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The Birds and the Bees: As well as being the gentle way of explaining how creatures of nature ‘do business with one another’, The Birds and the Bees (Eun S’na Sheillein) is also a Scottish country dance originating from the hamlet of Bonniebride (Buinne-Bhrìghde) in the former county of Duffshire, famed locally for the large apiary and aviary that once existed there. It is an energetic reel in which couples complete a series of many cast-offs and changes of partner. It is considered extremely fortuitous to dance this at weddings, due to its connections with an ancient ritual dedicated to Creide, faery goddess of women who ruled over love magick and the search for the perfect mate.

     

The Sassenach’s Guide to the Wonders of Gaelic, by Maggie Knockater.










Chapter 1




Making a cake for Danny’s school raffle was always going to be a messy business, given Stevie’s predilection for taste-testing the gloopy, raw mixture at one-minute intervals. Not to mention her impatience in waiting for the blades to stop whisking before she lifted them up, which resulted in her splattering herself and the kitchen with chocolate cream. Then, as usual, the bag of flour split and sent up a white nuclear cloud to descend over all flat surfaces. She really must get a proper flour container, she said to herself for the six-hundredth time, knowing, deep down, that she never would.

With the cake rising nicely in the oven, she was just in the process of licking out the bowl and the big spoon when the doorbell rang. However, there was no need to panic and rush to clean herself up, Stevie decided, as it could only be her friend Catherine bringing Danny home after a post-school romp with her mob and the family mongrels. So she answered the door garnished with flour and enough cocoa on her face to pass an audition for the part of main slapstick stooge in a Christmas Panto.

The trouble was that it wasn’t Catherine. It was, in fact, a big rough-looking man, approximately the size of Edinburgh Castle, with a long auburn ponytail, a wild red beard, a tribal-looking scar on his left cheek and Blutoesque tattooed arms which he used to push gently past Stevie in order to barge straight into her front room like the proverbial bull looking for her best crockery.

‘Whurrrissseee?’ came a broad Scottish burr that belonged on someone with their face painted half-blue and half-white, wearing a battle kilt and swinging an axe.

‘Excuse me, do you mind!’ said Stevie, torn between calling the police and reaching for some wet wipes. Tough decision but the wet wipes won on embarrassment points.

‘Whurrr’s Finch?’

‘Who the hell are you?’

‘Adam MacLean, Joanna MacLean’s man.’

So this was the mythical creature Stevie had heard so much about then. This loud, hard intruder standing on her sheepskin rug was him. She gave his big muscular frame a quick once-over. And there she was, thinking Jo had been exaggerating when describing the control-freak nutter she was married to. No wonder Matthew was so sympathetic to her at work. Well, Stevie wasn’t going to be scared of him too and cower in a corner of her own home waiting for him to stick his whisky-fuelled boot in, like Jo did.

In the same second, Adam MacLean had affirmed that this woman was, in fact, the greedy, lazy, rarely sober, slob thing that Jo had reported her to be. That’s why the kitchen behind her resembled Beirut on a bad day and why she herself looked as if she had been hit at close range by a chocolate bomb. On a binge, most likely. That’s what these women who sat at home did all day–eat cakes, drink sherry and watch Trisha. And read all those stupid Midnight Moon crappy romance books that seemed to be littered around the room, he noted. No wonder Jo had been so sympathetic to the poor bloke at work, about to be married to that.

Stevie pulled herself up to her full height of five foot two.

‘Matthew is on business in Aberdeen.’

‘I think you’ll find he’s no’,’ said Adam grimly. ‘He’s in bloody Magalluf with ma Jo!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ said Stevie. Crikey, Matthew had said that the Scot was a possessive, unhinged psycho with the part of his head empty that should have had a brain in it, but she hadn’t realized to what degree. Poor Jo.

‘I thought you might say that,’ said Adam, reaching in his back pocket to bring out a crumpled piece of paper, which he stuck under Stevie’s nose. She pulled back, reclaiming some of her personal space, unfolded it impatiently and looked straight at a confirmation letter of bookings, hotel, flight numbers, today’s date and names: Sunshine Holidays, Hotel Flora, Magalluf, Mr Matthew Finch and Ms Joanna MacLean, 25 April for 7 days. It had their address in the top corner: 15 Blossom Lane, Dodmoor. She would have slumped to the chair had the doorbell not rung again.

‘Excuse me, it’s my son,’ said Stevie in a half-daze. She opened the door to find her best friend there, holding the hand of her small bespectacled boy. The half-daze expanded into a full daze as she noticed that Catherine’s normally auburn hair was now bright pink, like candyfloss. The only things that were missing were the stick, the plastic bag and a fair in the background.

I’m going mad, thought Stevie, blinking twice, but no–the hair was still pink.

Adam, seeing the guest there on the doorstep, was unsurprised. He noticed the cheap trollop hair. That she had friends who went out looking like that further confirmed his low opinion of the woman in whose house he was standing. And the boy was too old to be Finch’s if they had only been together a couple of years. Boy, she sure got around, didn’t she?

‘Hi, what a day, I’ve brought Dan—’ Catherine looked at her friend’s pale and chocolate-splodged face then spotted the man beyond her. ‘Are you all right?’

‘No, not really,’ said Stevie. ‘Just got…something…to do.’

Catherine did a quick assessment of the situation and bobbed down to the little fair-haired boy.

‘Danny, let’s go for a bun and some orange juice to the café round the corner for half an hour. Mummy’s just sorting something out.’

‘Cool!’ said Danny with a face-splitting grin. That was the cherry on the perfect-day cake for him.

Catherine then turned to Stevie. ‘Go on, it’s fine. I’ll see you in a bit.’

‘Thanks, Cath,’ said Stevie, gulping back a big ball of emotion that she couldn’t quite put a name to.

As Stevie came slowly back into the room, Adam said with a subdued cough, ‘I’m sorry, I never thought about your wee wan being here.’

Stevie answered him with a glare loaded with loathing as she dropped to the sofa. Adam continued to tower over her like the Cairngorms as he continued, ‘I found that note this morning when she’d gone. To a health farm in Wales, so she said. That explained the bikini but didnae explain why she’d taken her passporrrt.’

It was all too big to take in. Stevie hoped it was her brain playing tricks on her–early menopause or something–or that the raw eggs in the cake-mix had caused a rogue hallucination. Something which had become more of a possibility when she saw the state of Catherine’s hair.

One part of her head was telling her that Matthew wouldn’t ever do anything like that. He’d known how hurt she was by what had happened to her in the past and had sworn that he would never put her through pain like that. Matthew was thoughtful and considerate. Matthew was the sort of man who befriended his work colleague, Jo MacLean, a woman desperately trying to muster the courage to leave her brute of a husband because he made her so unhappy–and you couldn’t fake those sorts of tears! She and Jo had been shopping together. She had even cooked Jo tea. And bought her a birthday present. Matthew wouldn’t have brought her home if there had been anything going on–NO! There was no question but that she trusted both of them implicitly. Jo had become a friend in her own right now. Jo was sweet and uncomplicated, and she was lovely to Danny. She had even been allowed to see the dress that was hanging up in the spare room. She and Jo had talked for hours and Jo would be a wedding guest when Stevie put it on and married Matthew in exactly thirty-nine days’ time.

However, the other part of her brain governed the eyes, and those were reading over and over again the brutal evidence on the paper that she was still holding limply in her trembling hands.

‘You could have made this up yourself on a computer!’ Stevie blurted out.

‘Aye,’ said Adam MacLean, clicking his fingers in an ‘I am undone’ way. ‘Do you know, I have so much spare time I often do things like this. I really must stop it, it’s becoming a dreadful habit.’

Okay, so she believed it wasn’t a fake. Then again, she knew Jo and she knew Matthew and she didn’t know this blaze-haired thug. Then again, Matthew had bought three pairs of shorts last week. For the honeymoon, he’d said. Then again, this was Matthew! Her head felt like a John McEnroe, Bjorn Borg Wimbledon final, batting arguments back and forth over a net of reason. Advantage, deuce, advantage, deuce…

A light bulb went on in Stevie’s head.

‘I’ll ring him!’

‘You think he’s going tae answer, do ya?’ said the big Scot with a mocking laugh. Ignoring him, Stevie picked up the house phone and rang the short-dial for Matthew’s number. She waited, heard the dialling tone, and a second later a muffled version of the song, ‘Goodbye-ee’ started playing nearby. Stevie put the phone down, opened a drawer and retrieved the mobile tinkling out its mocking ringtone.

‘Cocky bstarrr’,’ said Adam with a low but nasty growl.

‘It’s from Oh What a Lovely War,’ explained Stevie. ‘It’s his favourite musical.’

Those details didn’t help either of them. In fact, they made Adam want to not only smack Finch in the teeth but knock them all out as well and replant them in his skull.

‘Well anyway,’ Adam said, the fire of his fury now dropping to still hot but more quietly burning embers, ‘I thought you had the right tae know.’

‘Thanks for telling me,’ said Stevie numbly, which sounded a bit odd–but what did one say in these circumstances? What was the correct protocol after being informed that one’s fiancé was knocking off someone else’s wife in the middle of Majorca? Especially when still in a state of denial, despite all the hard evidence. Bravely, her mind was still manically sifting through the information available, looking for the loophole that would enable her to say, ‘Ah ha, you’ve got it all wrong,’ because it was there, she was sure of it. Matthew wouldn’t, he just wouldn’t do this. She knew him inside out. She knew that he wouldn’t, couldn’t be that cruel.

Adam stroked his red beard like a small facial pet. ‘Right, I’ll go then.’

‘Yes, I think you should rather,’ said Stevie, and almost blindly showed him out without further comment. Then she shut the door hard on him and stood behind it, fighting the urge to slither down it and become an emotional mess on the floor.

She went to the dresser where they kept their passports, hardly daring to open it in case Matthew’s wasn’t there. Of course it’s there, don’t be stupid, Stevie, she reprimanded herself, and opened the drawer with one swift, sure movement–but she couldn’t find it. Yet it was always there with her own, the pages of his around hers, as if they were spooning. Maybe he moved it. Maybe he threw it away because it was out of date. Maybe he needed to take it with him as a form of ID. Her head tried its best to rationalize the passport’s absence, but it couldn’t compete with the mighty guns of the information on the booking form.

And then smoke started billowing out of the kitchen and set off the alarm, and it felt like all hell had been let loose in her head.

•   •   •

Danny came home to find all the downstairs windows open in the hope of clearing the acrid smell of burnt baking, and his mum covered in even more flour, frenetically stirring up an anaemic and lumpy mixture in a bowl. Stevie forced herself into jolly mode as he ran in to greet her. She grabbed him and picked him up and kissed him and asked him all the right questions: Did he have a nice time? Did he mind his manners? Did he throw the ball for Chico and Boot, like he was going to? Catherine noticed how desperately she seemed to bury her head into his hair and how tightly she cuddled him.

‘Is that my cake?’ asked the little boy with a much-wrinkled nose as he looked over his mum’s shoulder at the still-smoking charcoal lumps in the cake-tin.

‘No, of course not,’ said Stevie, sniffing back the tears that his baby smell had brought rushing up her ducts. ‘I’m making yours now; it’s going to be very special.’

‘Go upstairs, love, and get your pyjamas on,’ said Catherine, sending him away with a light pat on his bottom. Then, when she was sure he was out of earshot, she said, ‘So who the hell was that?’

‘Adam MacLean.’

‘Ada…As in that Jo’s husband? What did he want?’

‘I’ll never get this cake done. I’ve only got one egg left.’

‘Sod the cake, Stevie,’ said Catherine to her friend, who looked as grey as the horrible stuff in the bowl. ‘Look, go and put the kettle on and I’ll tuck Danny up and read him a quick story. Then we’ll talk.’

‘I haven’t said good night to him.’

‘One night won’t kill either of you. He’s bushed, anyway. He’s been bouncing about since he came back from school and I bet he won’t even notice. I’ll be back in ten minutes max,’ and with that Catherine rushed upstairs, leaving Stevie feeling far more of a helpless child than her four year old currently slipping into his ‘Incredibles’ pyjamas and about to clean his teeth with Strawberry Sparkle toothpaste.

She had not brewed the tea by the time Catherine returned. She was still stirring the limp liquid in the bowl, her head scrabbling for a solution to the cake problem because she couldn’t let Danny down. She had promised him a wonderful cake to take into class and she always kept her promises. Double always for her son.

‘I promise I’d never do anything to hurt you,’ Matthew had said. It was just a shame other people weren’t as conscientious, it seemed.

‘Is he okay?’ asked Stevie.

‘Course he is. Out like a light.’

‘What happened to your hair?’ said Stevie. The sight of it was claiming a huge percentage of her attention.

‘Marilyn Monroe bleaching kit from abroad, don’t ask. And don’t ever let our Kate use you to test out her eBay buys. Bloody student beauticians! Anyway, never mind about me, what’s been going on? What did Billy Connolly want?’

‘Oh, just to tell me that Jo has run off with Matthew to Magalluf.’ She said it so matter-of-factly that Catherine presumed she was joking and laughed.

‘Oh, right. Stupid lout! Did you say you’d ring the police? What is he on? Run off with Jo, ha. As if Matt…’

Her words dried up as Stevie handed her the booking confirmation and her mouth moved like a goldfish that was wondering where all the water in his bowl had gone. She read it three times and each time it seemed more ridiculous than the last.

‘No! He wouldn’t…he couldn’t do that to you! Not Matthew. Where is he? Have you rung him?’

‘He left his mobile at home.’

‘Did you check it for text messages?’

‘It’s wiped clean. And there’s no number for Jo in his phone book.’

‘Well, have you looked for his passport?’

‘It’s gone,’ said Stevie, crumbling a little more. It was starting to sink in that this might actually be happening to her. That Redbeard might be right.

Catherine looked at the paper again. ‘Is it genuine?’

‘Why would he make it up?’

‘Because…er…’ Catherine tried to think of something constructive to say, but all that came out was another flurry of denials. ‘No way would Matthew do this to you! Not him. Not Matt!’

‘It looks as if he has, Cath,’ said Stevie in the sort of voice that Catherine’s youngest used when she was trying very desperately to be brave. She continued to stir until Catherine forcibly extracted the bowl from her, gently, because it looked as if Stevie badly needed something to hold onto, and gripping the spoon seemed to be the only thing keeping her from falling over.

‘This isn’t going to make a cake, ever,’ she said. ‘Not even a starving Oliver Twist would want a second helping of this. Come on, leave it. I’ll get our Kate to knock one up tonight and I’ll bring it over in the morning. It’s the least she can do after this,’ and she pointed upwards at her pink cloud of hair. Stevie gave none of her usual protests and just said a weary, ‘Thank you.’ Then Catherine tipped the mix down the sink. She was impressed. Stevie had actually managed to make it thinner than water.

‘Danny wanted to start calling Matt Daddy,’ said Stevie. ‘It was a good job I told him to wait until after the wedding.’

‘Look, Stevie, you need to talk to Matthew and find out what is going on. Will he ring you, to say he’s arrived in wherever he’s supposed to be–Inverness?’

‘Aberdeen. Maybe. He hasn’t been away before for any length of time so I don’t know what the usual sequence of events would be,’ Stevie shrugged. She didn’t know if he would ring or not. She didn’t know anything any more.

‘Of course he’ll ring,’ said Catherine heartily. Every man was innocent until proven guilty. Except Mick, who should have been hung, drawn and quartered and his knackers cut off before he’d even got to trial. Although she shouldn’t think ill of the dead.

‘What if it’s true? What do I do?’ said Stevie, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. She’d panicked last time and it had made her lose her grip, sent her into such a downward spiral of emotional quicksand that she thought she was destined to drown in it. Until Matthew held out his hand and offered her the lifeline of his love.

And what about Danny? This was the only dad he’d ever known. He would lose two men in his life who had gone for the title and then bogged off before the crown was on their heads. What sort of damage would that do to his little heart? She was going through partners faster than Henry VIII, and look how his kids turned out. At that thought, Stevie caved into the huge pressure of tears and Catherine, her future chief bridesmaid, came over to give her a big hug, because that was easier than trying to work out what the hell to say to give any comfort.

‘I don’t know what you’ll do, love. Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it, eh? Look, pass me the phone. I’ll ring Eddie and tell him I’m staying with you tonight.’

‘No, I’m okay,’ said Stevie, pulling away and wiping madly at her eyes. ‘I need to think straight, and I can do that better on my own. I’ll just cry if you’re here and I really don’t want to do that. I’ll be fine. You go–you’ve got three hundred kids and a zoo to sort out.’

‘Cheeky!’ said Catherine, smiling softly.

‘Lucky you, though,’ said Stevie.

‘I can’t leave you,’ said Catherine. ‘Come home with me. You and Danny.’

‘Honestly, I’d rather be alone.’

‘Well, look,’ said Catherine, when she was fully convinced that Stevie really did want that and wasn’t being her usual overly independent self, ‘I’ll go and sort out this cake for Danny and I’ll be round first thing in the morning.’ She pre-empted the little protest that she saw coming, ‘And no, it isn’t a problem, before you start. My daughter owes me big time.’

After extracting another fifty affirmations that Stevie would ring her immediately if she felt out of her depth and wanted to change her mind about coming over, Catherine went on her way back to her huge brood to tackle an urgent hair repair and an emergency baking project. Making a cake for her godson was the least she could do after breaking the vow she had made to herself: never to let another dickhead break his mother’s heart.

•   •   •

The phone rang about ten minutes after Catherine had gone; it showed ‘number withheld’ on the caller display unit. Knowing instinctively who it would be, Stevie’s hand came out to pick it up. Then, realizing she couldn’t trust herself to act ‘normal’, she overrode the compulsion to speak to him, collapse into uncontrolled tears and beg him to come home. Instead, she let the answerphone handle it. It was, as she knew it would be, Matthew, her gorgeous tall fiancé with the dark brown hair and the dark brown eyes and the smile that made her heart melt like ice cream on a hotplate.

‘Hi, Stevie, it’s Matthew. You…er…must be in bed. Anyway, just a quick call to let you know that I’ve arrived safely–motorway’s a nightmare! Looks very busy, lots of people. All set for a good hard week so I don’t know when I’ll have the chance to speak to you again. Forgot my mobile didn’t I, ha ha! Anyway, take care and hope everything’s okay. Er…bye then.’

No I love you, no Hope Danny’s okay, no Miss you. His voice sounded a lot further away than Aberdeen. And she was probably imagining it, but every one of the three million times she played that message back, she was sure she could hear the strains of ‘Guantanamera’ in the background.









Chapter 2




In Catherine’s big homely Waltonesque-style kitchen in the neighbouring village of Hoodley, black-haired, black-gowned, scarlet-lipped Kate Flanagan was expertly baking a cake. In her mother’s frilly apron, she looked rather like a beautiful domestic vampire.

Her father gave her a big squashy squeeze as he passed her on his way to the teapot and said, ‘Eeh, you’ll make someone a lovely little housewife one day!’ knowing that it would greatly offend her feminist principles, and though Kate shoved him away, she was laughing a little too.

Catherine, towelled up and sitting in the front room, waiting for the auburn dye to restore her locks to their former fake glory, watched the interchange and it brought an unexpected flurry of tears to her eyes; a curious mix of happy ones that she had such a loving family and sad ones because life seemed determined always to short-change her dear friend on that score. What was it about Stevie that attracted plonkers? Stevie who was sweet and selfless and deserved so much better than the Micks and Matthews of this world, whereas she–Catherine Flanagan, outspoken, brash and loud–had been blessed with a wonderful husband, six gorgeous (when they weren’t fighting) kids and a big chaotic house full of love, laughter and daft pets. How would she feel if a Jo MacLean took all this away from her?

‘Here you are, love,’ Eddie said, handing his wife a cup of tea. He looked at her worried face and knew instantly what she was thinking. ‘You should have brought her and the little one back with you.’

‘She wouldn’t come,’ said Catherine. ‘I was all for frog-marching them over, but she really did want to be alone.’

‘Can’t believe it,’ said Eddie, shaking his head. ‘Matthew Finch! I’d have put my all on him not doing that to Stevie.’

‘Tell me about it,’ said Catherine, a quarter angry but threequarters sad and disappointed. She had grown very fond of Matthew. She had never liked Mick and been proved right on that one, but Matthew was a good bloke–decent, caring, considerate. Catherine had been instrumental in pushing Stevie and Matt together, following their initial meeting at a mutual friend’s engagement party, because she knew they would be well-matched. He was handsome, kind, big-hearted, and willing to take on a little boy who wasn’t his, which spoke bucketloads. Stevie would never have settled for anyone who didn’t treat Danny well. She knew what a minefield the whole step-parent thing could be.

After Mick had broken her best friend’s heart, five years earlier, Catherine had screened every male who came within fifty miles of her. Matthew had put a big fat tick in every box on her score-sheet of essentials.

‘I’d be lying if I said a warning hadn’t flagged up in my head when Stevie told me about this Jo woman he’d got friendly with at work,’ said Catherine. ‘Vulnerable women are never fully aware of the power they have to make a bloke feel like a hero, but admittedly it wasn’t much of a warning. After all, this was Matthew we were talking about. Reliable, faithful old Matthew!’ Catherine laughed hard.

‘You ever seen her, that Jo?’ asked Eddie.

‘Just the once,’ said Catherine. ‘I must admit I’d been curious when Stevie started talking about her and I was dying to see her and check her out. Then we bumped into her in town one day.’

‘And?’

‘She seemed nice and friendly enough. A little too nice, if you know what I mean.’

‘How “too nice”?’ asked Eddie, offering her a bite of his Jaffa Cake.

‘Well, when she spotted Stevie she came rushing over as if she’d been a long-lost relative she hadn’t seen for twenty years. It crossed my mind that it was a bit over the top, but then, given all that she had been going through and how kind Matthew and Stevie had been to her, maybe she really was that pleased to see her. That’s what I thought at the time, anyway.’

‘What’s she look like?’

‘Tall, slim, long dark hair, big brown eyes. Very, very pretty.’ Catherine suddenly realized that she wouldn’t have liked a vulnerable Jo MacLean anywhere near Eddie, had the roles been reversed. What’s more, for all the gushing she had done over Stevie, Catherine hadn’t noticed a lot of warmth in Jo MacLean’s eyes.

‘It’s a flaming weird business,’ said Eddie, having a long gulp of tea. ‘I reckon he’s having a mid-life crisis and he’ll be back.’

Catherine looked over at him and smiled. Brad Pitt he wasn’t, but she loved the bones of her big, eighteen-stone husband with the Worzel Gummidge hairdo. Never once had she thought he would be unfaithful to her, but after the shocker of today, she wondered if anyone really knew their partners as well as they thought they did. Her own nice cosy world felt a little rocked too.

Eddie saw that look in her eye and laughed. ‘Oy, you! Don’t be tarring us all with the same brush,’ he warned with a twinkle in his soft, hazel eyes.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Catherine unconvincingly.

‘Yes, you do, you lying little bugger.’ He tweaked her nose.

‘Well, I think I’ll have you electronically tagged just to be on the safe side,’ said Catherine, but it only sounded like half a joke.

‘It’s more likely you’d leave me,’ said Eddie. ‘I’m hardly chuffing Hugh Grant, am I?’

‘I don’t like chuffing Hugh Grant,’ Catherine told him. ‘Well, I do to watch, but I wouldn’t want to snog him.’

‘I wouldn’t leave you, babe,’ said Eddie, tilting her face up towards his and giving her a kiss on her lips that still made something deep within her tingle. He smelt of soap and Fahrenheit aftershave and home.

‘Ugh, gross,’ said the cake-baking Goth in the background.

‘Mind your own business, Morticia,’ commanded Eddie over his shoulder, before turning back to his wife. ‘And you, drink your tea and try to stop worrying about things you can do nothing about.’

That was easier said than done because Catherine felt that she had let her friend down in a terrible way. It was impossible for this to have happened. NO ONE got through Catherine’s hair-trigger defence system for Stevie. She would never let the woman she was closer to than her own sisters go through all that crap again. Or so she had promised herself.

‘Well, all I can say is, that’s men for you!’ said seventeen-year-old Kate with a heavy sigh of experience. She drifted from the room like a dramatic black plume of smoke, leaving Eddie and Catherine crippled from the effort of keeping in a bout of laughter that, at that moment, was so very well-needed.









Chapter 3




When Adam left Stevie’s house he got into his very nice car and took a minute to study the medium-sized detached house of his love rival. Boring, neat enough outside but nothing spectacular, how he’d always imagined Matthew Finch to be from the way Jo had described him. That was, until he’d seen a framed photo on the dresser (next to another ridiculous Midnight Moon book) of the frumpy (most likely bottle) blonde, lumpy girlfriend snuggling up to a clean-shaven Prince Charming type: dark hair, dark eyes, nice white-toothed smile. He presumed that must be him, and he was far too good-looking for her. Surely she must have realized that it was only a matter of time before Finch’s chocolate-coloured eyes were drawn towards someone his physical equal, like his own doe-eyed Jo. By Jings, the very least that short, unspecial-looking untidy woman could have done was look after her house and brush her hair occasionally to keep her man interested. Anger management classes might have been a good idea too. That way, her man might not have been on red alert, looking for company and desperate for love and attention. And he might not have presented a tortured and vulnerable side to Adam’s beautiful, sensitive lady of eighteen months–Joanna.

Funny though, he hadn’t expected Finch’s woman to look as stunned as she had done by his revelation. By all accounts, she was a heartless cow. On second thoughts, she was probably thinking about being split up from his money. That type always did.

Adam sped off down the bypass, out of the town and towards the sprawling estate of newly built ‘Paradise’ properties on the edge of an ex-pit village that had recently been given an extreme makeover. There, he pulled onto the drive of the fortieth finished double-fronted detached house, a design at the top of the luxury bracket. He turned the key in the lock and then quickly deactivated the alarm that protected all their state-of-the-art entertainment equipment, although he was far more of an effective deterrent to would-be burglars than any bell would be.

She’ll be back, he thought. How could she leave all this? Her dream home. He looked around at the expensive curtains and carpets, the extensive CD and DVD collection, all the creature comforts anyone could desire. All for her. He’d get her back; whatever it took, he’d get her back. How could she leave him? She couldn’t leave him, he wouldn’t let her.

He smoothed his hand over the freshly plastered wall where the dining room led out to their almost finished conservatory. Then with a huge primal roar, he pulled back his fist and drove it into the wall, leaving the deep, wide impression of his knuckles.

•   •   •

That night, Stevie didn’t give way to the tears that threatened, despite a concrete blockage the size of Venus stuck in her throat. Crying meant grieving, and grieving meant she had already lost him. Crying would have sapped the energy reserves that she badly needed to draw from. This wasn’t a time for emotional output; she needed her head clear in order to think. What was it about Jo that was better than her? She began to write a list. It went on a bit longer than she had anticipated and began to look like a seriously bad idea.

She remembered how, on all the occasions when she’d moaned about her figure not being quite what she wanted it to be, or that there seemed to be more little laughter lines appearing at her eye-corners, Matthew had kissed her far from perfect nose and said she was just fine and dandy as she was. Obviously not fine and dandy enough if he’d buggered off to Majorca with someone with a flatter stomach, longer legs, smaller conk and all the other sickening ers that she couldn’t compete with. Not without major plastic surgery and a magic wand anyway.

Stevie turned to a new page in the pad. This time her head would lead on how to tackle this one, not her heart. She would work out a plan to get him back. She would let him slip back seamlessly into her life and pretend this had never happened. He would never suspect she knew of his unfaithful escapade. Whatever it took to make this happen, she would do.

Whatever.









Chapter 4




The next morning, Stevie found Danny downstairs, wearing, or rather drowning in, his dressing-gown. On the label, it said it was for four to five year olds, but omitted to add the word hippos. He was staring at the empty cake-tin he had just found on the kitchen table. His bottom lip protruded so far, it should have had a cliff warning on it.

‘Mummy, where’s the cake you promised me?’ he asked.

‘Wait and see. Breakfast first,’ said Stevie, clapping her hands like Joyce Grenfell in teacher mode. Danny had his usual orange juice and Coco Pops, and then sucked up the chocolatey milk with a straw. Then he washed his face and brushed his teeth, before getting his blue and grey uniform on for school, socks first. Everything always in the same order. Danny was a creature of habit and got upset if his routines were interrupted. Apparently, that was a sign of a gifted child, the nursery teacher had told her after an infuriating morning getting Danny down the path to school after they were late and rushing, and there hadn’t been enough time to let him read out aloud all the numbers of the houses they passed, like they usually did. Sign of a child that wants his bottom walloped more like, she had thought at the time.

Though, there was no getting away from it, he was certainly a bright little button, an added bonus because when he was born, Danny was so premature that there was a real chance he might have had some brain damage. Sitting in a hospital scared to go to sleep in case your child doesn’t survive the night was something she wouldn’t wish on any parent; they were dark, dark times.

Miraculously, her baby boy had pulled through and every year he got a birthday card from ‘The Little Fighters’ Club’ at the Special Care Unit up at the hospital. Hard to imagine that the tiny, fragile scrap and the sturdy, clever little boy now in front of her were one and the same person.

Danny was always writing and making little books, like she used to do, although hopefully not for the same reasons. She would have liked him to follow in her footsteps and write for a living, but something a little loftier than Midnight Moon fiction, which was for ladies who liked to escape to a land where men were men and women sighed a lot and fainted but at least the endings were happy.

‘Is my cake ready yet, Mummy?’ he asked again, as Stevie straightened his tie, playing for time.

‘Well er,…the thing is…’

The doorbell bing-bonged, a sound that translated as a hallelujah chorus in Stevie’s head as she opened the door to Catherine, newly restored to her usual auburn, wearing her best and widest smile and wooden-acting worse than an extra in Crossroads.

‘Hi, Stevie, here’s the cake you baked last night. I’m sorry, I walked off with it instead of the empty tin, that I was borrowing off of you. Ha, ha, how silly of me.’

Stevie mouthed, ‘I will love you forever,’ to her friend and Danny’s eyes rounded to dinner-plates as the four-layer cake covered with crushed Maltesers, Buttons, Crunchie bits and melted down Mars Bar icing made its fanfare entrance into the Honeywell/Finch kitchen.

‘Wow!’ said Danny, which, along with ‘cool’, was his favourite buzzword of the moment.

‘Go get your shoes on,’ said Stevie, spurring him on with, ‘The sooner you do so, the sooner you’ll get to show off your cake at school,’ which sent him flying down to the cabinet in the hallway as if his slipper was caught on Schumacher’s tow bar.

‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ said Stevie, enfolding Catherine in a big hug.

‘Don’t thank me, thank Kate. She did the cake, and after she’d put my hair right, I shoved all the bits on.’ Catherine sniffed. ‘Wasn’t that long a job,’ she added, fobbing off the fuss.

Catherine had six children, a husband, four cats, a ferret, a Chihuahua called Chico and some huge mad-looking cross-breed called Boot that looked as if it ate prop forwards for snacks. She had her hands full, but she still had found the time to get Stevie out of a hole.

‘I owe you both big time for this, Cath.’

‘Don’t be silly. So, did you sleep? How are you feeling? And did he ring?’

‘A little,’ said Stevie, ‘crap and yes.’

‘What did he say?’

‘I let the answerphone pick it up. He said he was in Aberdeen.’

‘Did you 1471 it?’

‘Withheld.’

‘Sod it. So what’s your gut feeling?’ Catherine cringed in advance. It didn’t look good from where she was standing.

‘He’s in Majorca, I reckon.’

‘Holy shit! You’re a lot calmer than I would be,’ said Catherine, who would have been chewing on Eddie’s cooked liver with some chips and a nice Chianti by now, if the same thing had happened to her.

‘Yes, but I’ve got a plan,’ said Stevie, snapping off the conversation as Danny made a fully-shod appearance.

They both walked the proud little boy to school; he was champing at the bit to show off the Empress of all chocolate cakes to his friends and teacher. Lockelands was a nice little school, only a ten-minute, and very pleasant, tree-heavy walk away from Stevie and Matthew’s house in Blossom Lane. Well, it was Matthew’s house really. Stevie had sold her little terraced house, situated a few streets away, just after Christmas and moved in with him on New Year’s Day. She had been so excited then, thinking how the next Christmas on she would be Mrs Finch and Danny would have a dad. What a year it was going to be! Well, at least she had got that last bit right, but alas, not in the way she had intended.

The two sides of Blossom Lane were very different, like a new world and an old world meeting in a Dr Who-like time warp. On one side were eight clones of early 1980s box-like dwellings with a short path at the front and small square gardens at the back; on the other side was a row of four early-1800s large detached cottages, all individual, very chocolate-box pretty. Ivy and honeysuckle rampaged over the stone and gave a delicious noseful of heady scent to passers-by in late summer. They had long gardens at the back all the way down to a little ribbon of stream and the railway line, and high crumbly walls overgrown with foliage secured each cottage’s privacy from its neighbours. The far end cottage, opposite to Matthew’s house, had been to let for a couple of months now. It was the largest of the four with a substantial old-stone garage tucked into its side. There had been no takers. It appeared character cottages went hand in hand with phenomenal ‘you-must-be-joking’ rents.

‘So fill me in on the plan then,’ said Catherine, who never failed to peer into the empty cottage window in the hope of seeing some new detail she had missed. It was her dream home: gnarled beams, big kitchen fireplace, exposed stonework. When all the children had grown up and left, she wanted a cottage just like this for her and Eddie to receive their grandchildren. She sighed at its gorgeousness.

‘Time for a coffee?’

‘Quick one. Eddie’s sorted the kids out this morning, he’ll be on his third nervous breakdown by now.’ They both knew that was a joke. There was only one creature more laid-back than Eddie and that was Boot, the dog. Eddie had found him as a puppy on a landfill site. His head was stuck in a tatty Wellington boot and Eddie’s initial thought, after extricating him, was that he was as ugly as an old boot, hence the name. He had been roughly the size of Chico the Chihuahua when Eddie brought him home. Now he could have dragged a gypsy caravan single-handed with a shire horse asleep in the back, yet he would let a baby take a bone from his mouth. He played the part of a family guard dog, though, and a cat burglar wouldn’t have staked his chances–but you only had to look into his soft gentle eyes to know he didn’t have the capacity to hurt anything. Everyone loved Boot, Danny especially, and the dog loved him back, as he did all kids.

Stevie made Catherine wait for the details until the kettle had boiled. Catherine humoured her strange hopefulness, despite having a heavy feeling about it all, but any positive plan that kept her friend from going down the path she had gone down last time had to be supported.

‘Right!’ said Stevie, stirring in the milk. ‘Here’s what I’m going to do.’

‘Go on then,’ said Catherine, sitting comfortably.

‘I’ve got six days left until Matthew comes back. So at lunchtime tomorrow I’m having my hair done.’

‘Right,’ Catherine nodded. ‘Good girl. Make yourself feel better.’

‘Then I’m going to join the gym to get some weight off.’ Stevie beamed at Catherine waiting for her approval.

‘Well, that’s great,’ said her friend, trying her best to smile encouragingly. ‘But…’

‘But what?’ Stevie’s smile slipped a little.

Catherine sighed. With the best will in the world, Stevie wasn’t going to get down to a size zero and look like a Supermodel in six days. Even if she did, that wasn’t going to bring Matthew back to her. There were darker forces at work here, forces for which a hair-do fairy was no match.

Then again, it wouldn’t do Stevie any harm to go to a gym and see some nice fit males with bulging biceps and trim bums. Surely that was better than sitting in and thinking about what those cheating scumbags were doing. She hoped their duplicity would catch up with them; after all, a sneaky week away on holiday was not the best way to cement a new relationship, if that’s what it was and not a one-off fling. Matthew had a conscience, and Jo surely would be thinking of what the mad Scot would do if he found out. That was bound to get in the way of the enjoyment of their sun and sangria, and any other ‘s’s’ they were participating in with abandon.

Catherine smiled. ‘But nothing. In fact, I’ll come with you for the first session if you like, for moral support. They’re always giving out free day passes, aren’t they, these gyms, trying to get you to join up? You can blag me one.’

‘Oh Catherine, that would be fab,’ said Stevie, her smile lit up with gratitude.

‘Which gym?’

‘Well, Matthew goes to the Gym Village one, so maybe I’d be better going to the other–Well Life.’

‘Ooh, posh and expensive–go and do it immediately. Ring up and find out how you join before I go home.’ Catherine slid the cordless phone over the table.

So, Stevie started the three-point plan that would totally absorb her over the next six days and get her man back for her.


	1) have great new-image hairdo

	2) join gym and start to get thinner

	3) practise pretending to have suspected nothing about his affair



Easy.









Chapter 5




Listening to the gently shushing waves, savouring the scent of sun oil that smelt of coconuts, and lying next to a long, leggy woman with a Supermodel-type body nearly covered by a white bikini with a sexy little rhinestone clasp between the twin swells of her small but perfect breasts, Matthew waited for the guilt to kick in. A stray thought visited plump, ordinary little Stevie at home. She would be sitting at her computer, writing love stories for the lonely and rejected, blissfully unaware that she was about to join them in exactly five days’ time. It made him feel guilty only for not feeling guilty.

He really had not meant for this to happen at all. He had been content enough with Stevie and sliding himself gradually into the role of dad for Danny, until he had found Jo MacLean, one of the new designers, crying by his black Punto in the company car park the day after Valentine’s Day. He had only seen her a couple of times before but, Jo MacLean, with her big brown eyes and her long, dark hair and her even longer legs, was someone once spotted, never forgotten. They had spoken once, after a meeting in late January. A few of them had hung around the buffet table drinking the last of the coffee. He’d found himself puffing up in front of her, trying to impress, implying things. Then a fortnight later, there he was, offering her his handkerchief in the cold and the rain and asking if she wanted a coffee in the little café around the corner from work. There she had spilled out her life to him–a relative stranger–so desperate was she for consolation. She had told him how she had recently moved into a new house with the husband she so needed to get away from but didn’t know how to because he watched her every move. She poured out stories of horrific verbal and physical abuse and Matthew had sat and patiently listened. Who could have predicted what she would be doing to the rest of his body, so soon after he’d offered up his shoulder?

Despite being flattered by her attention, at first, he really had only genuinely wanted to help her escape Adam MacLean before the big Scot went too far one day and killed her. He had told Stevie all about her at the beginning, when it had been innocent, and, horrified that someone could be treated so badly, that she had offered herself as a friend to Jo too. Stevie just couldn’t bear to see anyone being unhappy, especially when she was so happy herself, planning her wedding to the man of her dreams.

It hadn’t felt right to keep bringing Jo into his home when he knew he was falling in love with her, but Matt couldn’t help himself–he just had to see her whenever he could. Then, when Jo admitted she felt the same about him, he had almost exploded with Pools-winning pleasure. Jo and Stevie got on so well, which made it both harder and easier, but either way messier. The longer it went on, the more hurt people were going to get, but he couldn’t give Jo up–it was not an option. Jo was a drug and he was hooked.

They hot-footed it to the sun to plan how he would finally leave Stevie and little Danny, and orchestrate how Jo could escape the Incredible McHulk. Matthew would have to make sure that he watched his back there. There was no telling what MacLean would do to Matthew, if he had no reservations about hitting a woman as fragile as Jo.

Propping himself up to look at the vision on the sun-bed next to his, Matthew knew it was all going to be worth it though. He couldn’t feel any guilt because there was no room for it in his heart, which was just too full of desire for this gorgeous being. She was perfect–well, except for the scar on the top of her leg where Adam’s kicking boot went in once. He had always hit her where the bruises didn’t show, she said, although she looked pretty undamaged now, and in fantastic shape. And all the sex with that fantastic shape had almost succeeded in blowing his head clean off his shoulders. Sex that was long and languorous in bed, like this week. Sex that was fast and furious as it had had to be back home, like the time in the back of Stevie’s car, which he’d felt a bit bad about, but it still hadn’t stopped him. Obviously, Stevie hadn’t been there to witness it; he had merely borrowed the car to take Jo home the night when she had come up to see the wedding dress. It had been quick, steamy, and very erotic. Sex that was dangerous and exciting, like when they did it up against a wall of an unfinished house on Jo’s estate, her long slim legs around his back, pulling him further and deeper into her. She had been very noisy but he wouldn’t have cared if the whole British Army and the Pope had come around the corner at that moment; it would just have given it all an extra edge and he would have carried on even more enthusiastically. As he came, he remembered that Stevie would be washing up the pans and dishes in which she had just cooked them all supper. He realized then how much his feelings for Stevie paled in the face of this beautiful, long-limbed, washboard-stomached woman who needed his love and protection so much. She made him feel like he’d never felt before: a giant, a hero, a prince, Robin Hood crossed with Shrek–after the latter had taken the magic potion, obviously.

At first it crossed Matt’s mind that Jo was so desperate to get away from Adam that she might be using him as a stepping stone, until she had suggested the two of them fly away abroad in order to plan the final logistics of partner-leaving, wedding-cancelling and moving in together. Then she had gone down on him in a staff toilet to seal her intentions. By the time his breathing had got back to normal, he had booked the flights and the five-star hotel on his already overloaded Visa card.

Now he was here and it was heaven. He kicked away a stray spore of remorse, imagining Stevie, ironing his shirts and looking forward to him coming home. She would be worrying about him driving all the way from Aberdeen and not having a clue that he was 1,500 miles in the other direction sponging up the Spanish sun, blood running like sangria through his veins making him permanently half-drunk with lust.

Stevie would be okay, he had convinced himself of that. Well, heartbreak didn’t kill you, did it, and she had come through far worse. She would have to move out (thank God the house was still solely in his name!) so that Jo could move in. Little Danny would forget him soon enough. It wasn’t as if he had got used to calling him ‘Daddy’ or anything, and kids adjusted. He tried not to let the thoughts in about Danny’s Euro-Disney trip because that really would make him feel bad. Especially as the savings for it were financing his Majorcan expenses. He would put the money back in the account, obviously. He wasn’t a thief.

If asked, he would say he got the tan in the leisure facilities at the Aberdeen hotel, while Jo would say she had been under the sun-bed at the Welsh health farm. At least Stevie would never know he’d jetted off with another woman to the sun. That detail really would be too cruel.









Chapter 6




Lindsay flicked at Stevie’s long, honey-coloured hair and together they studied the difference it made to her reflection. First she pulled it back, then she swooped it forwards until she looked like Cousin Itt from the Addams Family.

‘Know what? I think you should have it all lopped off. To here,’ said Lindsay, making a chopping motion on her client’s shoulders.

Stevie’s eyes registered horror. ‘A bob?’ She wasn’t convinced.

‘Not quite,’ said Lindsay, shaking her head vehemently. ‘I don’t think that would suit your face shape. You could end up looking like a child of royal first cousins. Something funkier, I think. Nice and choppy and really easy to do yourself at home.’

Stevie gulped. She was just about to change her mind and ask for a trim when she heard Catherine’s voice in her head nagging her: ‘What’s the point of booking in with the top stylist at Anthony Fawkes and then not taking her advice?’

‘And a few really pale highlights running through it as well,’ Lindsay went on. ‘I think it will make you look a hell of a lot younger.’

Younger.

There. She had spoken the magic word. At thirty-six, Stevie was five years older than Jo, who had just recently had her thirty-first birthday. Stevie had bought her the (size ten) bikini they had both spotted on display in a shop window and wowed at. It was glistening white with a glittery rhinestone clasp at the front. Wouldn’t that be ironic if Jo had it on now–modelling it for Matthew on a Balearic beach whilst she was oiled up to buggery with Piz Buin. Stevie smacked that thought away before she showed herself up by crying in public, supplanting it with one of Matthew’s delighted face when he saw her new image.

‘Okay, let’s do it,’ said Stevie, taking a deep breath as the scissors went in for the kill.

•   •   •

Two hours later and she was staring at herself in the mirror, from varied angles, admiring the shorter, chopped style, brighter in colour at the front and the sides and infinitely lighter in weight. She was astounded how much thinner her face seemed. If only it could have done the same to her bum.

‘I’m stunned!’ said Stevie, who was. Whatever the damage on her Switch card was, it would be worth it. It cost a lot, but she didn’t care. The plan had started to work. Now there was just the rest of her body to sort out.

•   •   •

Adam smoothed the plaster over the wall with the trowel. Apart from the colour, there was no evidence that his temper had given way and that he’d cannoned a fury-loaded fist into the wall. He knew that losing it was not the way forward, not this time. He had tried that one with Diane–and where had that got him? Shouting and screaming and breaking things and being totally out of control had done nothing but drive her right out of his life. And scare the neighbours. And lose his cat for him.

He thought back to that fateful day. The scene of devastation was burned onto his brain like a top quality colour photograph: Diane screaming and running out towards her car with a hastily packed suitcase and Humbug the striped tabby in his basket whilst Adam stood there holding a roaring chainsaw. The neighbours’ curtains had twitched, but no one dared to ring the police. Diane had given him that look he had seen in his mum’s eyes too many times when his da’ came in from the pub. Some folks turned jolly with spirit, not big Andy MacLean. The whisky went straight into his fists, and then the fists went straight into his mammy and his sisters and little Adam. Blood will out–that’s what they said, wasn’t it?

Adam MacLean knew what he looked like with his archetypal boxer’s nose, scarred cheek, powerful build and a voice that could vibrate owls out of trees. He also knew exactly how Jo would suppose him to behave if she left him for another man. And, likewise, what old Matty Boy (who was probably enjoying the last days for quite a while when he could maintain total control over his bowels) would expect from him. So, as he did the plastering repair, Adam MacLean had been thinking it all calmly and methodically through. And now he had a plan.









Chapter 7




Kitted out in her new tracksuit bottoms, trainers, snazzy Adidas top and a very strong bra that totally flattened her generously proportioned chest so that she didn’t give black eyes to either herself or people on adjacent treadmills, Stevie presented herself at the gym for her induction hour with Hilary. She was horrified to find that Hilary was in fact a bloke. Not just an ordinary bloke either but a young, fit, tall, love-god bloke with a killer smile and a backside that could crack open Brazil nuts. Then again, she of all people should have known that a name didn’t always guarantee the sex. Midnight Moon had asked her to use a pseudonym, as ‘Stevie’ suggested she might be male, and Midnight Moon readers were very specific that only women writers were able to tap into their feminine needs. Their pen-names needed to conjure up softness and romance and sweetness, which is why her fellow writers Paul Slack and Alec Sleaford became Paula Sheer and Alexis Tracey, and why she herself was published under Beatrice Pollen, her darling late granny’s name. It was from Granny Bea that Stevie inherited her creative talents, her warm, considerate heart and her big, sky-blue eyes.

As if monitoring her whilst she went on the workout machines to ascertain what she could, or rather couldn’t, manage wasn’t embarrassing enough, Hilary weighed her in the office, took her height, blood pressure and worked out her body mass index, which basically classified her as a crate of lard. To be fair, the gorgeous Hilary didn’t seem all that horrified by the way she puffed after doing three sit-ups or turned aubergine on the StairMaster. At least the weighing scales didn’t flash up ‘one fat bird at a time please’.

She paid a huge cheque over for a year’s subscription, because that way Stevie knew she was fully committing herself to her cause, plus she was seduced by the offers of a free month and a special ‘mystery’ gift pack. Catherine was sitting in Reception when Hilary officially welcomed Stevie to the club, alas not with a big tonguey snog, but with a complimentary water container, a gym bag, an introductory booklet of money-off vouchers for the sun-bed, various massages and treatments, and a free seven-day pass for a friend of her choice, who at that moment was eagerly waiting for it, clad in some pretty impressive pink and grey gear. Stevie wolf-whistled as she approached her.

‘It’s our Kate’s,’ explained Catherine.

‘Must be nice, to be able to fit into your seventeen-year-old daughter’s clothes,’ said Stevie.

‘It is, until you see me naked and discover that most of my body is made up of stretchmarks,’ exaggerated Catherine who, considering the major brood she’d had, had managed to stay remarkably slim, give or take a little rounded tum that she was always moaning about. ‘By the way, Steve, the hair is fab.’

‘It looked better when I’d had it done this morning, before I had fourteen litres of sweat dampening it down.’

‘Makes you look a hell of a lot younger. No bull.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

Stevie beamed. First stage of ‘getting Matthew back’ was mission accomplished, then.

The two gym-bunnies had a go on a few machines. Catherine was surprisingly fit. Then again, she was forever running up and down stairs and gardens after the kids, plus she took the dogs out walking and she went to a yoga class every Thursday evening. She liked yoga and did a lot of fifteen-minute stretches during the day and evening, which helped her relax in a way that smashing plates against the wall and tearing her hair out wouldn’t. She knew that for definite because she’d tried those too. Then they went off for a coffee in the very luxurious café after a slow walk past the spinning class to check out some very nice male bottoms.

Stevie’s stomach suddenly made a noise like a mortally wounded hound as they waited in the queue.

‘Have you eaten?’ said Catherine.

‘Not really,’ Stevie said.

‘What’s that supposed to mean? You either have or you haven’t.’

‘Er…no, then.’

‘You won’t lose weight by not eating.’

‘Try telling that to people on hunger strike.’

‘You know what I mean,’ said Catherine, who was suddenly concerned. She had been waiting for Stevie to start cracking up. Her friend was far too composed for it to last. Not eating sounded suspiciously like the start of it. Again.

‘I’m not deliberately not eating,’ said Stevie. ‘I just haven’t felt hungry.’

‘Right, well, you’re having something now. You go and get those seats over there and I’ll be with you in a minute.’

It was no good protesting with Catherine. It was never any good protesting with Catherine. Eddie had tried that one quite a few times and had been beaten back into a perpetual state of ‘give in’, so Stevie retired to the small metal table by the window as instructed. She did feel a bit shaky, all that exercise and hairdo-ing with nothing in her stomach but cappuccinos and half a slice of unbuttered toast–well, since Madman MacLean came around smashing up her life anyway.

Catherine brought over big frothy coffees in pseudo-soup bowls, two flat toasted panini sandwiches, the length of Stevie’s leg, filled with ham and Brie, and two enormous chocolate-covered slabs that smelt suspiciously of peanut butter.

‘Do they sell this sort of stuff here?’ said Stevie open-mouthed. She had been expecting two lettuce leaves and a spring onion on something brown and inedible.

‘Course they do, it’s not Stalag 17. Some people just come in for lunch, not to exercise.’ Catherine stuck the sandwich in her mouth and pulled it out quickly. ‘Ow, ow, ow–watch it, that cheese is molten.’ Then her face froze and she gave Stevie a sharp nudge. ‘Braveheart alert at three o’clock,’ she said through one side of her barely moving mouth, like ventriloquist Roger De Courcey with Nookie Bear.

‘What?’

Stevie twisted around to see the unmistakable figure of him, resplendent in black tracksuit bottoms and a black T-shirt, with his luxuriant red hair flowing behind him. He looked like a muscular Duracell battery.

‘Oh bloody hell, he’s seen me,’ said Stevie, as the big man’s eyes locked onto hers and he started to come over. In slow motion–like the Terminator.

‘Want a minute to yourselves?’ said Catherine. ‘You are in this together, after all.’

‘Don’t you dare leave me with that…that caber tosser without an armed escort!’ said Stevie.

‘Don’t be daft, Steve. He’s not going to do anything to you here–the place is packed. Anyway, I really do need the loo and he looks as if he wants to talk to you.’ Catherine got up, just as Adam MacLean reached the table and nodded her a stiff hello as they crossed paths.

‘I didnae know you were a member of ma gym,’ he said, looking down at Stevie.

His gym? Crikey, he was possessive!

‘Well, I am,’ said Stevie, taking a diversionary sip of coffee, which burnt her lip, and then she accidentally bit it as well in an unfortunate reflex action.

‘Can I sit down forrr a wee minute, please?’ he said. Civilized for him, thought Stevie, who glared at him but didn’t say no, which he obviously took to mean yes, because he dropped his big-honed body into the chair that Catherine had vacated.

‘Have you hearrrd anything?’ he asked, his eyes compulsively drawn to her swelling split lip.

‘No,’ Stevie lied. ‘Have you?’

‘No. Jo left her mobile behind too, funnily enough. Probably so I couldn’t ring her. The number she left for the health farm doesn’t exist, of course. No doubt she’ll tell me she wrote it down wrang.’

‘Oh.’ Stevie felt a little guilty about fibbing then after he had been so candid, but she didn’t want to give him any details that might trigger him to go off and kill Matthew. She had one dead lover, she didn’t want another, she thought with black amusement. It was, however, a thought that quickly soured in her head and made her feel slightly sick.

‘I have a plan to stop aw this nonsense,’ he said.

‘So have I,’ said Stevie stiffly. She suspected her plan of hair-dos and gentle body toning might be slightly different from his, which would involve hi-jacking a plane and forcing Matthew to jump out of it above the bit of sea with the most sharks in it.

‘You see, ba ma way of thinkin’, it’s aw to dae with basic psychology…’

Stevie cut him off with a mirthless little laugh. Like he would know! The only thing he knew about heads was that they were meant to propel forwards at great speed into someone else’s nose. Most likely someone he was married to, too.

‘Please don’t take this wrongly, Mr MacLean but I’ll handle this in my own fashion,’ she said bravely. Her lip throbbed and she was fighting back some annoying tears, and she didn’t know if they were down to bodily pain or his frustrating, hateful presence and all he stood for.

Adam pulled out a card from his tracksuit pocket and slammed it on the table, which made both her and the plates jump.

‘Sorry, I’m a wee bit heavy-handed.’

You can say that again, she thought.

‘Here’s ma card. If you change yer mind and want to hear whit I have to say, then gi’ me a ring. We could smash this thing up before it gets too big and get back tae being happy.’

She didn’t like the way he said ‘smash’ with such relish, or maybe it was just his accent. Either way, she wouldn’t have fancied his chances in a lullaby-singing competition.

‘That is, if you seriously want tae get yerrr man back.’ He looked accusingly at the feast on the table. Not exactly food for a seriously devoted body sculptor, he thought. Then he was off, just as Catherine made her perfectly timed return.

‘So?’ she said, and then jumped back. ‘Shit–your lip! He didn’t hit you after all, did he?’

‘Like he’d dare,’ said Stevie, but knowing he’d dare quite easily. ‘No, I burnt my lip on the coffee.’

‘And?’

‘Then I bit it and it hurt.’

‘No, you clumsy tart, I meant “and” as in “and what did he want”?’

‘Oh, he says he has a plan to break up Matthew and Jo,’ Stevie said unenthusiastically.

‘What was it then?’ Catherine leant eagerly forward.

‘Haven’t a clue,’ shrugged Stevie. ‘I said I wasn’t interested in hearing it.’

‘Why not? You could at least have listened to what he had to say! You do have something in common here, after all.’

Stevie shuddered at the thought of having anything in common with him.

‘I think I could guess at a push what he’d suggest,’ she said. ‘Something to do with sawn-offs and hitmen.’

‘Ooh look,’ said Catherine, picking up his card. ‘He’s the General Manager here.’

‘I hope you’re flaming joking. I’ve just signed up for a whole year!’ said Stevie, snatching back the card to see it there in black and white, and red and a touch of navy blue–Adam MacLean, General Manager of Well Life Super-gym, Dodmoor, Barnsley, and the scribble of his mobile number. The information knocked Stevie for six because he looked more like the head of ‘Thugs International’ than something sensible, respectable and managerial.

A picture came into her head of him pushing past her and coming into the house. If she hadn’t opened the door, she would still have been in blissful ignorance. Jo and Matthew might have just had a quick fling and that could have been the end of it. Maybe that’s all it was: a last-minute explosion of freedom before he finally settled down and got married. It happened. Stevie was thirty-six; she wasn’t the naïve baby she’d been nearly five years ago when she had found out about Mick, even if Mick and Matthew were very different animals. Mick wouldn’t have felt the slightest bit of guilt, but she knew Matthew would be crippled with it and most likely pacing the Spanish hotel foyer vowing never to do anything like that again. But then he had to go and tell her just because he found out about it and got upset and wanted to upset everyone else too. No, she’d heard what McBigmouth had to say once; she wouldn’t make that mistake again.

‘He can go and stuff a live haggis up his backside,’ said Stevie decisively. Then she bit down and burnt the other side of her mouth on the panini.





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
\

The Birds and
the Bees®

Milly Johnson

POCKET
s

LONDON « SYDNEY « NEW YORK « TORONTO





OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“milly
-johnsoh?

Love can sting. Or make you fly .

ol Birrds






