils in a warm bath, big-time. She wished now she’d just kept the old seventies avocado bath suite that had been in the building-site room.
  At least then she could have filled the big ugly thing full of Radox and climbed into it and soaked herself until she was as wrinkled as a dried apricot. Bloody Keith Featherstone. His
  name brought a surge of frustration. What was she going to do about the whole Bloody Keith Featherstone business? Threatening him with legal action wouldn’t get her anywhere because he would
  use that as an excuse never to darken her doorstep again, even if he had any intention of doing so. Plus, thanks to her operating on a basis of stupidly placed trust, there was no proof she had
  paid him any cash upfront, and he could simply deny everything. She had left another polite message on his voicemail during the week and was still waiting for him to return the call.

  She settled for a steamy shower. Afterwards, still wrapped up in the towel, she found more things to be cleared in the mirrored bathroom cabinet. There were loads of free sample sachets she had
  been storing like a vain squirrel, not to mention bottles of body moisturizer that came unwanted in cosmetic compilations at Christmas along with their dreaded counterparts – the hand
  creams.

  There was some four-year-old suntan lotion and Phil’s old haemorrhoid ointment, which she picked up with cautious pincered fingers. Her mother said that people were putting it on their
  faces these days as it had skin-tightening qualities. Yuk.

  She didn’t wear pink eye-shadows or lipsticks any more and yet she had a cache of them in her make-up basket, along with an Abba-blue eye-shadow complete with glittery bits. The article
  had said that old make-up collected bacteria and should be thrown away after six months. Whoops, thought Lou, as she spotted the actual lipstick she had worn at her wedding. It was a lovely
  dark-wine red that had worked beautifully with the autumn shades of her hair. It had been a nice wedding day, although it could never have been perfect because her dad hadn’t been there to
  give her away. She’d cried on her wedding morning because of that and spoiled her make-up, and Debs had to do it all over again for her.

  The sun had shone, the wedding breakfast had been superb, and her groom was the most charming, loving, caring bloke in the world. Just like her dad. A Winter family future stretched before her
  like a fresh field of snow, inviting her and her man to stamp their unique pattern all over it. They would have a lovely house, a big garden, a son, a daughter, a big bounding puppy, a summer villa
  on a Tuscan hillside, a car lot, a restaurant and together they were all going to live happily ever after.

  Lou put the lipstick in the bin bag.

  She rang Tom’s number to tell him that the skip was ready for collection and ‘Eddie’ told her that they could lift it that afternoon. Her hair wasn’t
  even dry from the shower when she heard the wagon reversing, and when she went out to greet it she was more than happy to see a big dog’s head framed in the passenger-side window.

  ‘Hi,’ called Lou, striding over sure-footedly, making a conscious effort to regain some of the elegance points she had lost last time. At least he was working, which meant his back
  hadn’t had any delayed shock after lifting her from the ground. She had guiltily played that scene over and over in her mind, albeit heavily edited. Now it was about ten minutes longer, full
  of heaving bosoms (hers) and Italian accents (his) and there was a ‘Midnight Moon’ backdrop of Mediterranean night sky and wishing stars.

  ‘Hi there,’ called Tom, while Clooney came straight over to Lou for a fuss and, obviously, a biscuit.

  Lou fed him whilst Tom slipped the hooks onto the skip.

  Looking for a point of conversation she asked: ‘Where does it all go?’ indicating the rubbish.

  ‘Well, it gets loaded into a massive ejector trailer and then goes off to a landfill site on the other side of Leeds. We recycle what we can and do our bit for the environment. For
  instance, we get the occasional piece of old but good furniture and there are places that can redistribute that to people who need it. And if we get some decent tins of paint, we can pass them on
  to charities which use it. Sometimes we find old medicine and pills and take them back to pharmacies in case they fall into the wrong hands.’

  ‘I did wonder what happened to it all,’ said Lou. She hadn’t really; she just wanted to chat to him. Still, once he started talking about it, she found it quite
  interesting.

  ‘You can wake up now,’ said Tom.

  ‘No, really. I wanted to know.’

  Tom narrowed his eyes at her in mock suspicion and said, ‘I shall ask you some questions the next time I see you and test you.’

  The next time I see you!

  God, she was turning into Michelle, analyzing everything he said and the way he said it. Next thing, she’d be poking about in food looking for holy images, like Michelle had done in the
  past, and getting on the internet to hook up with lovers on Death Row.

  ‘You must be nearly at the end though, surely?’ said Tom.

  ‘I thought I was,’ laughed Lou, ‘but I keep finding more nooks and crannies to go at. It’s neverending once you start clearing stuff out. I just can’t believe
  I’ve got so much that I don’t need. Or want any more, come to that.’

  ‘Did you get your airer fixed up?’ he then enquired.

  ‘Not yet, that’s this afternoon’s job. I got some pulleys from your shop. I didn’t realize it was your place until your brother served me,’ said Lou, her lips
  tightening as she thought of Tom’s darker half. ‘I made a bit of a twerp of myself actually. I thought he was you.’

  Tom stopped dead, trying to loop the last hook onto the skip. ‘He was me,’ he said with a disbelieving little laugh. ‘I haven’t got a brother.’

  ‘It was you?’

  ‘Yes, of course! That’s why I held your money up to check it – to see if it wasn’t one of your counterfeits.’ He grinned.

  Lou sifted through her recollection of buying the pulleys and mentally slapped her forehead with the heel of her hand. It seemed so obvious in retrospect that he had been having her on. How
  would he know about the airer if he hadn’t served her? She felt her brain blushing and the heat radiate out to the surface of her skin.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Tom. ‘I thought you guessed. I wondered why you ran off when I went to get you a receipt.’ He laughed heartily. ‘Didn’t you hear me
  say “you must be thinking of my big, handsome brother” or something like that?’

  Is that Clooney? she had asked as well. No, it’s his brother. God, she was so thick, she deserved to be laughed at. A stupid, silly woman, two prawns short of a cocktail,
  who was having stupid, silly daydreams about a man who took her rubbish away. The enlightenment hit Lou like a lump hammer, and then her imagination took it and ran with it and embroidered a Bayeux
  tapestry around it.

  He had probably had a good laugh about her to all the skip lads. Maybe that’s why different blokes kept delivering them, because he was sending them all up to have a look at her.
  Clooney knocked her over and I nearly broke my back lifting her up. And – you won’t believe this bit – she actually took in all that crap about me having a twin, the silly fat
  bag. I think she has the hots for me as well. Guess what, lads, she’s even got biscuits in for the dog!

  Lou felt momentarily sick, as if the six-million-watt light bulb that had just switched on had drained her system of stomach stabilizers. When will you ever learn, Lou? said a weary
  inner voice. When are you ever going to realize that you are just one of life’s stooges? Jaws, Phil, Renee, Victorianna, Michelle, Bloody Keith Featherstone – they all thought
  she was a bit of a joke. And now him – (drum roll) – Mr Funny Skipman and his amazing performing brother. Why didn’t she just get out the red nose, stick it on her face and change
  her name to Charlie Cairoli? Tom Broom laughing at her felt worse than the rest of them put together.

  Some little part of her that used to be Elouise Angeline Casserly flared up inside her and defied Lou Winter to spill those tears that were gathering behind her big green eyes. Instead, it
  pushed up her chin and, with reclaimed dignity, forced herself to make a semblance of joining in with the hilarity and say, ‘Silly me, yes, I see my mistake now.’ Which indeed she
  did.
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