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Introduction










I have written these stories over many years. Each one has been sparked off by a memory which has gathered thoughts around it until it became something I wanted to write down.




For instance, the story of Eliza came from the time I worked at the National Theatre in When We Are Married by J.B. Priestley.




I played the part of the charwoman, Mrs Eliza Northrop, who just came into the house to do all the dirty jobs and got the sack by the end of the play. Well, I used to sit in the wings waiting for my cue, and in my mind went home with Mrs Northrop, and it was awful: a truly wretched experience. A foul, damp dwelling to live in and a foul, violent husband to live with. She was middle-aged, which in those days was old.




I thought, I will alter your life, Eliza. I will make something happen that will change your life and you will have a new beginning, in the same way that my own life altered from that age. So in the story, she goes to the party, as it is in the play, and then something happens off stage. From that moment, she has a life she never dreamed of.




A world away from J.B. Priestley in 1908 came the idea for ‘The Stockings’, set in the desolate landscape of 1934. That was when I was a child, wandering around the countryside on my bicycle. An opening in a scraggy hedge led into a cart rut which had shaped itself into a dragon, so the village was called Dragonby. The entire village consisted of only two joined cottages, standing beside a stagnant pond. When I was peddalling along the nearly empty roads, I never saw the people who lived there but I stood long, with my bicycle, thinking what their lives would be like. No bus service to town, only candles and oil lamps, life rough and crude like an early Van Gogh painting.




It would be another forty years before I wrote about the place, but the feelings of desolation were as strong then as they were when I stood at the gap in the hedge.




So it goes on.




‘The Kid’ started at a time when I had small grandchildren and learned a lot about nannies. How they banded together in groups, raided the fridges, swapped charges and toured the world, meeting up on another continent.




The girl in the flat upstairs had a baby and I used to watch the nanny pushing the pram up the road and wonder where she would take it for a whole day, so the mother could go to the gym and then lunch with a friend.




Impressions stay, like the flash of a camera. As for the time they take to develop, well, it does not seem to matter.

























Monologue over a Broken Leg










‘I don’t know what it is about him, but he made me burn the moment I clapped eyes on him.’




The eyes appeared occasionally over the vast expanse of plaster, the voice boomed over the white mountain.




Sue had to lie still because the stitches were new. She was bound tightly to her bed with crisp white sheets, so, with half-closed eyes, she listened.




‘Don’t get the idea that he’s a husky film-star type, rippling muscles and all that. No, as a matter of fact he’s a bit weedy, and his colour’s not all that good you know. I think it’s all those trips abroad and he’s had fever once or twice. Don’t know what fever exactly, some local bug, not serious, but it leaves one like a limp rag.




‘Poor darling, he told me how absolutely bloody he’d felt lying there all day in this bungalow place where they live out there. The rest of them simply had to go out and get on with the job, well, the Min. of Ag. wanted all these details about trees and grasses and whatnot and as they were footing the bill they jolly well had to have them.




‘So, of course the poor darling had to be left alone while the others got on with the tree marking and whatnot, except for native servants–they brought him cool drinks and so forth.




‘The outcome of all this was that he was a bit under the weather after this trip and he had very little to say for himself when I went to tea with his mother. Have I mentioned her teas before? Stop me if I have, but they’re traditional, absolutely trad, my dear. The lot. Old silver, been in the family for yonks, minute but minute sandwiches–practically lose them in my great paws.




‘Look, they are great paws, aren’t they? They have to be, a mobile library takes a bit of holding round these country lanes, you know.




‘But to get back to Ronnie, or rather, the first time I ever met him, well, as I said, his mother was pouring tea and nattering on fifteen to the dozen as is her wont, and the poor dear just grabbed the opportunity to slide down into the armchair and practically disappear. All I could see was a shaft of sunlight streaming through the French windows and shining on his nearly bald head under a thin layer of hair, pale hair, you know, an indifferent shade of mouse, and of course, I must admit, it didn’t go with his complexion which was a bit yellow at the time, after-effects of fever and all that.




‘And that was the first thing that got me here, just here.’ She beat her barrel-like chest with a mighty thud. ‘It was somehow so pathetic, so revealing, like a secret that had to be told. I could see he was bald under the hair he pulled over. It touched me.




‘Well, of course I grabbed him out of the chair as soon as I decently could. He said no no no he hated tennis but I yanked him out, told him he needed a spot of fresh air. I knew he’d relax pretty quickly as soon as I got him away from his mama.




‘And by golly he did. Before I could get the rackets sorted out, he was off, full pelt, on his favourite subject: bird and insect life in Africa.




‘Mama still seemed to be pouring tea and going on about her favourite subjects, usually centred around the Women’s Institute. I could hear her voice droning through the open window like an old gramophone stuck in the groove.




‘So I just threw the rackets down on the floor of the summer house and gave myself up to ecstasy. I just sat on the bench and listened to Ronnie without hearing a word he said. I felt better sitting down because I’m just a little bit taller you know, I’m…well, let’s face it, I’m a big girl.




‘Perhaps it was partly this bigness of mine and Ronnie being a bit on the small side that gave me this protective feeling towards him. Protect him?…I wanted to smother him. I wanted to wrap my arms around him so tightly that he screamed for help and then I wanted to close his screaming mouth with kisses. Yes! That was the effect he had on me right from the start. I knew I wanted him and I was determined to have him.




‘I was so excited by the discovery that I got my new tweed skirt stuck in the spokes, wobbled too much on the old bike on me way home. I could hardly sleep that night and the next day I stamped the wrong date on three separate books.




‘I did worse things the following day, which was Tuesday. On Tuesdays, you see, I always take the library to Wilford. Instead of that, I drove straight on to Burford. You should have seen the uproar THAT caused. It was market day. I landed right in the middle of it and the poor souls just gaped at me with their mouths hanging open. They were frozen, didn’t know whether to carry on filling their baskets at the stalls or dash home and get their library books to change.




‘I saw several decide to do both and walk back and forth in an aimless sort of way before they set in their tracks and just stood gawking helplessly. It would take weeks to recover their sense of rhythm and they would probably never feel the same about me again, so I decided I had to do something about it. I had to see him again to see if my first feelings still existed or if I had just been under some strange midsummer madness.




‘I called at the house that evening. He was mounting beetle specimens onto a sheet of blue paper, his head was bent and the lamplight caught his spectacles–they’re rather thick you know, his glasses, he’s a bit shortsighted–but as I said, the lamplight just glowed through the lens and my heart went so thick with emotion I could hardly speak. I just stood there staring at him, and he went on, carefully arranging his beetles.




‘His mother didn’t seem to notice a thing, she was pouring something, coffee, or maybe cocoa, and talking on and on as usual about Mrs Somebody-or-other at the Women’s Institute.




‘The feelings I experienced that night were confirmed on the Thursday when I went to Melford.




‘Now, library day in Melford is every other Thursday and our spot there is outside the Carpenter’s Arms. So, as total silence descends on the place between two and three o’clock, I always nip in for a quick one before closing time and as the bolts are thrown across, I remain inside, then retire, inflamed by half a pint of bitter, to spend a lusty half hour with Fred, who’s the barman there. The landlord retires to his own quarters to snore away for an hour or two and Fred’s room is conveniently situated over the stables down the yard, so we can romp in peace.
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‘And romp we did. A well-made country boy is Fred, and I always came away from library day in Melford with a feeling of immense satisfaction.




‘But that day, the Thursday after the Tuesday when I had seen Ronnie, I didn’t want Fred. I didn’t want him. He couldn’t believe it. I walked out of the door before he shot the bolt, and he nearly cried with disappointment. All the rest of the afternoon, I could see his big sad eyes peering at me through the letter T on the frosted glass window. I was glad to get away, I can tell you.




‘All I could think about was Ronnie, he was burning me up.




‘It was the same on the following Wednesday when I went to Trill. Trill has a library every Wednesday, and by Linton crossroads there’s a dirty great barn. Perhaps you’ve noticed it? Used to belong to Frank Johnstone when he farmed around there. Been empty for years, practically derelict now, filthy of course but still quite a bit of hay in the loft there.




‘Well, I used to stop there and by the time I’d smoked a cigarette, John Forman would arrive too. John drives for Carter’s the butchers, he does all the country districts and we’ve had this arrangement for years. It didn’t matter who got there first. You can imagine, we were there, the hay was there, so we had a roll in the hay. Every Wednesday.




‘But this Wednesday, the one following the Tuesday when I’d seen the old darling, I drove straight past the barn. I did. I drove straight past the barn and John was already there. His van was standing, drawn up to the barn and he was leaning out of the gaping windows. I can see him now, first of all looking anxious as I didn’t slow down, then shouting and waving after me as I didn’t stop.




‘But I couldn’t help myself. I drove those books as if I was carrying a banner. I WAS carrying a banner. I was saving myself for Ronnie.




‘Of course, I couldn’t go the whole hog right away and as I built up my visits to his mother, so I cut down to only seeing Jack Clymie after choir practice. We had an arrangement to stay behind, put the books away, pick the chewing gum off the pews, etcetera, etcetera.




‘You wouldn’t think Jack was sexy, would you? My God! What goes on behind that saturnine countenance and those hooded eyes is just nobody’s business, a whiplash of cool steely passion is our Jack. But gradually, even he became impossible because, as we cavorted in our favourite spot, which was in the hollow behind ‘Lady Abigail Flower, gud wife and mother of fourteen’, where she has lain stonily since sixteen something, and where I was laid, non-stonily, once a week, I looked up from my position on my back into the vaulted roof and saw the little cherub faces peering down at me from the tops of the columns. They were all little Ronnies! In the dim light I fancied they were all wearing specs.




‘No, I decided, this was it. This is where I just stopped and waited, let passion snowball to explode over the little love in a shower of hot snowflakes, so to speak.




‘He was due back from some remote jungle in South America in about twelve weeks. The whole thing became an obsession. I was determined to make the plan and just go ahead with it. Now, Nick Thompson has a caravan down by the river at Whaley. Had it for years, used to do quite a bit of fishing until rheumatism got him. He lets it when he’s in the mood and it’s in a pretty remote place, I can tell you. It’s thick with bugs, beetles, flies and whatnot down there, so the prospect of all that would keep the little darling happy.




‘I’d been down to check over the caravan. It smelled a bit stale and mouldy so I’d aired it and made the bed up nice and comfy. Then I just went around in a dream, slapping on the old date stamp, and waiting for his return.




‘I picked him up at the station. He was standing by a mountain of assorted boxes with mysterious bug-type labels and his glasses had never looked thicker. I could have eaten him. I felt like placing him tenderly into one of his specimen jars and just gazing at him.
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‘I don’t think he noticed when I told him of the trip I planned for the weekend, as he was watching a spider at the time and just kept on nodding, so I told him I’d pick him up on Thursday evening. His mother didn’t even realize he was going away for the weekend, she was chattering on about the church fête and pouring endless cups of tea or coffee.




‘Believe it or not, the great day came. The weather was wonderful. The river was shimmering and alive with flies. The scene was set for a heavenly weekend. Little darling was a bit preoccupied as we drove down there. The string had worked loose on one of his boxes. In fact he nearly dropped it when he got out of the van. I leaped forward and grabbed it for him. Well, I grabbed the box, and then, quite instinctively, I grabbed him. It seemed the right thing to do, to carry the beloved aloft, over the threshold of our bedchamber in the traditional way. In a great surge of emotion I swept him up in my arms and mounted the steps of the caravan.




‘We were on the top step when they gave way. Just a loud sharp noise. CRACK. That was the step. Followed by another loud sharp noise. CRACK. That was my leg.




‘Oh God! I hope I’m mobile by the time he comes back again.’























Fog










London, 1953




One experience never to be forgotten about life in London during the 1940s and 50s was the fog. Not the pale mist that crept around the trees at dawn in a wild garden, but a menacing vapour of darkness that smelled of soot and obscured anything beyond the tip of your nose.




At that time, no one I knew had central heating and we all piled coal merrily on the fire. My coal was kept in a cupboard halfway up the house. It would arrive in sacks on a cart drawn by a great horse, then was hauled up the stairs by a giant of a man and dumped onto the floor. It took a while for the dust to settle. But the coal was of excellent quality and shone like diamonds.




We saved the tea leaves to dampen down the fire when we went to bed. When my son was born, the midwife stoked up the fire, rolled up the afterbirth in newspaper and pushed it into the hot coals.
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The greatest fog experience I can remember was in 1953. Then, the black darkness refused to stay outside in the streets and down the alleyways, but invaded us completely, and took over our homes, shops and pubs–every space you can think of.




Everywhere inside was filled with this thick, black mist. We could scarcely see one another in the floating darkness because lights shone dimly as if far away. Out in the streets, lights did not show at all. There was just a wall of black. You were afraid to put one foot in front of the other.




One couple I heard of were standing in the street, paralysed, rigid, unable to move an inch as the darkness was so solid around them. Out of the black came footsteps and a man’s voice asked them where they wished to go. They told him the address and he said to hang onto his jacket and he would take them there, which he did. When they were feeling their way into their own front door, they asked him how he had managed it.




‘Well, you see,’ he said, ‘I am blind, so the fog makes no difference to me.’




Another outcome of the fog getting inside was to do with the shops. We had so many wonderful department stores in those days and after the fogs they had amazing sales of blackened goods. Expensive coats, beautiful dresses, all going for next to nothing because there was a line of soot running from top to bottom




Then came the Clean Air Act of 1956.























The Kid










Pamela squashed a Weetabix in a bowl and gave it to the kid. She shouldn’t be doing it anyway, but no sign of Gerda yet.




The kid spilled the cereal onto the floor and the sight of the sticky mess irritated Pamela out of all proportion. It spoiled her kitchen. Pamela was prepared, and in fact, often did, move a saucer from one end to the other, simply to pause, narrow her eyes, tilt her head and look for camera angles.




Click. That would show the beauty of the Italian furniture.




Click, in this picture the Wedgwood china would show and maybe a little of the conservatory beyond.




Click, click and click again as the conservatory came fully into sight. Black and white tiled floor. White enamelled bamboo furniture, a mass of potted palms, and to her endless delight, a life-sized statue of Pan. She had found him in a shop near Selfridge’s. A shop that had once catered for the extravagant tastes of the oil sheiks. When the oil sheiks no longer came, Pan was on sale for a fraction of his original price and was quickly transferred to Pamela’s conservatory where his mischievous face of white and gold china peered through the palms.




Standing near the doorway, Pamela’s eyes scanned as a camera lens down the whole vista of her beautiful kitchen where across the gleaming floor ran the trickle of sticky milk and crushed biscuit. It offended her.




Click, went her eye.




Even the kid herself spoiled the pattern, sitting in the high chair in front of the pale ash, designer-built cupboards. She would make sure the high chair was well out of the way if Ideal Home ever did feature her kitchen. Surely, one day they would.




As she cleaned up the mess, Pamela heard the dull thud of Gerda on the stairs. Her steps were slow and heavy, signalling another hangover. Pamela looked up as she polished the floor and saw Gerda’s feet advancing towards her. Minnie Mouse boots, she noticed, and wondered what the rest of her was wearing today.




Looking up, she saw brief shorts with a Union Jack on the behind, a jacket of many colours, and a peaked cap, no doubt concealing uncombed hair.




Gerda gently lowered herself onto a stool. ‘You hev coffee?’ she said, holding her head carefully between her hands.




‘Help yourself. Not feeling too good?’




‘You could say that, ya. I am not feeling up to eet today, but I will recover,’ she said bravely. ‘I want to take de kid to de zoo. I weel have de seltzer for breakfast and all weel be well.’




Pamela hovered over the breadboard, knife in hand. ‘Toast?’ she said.




‘Oh God. De idea of food eet makes me feel so bad,’ and Gerda exhaled a blast of stale wine fumes.




What a repellent picture, thought Pamela, and her camera eye went click. That picture would look good in the alternative Ideal Home, exquisite kitchen defiled by sight of nanny, still drunk from last night’s disco orgy. Face blotched, eyes bleary, begging for seltzer.




‘I’m afraid there’s no seltzer, Gerda. You’ve used them all up.’




Pamela dug the knife into the loaf and pretended it was Gerda. Gerda, she called herself, what was her real name? Probably something like Sharon or Helen, and as for that stupid accent, well, why did she have to do it? It altered from day to day. Did the stupid girl think she would get a better job with an accent? It was obvious from the ill-written letters she received that she came from Cleethorpes. Why pretend Cleethorpes was in Sweden?




Pamela made the loaf suffer. She cut so hard the crust fell off. ‘Gerda, if you are going to the zoo, buy some more bread, and stick it in the freezer. I notice the pizzas have gone and most of the ice cream. You’d better buy more of everything. Were the girls here yesterday?’




‘Ya they came round, we had little play together, the kid had good time, company you know.’




‘They can certainly eat,’ said Pamela as she put money on the table. ‘Do the other houses provide so much?’




‘Some more,’ said Gerda with a leer. ‘Kids they play, they get hungry you know.’




To say nothing of the nannies, said Pamela quietly to herself, suddenly wanting them to go and leave her to get on with her day.




Finally, the door clicked behind them and she was alone with a fresh cup of coffee and the call-in programme on the radio. She unfolded her arms above her head like a cat. What bliss, all the day stretched out before her. She could do exactly as she wished.




On the radio, worried voices were explaining to a financial expert how they could not pay their bills. The expert explained in soothing tones how they must do this or do that to get out of the mess.




Poor sods, thought Pamela. You’d better give up now. You can’t win. You’re losers. Almost instinctively, she drew her handbag towards her and checked her credit cards were in place. Whatever else I do today, she decided, I’ll spend a lot of money.




She stood, letting her white silk dressing gown fall to the floor for the cleaner to pick up and walked naked up the stairs to her room.




She watched her reflection in the mirrored doors of the built-in wardrobe which ran along the length of two walls. She could stand in the angle of the mirrors and see a complete picture of herself, and what she saw pleased her: deep creamy carpet, windows veiled with finest net which drifted across the floor. A dais held her huge bed with the ivory satin sheets and quilt of imitation white fur. By the window stood a white and gold china stand and bowl filled with a huge arrangement of silk flowers. She had found this in the shop with Pan and could not resist buying it together with the flight of birds suspended from the ceiling as if flying out of the flowers.




What a beautiful nest, thought Pamela. Her room was a dream. How lucky she was to have a friend like Tony, an interior decorator, to turn to for advice. Tony was such an understanding person who never designed a room without first consulting the relevant birth charts.




‘Your star sign says you must live with gentle colours in peace,’ he had told her.




‘I know, Tony, I know. That’s the kind of room I want for myself, but how can I achieve it with a slob of a husband like Bernard?’




‘There’s no doubt, duckie,’ replied Tony, ‘that the idiot doesn’t reflect your psyche. He just doesn’t complement you, luvvie.’




Pamela raised her eyebrows in exasperation. ‘I just don’t need him,’ she said.




‘You need his money,’ said Tony, who in spite of his extravagant lifestyle was a practical man at heart.




‘Alas, yes, I do.’




‘How does he make so much just selling glass?’




‘It isn’t called magic glass for nothing you know, it’s self cleaning, a secret formula. Just think what it means to the builders of glass skyscrapers in cities like Los Angeles. They buy it by the ton and he’s the only representative of the firm. He doesn’t even have to try to sell it; they’re lining up with orders. If he had to make any effort himself he’d be penniless, he’s so stupid. He didn’t even get the job himself, his uncle wangled it for him.’




‘There’s only one answer, luvvie,’ said Tony. ‘A separate room.’




‘Brilliant,’ said Pamela. ‘But how?’




It had been effortless. Simply announcing he was too restless in his sleep and kept her awake, she dismissed Bernard to the room at the end of the corridor.




Pamela and Tony had had a glorious time in Knightsbridge finding exactly the right stuff for her room. It had even included a visit to a reader of stones and crystals to make sure they were on the right track. The result was a triumph.




Dear Tony, thought Pamela, I wonder if he’s free for lunch, and she picked up the phone. He told her he would love to meet but had to leave early for an appointment.




She had to look her best, as Tony noted precisely what she wore. Delving into the cupboards, she flung clothes around the room. Finally, she chose a two-piece of the softest pale-blue wool. When she opened the blouse cupboard, the first thing she touched was Daddy’s dressing gown. She stood inside the cupboard and wrapped it around her. She smelled it, pressing it to her face. The scent of his tobacco lingered there, a faint touch of his aftershave. She passionately kissed the empty sleeve from top to bottom.




Dearest Daddy. Beloved Daddy. Why had he eaten shellfish in Morocco? To think he had been taken from her by a prawn.




But, for the moment, she needed to focus on what blouse to wear. Nothing seemed right. The only one exciting enough was the Italian silk, of such an exquisite tangle of colour Daddy could easily have brought it back from a trip to Rome. Yes, no doubt, it was her most beautiful blouse. She had to wear it today. She knew Tony would approve.




Pamela wiped a brush over her lipstick and carefully outlined her mouth.




In an odd kind of way it would be an added excitement to wear the blouse knowing that she had stolen it. She had stolen it from Maureen Bell at the health club. Maureen had booked in for an hour’s massage. There had been no one else in the changing rooms and Pamela had a long time to inspect the lockers. It was just a little habit she had, it was quite harmless. If anyone was stupid enough to leave their door unlocked when they went for a swim they had to expect someone would have a peek at their belongings.




She enjoyed finding cheap underwear under an Ungaro suit, she loved finding a love letter or a final demand for rent; she had gone through people’s stuff many times before just for the thrill of it but had never stolen anything.




Until she had opened Maureen’s locker.




She had known Maureen almost all of her life. They were at kindergarten together, then right through school until they were eighteen.




Maureen Bell was the dullest creature she had ever known. From day one at kindergarten she had used the stupid creature as a whipping donkey. As a small child she had made her suffer mental torture. Poor little Maureen had endured months of agony having been told that there was a lion in her toy cupboard, a snake in her pyjamas, spiders in her bedtime cocoa. Her mother couldn’t understand why she did not drink it.




And so it went on, right through school. As they grew older, the cruelties became more subtle, and more painful. Her long hair trapped in the cloakroom door did not leave a mark. To be locked in the bike shed until after roll-call only brought down the wrath of the headmistress.




It was easy to be angry with Maureen, it was easy to shout, because she didn’t retaliate. She was so plain. A plump child, with mousey hair and ill-shaped teeth. She invited abuse because she responded only with silent acceptance.




As she grew plainer so Pamela grew prettier. As Pamela’s attacks became meaner and stronger, so Maureen’s offer of a truce became more frequent. Chocolates, stockings, even cigarettes were slyly passed in the playground, desperate to find favour.




Well, all that was a long time ago, and now Maureen was a very unattractive woman indeed. So what did she want with a blouse like this? thought Pamela.




The silk had slipped through Pamela’s fingers like water. She had hesitated just a second before she tried it on. God! She looked beautiful in it. The dazzling colours made her golden hair look like the sun, flattered her complexion so that she glowed. She preened in front of the mirror. It just did not seem right that this beautiful thing belonged to a dreary inspector of taxes. It was ridiculous. On her, it was in its rightful place. If Maureen could but see her in it she would agree; she would press her to take it as she had pressed the toffees on her long ago. The blouse just was not Maureen’s style.




By the time Pamela folded it and packed it into her own bag she had persuaded herself that she was doing Maureen a favour.




Pamela picked up her bag in the kitchen and as she waited for her taxi she polished the golden horns on the white china face of Pan, kissing his leering lips before she left.




 




Gerda had known in her bones that today wasn’t going to be a good day. She really had meant that the kid would go to the zoo, but not necessarily that she would take her herself. The gang would always help out.




The gang was grouped around the gates at the zoo when she arrived: Sally, Karen, Pat. Gerda made the fourth member. A tight little group, they had been together for several years in a completely unattached way. The four girls nannied their way around the world, and always drifted in the same direction.




They met up in Hong Kong, in Africa, in America and formed exactly the same group. Because of their close understanding of one another they could sit together wordless in Melbourne or Muswell Hill.




They shifted their jobs frequently, sometimes to get a different postal address, sometimes for a new swimming pool, and always passionately loved the child they had just left. Their charges became a playgroup and they swapped the caring from one to another using bed and board within their circle.




No trouble, decided Gerda, the kid would be cared for by the gang. They would take her around the zoo with them, then go back with one of them to sleep, until Gerda was back from her date.




The girls stood beside their cars in a bunch. An irritating wind had sprung up bringing a few spots of rain.




Karen swept a heap of cigarette ends from her car into the gutter. She was pale from the night before. ‘Pissing awful day,’ she said. ‘I hate the zoo when it rains.’




‘So do I,’ said Sally. ‘It’s bad enough on a good day. I feel so sorry for ’em when it’s cold weather.’




‘Especially the big monkeys,’ said Karen.




‘Well, that’s a good start,’ said Gerda. ‘OK if I leave the kid with you?’




‘Aw heck, my headache’s killing me,’ said Karen. ‘And we’re overloaded already.’




Gerda peered into the cars. ‘Martin and David, why are they here?’




‘Shirley’s not well, and we owe her a day anyway.’




The idea slowly dawned on Gerda that she might have to take the kid with her. She kicked the edge of the pavement for a while, her arms twisted behind her back, scowling at her friends. They had become oddly silent and were not in the mood to be persuaded. They knew she was going to meet Eric and were trying to make her change her mind.




The girls moved towards their cars and started strapping their charges into pushchairs. Gerda walked to her car as slowly as she could hoping they would recall her, but they didn’t. She sat in her driver’s seat for a long time, watching as they assembled and walked towards the zoo entrance. As they went through the gate, only Sally turned and waved her a brief salute.




She sat, biting her fingernails watching the space they had left. Spots of rain appeared on her windscreen. She had no choice. She had to take the kid with her. She slowly nosed her car around the park and emerged into Regent Street, from there, she turned into Soho.






 




Pamela walked down Sloane Street and wished she lived in Knightsbridge. She always had the same thoughts whenever she was shopping there. She wanted to live where she could pop into Harrods food department daily. Wander around. Buy a delicious morsel here, an unusual parcel of food there, take it home, serve it on an exquisite tablecloth–pink or maybe daring navy blue.




Of course, she would fill up the nanny’s fridge with food from Sainsbury’s. Where was the Sainsbury’s in Knightsbridge? Pamela mused, as she gazed into the shop windows.




She had a coffee in the General Trading Co., and a chocolate slice that exploded hundreds of calories over her taste buds. Delicious, she thought. So civilized. She belonged here.




She chose some cutlery and ordered two large flower pots for the garden. The customer standing by her who gave her name and address to the assistant had a title. Pamela was purring with satisfaction when she handed over her credit card.




In the street, a nasty little wind whipped her hair and shed a few spots of rain, but she scarcely noticed.




She stopped at an art gallery. Interesting. A tall elegant girl watched her from the desk inside the shop. She would go in; she didn’t want that girl to think she wasn’t used to art galleries. Even to buying art.




The paintings were very large. They had very little on them. A line here, a circle there. She stopped in front of one huge canvas which was completely black with just a tiny crimson spot in the lower corner. There was a green scrawl but that seemed to be the artist’s name.




‘Stunning isn’t it,’ drawled the tall girl.




‘Stunning,’ reiterated Pamela.




‘Do you collect him?’ said the girl.




‘Not yet,’ replied Pamela. ‘But I may start.’




‘You should,’ advised the guardian of the gallery, lowering her shell-like eyelids. ‘I’ll give you a hot tip–buy now. We’re selling them at a giveaway price. This time next year they will have doubled, trebled in value.’




‘What is the price of this one?’ enquired Pamela.




‘Thirty-five thousand.’




‘Oh.’




‘This time next year you can add on another hundred thou.’ The sage nodded solemnly.




Pamela nodded knowingly in return and backed out of the door with a murmured ‘thank you’.




She went to MaxMara and bought a skirt. She felt she had a bargain, as that too was a work of art. She bought shoes in Harrods, two outfits for the kid, then plunged into Harvey Nichols.




She was deep in discussion with a helpful attendant, trying to decide between a white silk two-piece and a pale lemon trouser suit, when Tony appeared.




‘How did you find me?’ she cried.




‘I was working just around the corner, and I knew instinctively that you were here,’ he said as he dropped a butterfly kiss on each cheek.




‘You looked in your crystal,’ she cried with a laugh that was a little too shrill.




‘I knew you needed me.’




‘I do need you desperately. Which one is it to be, the yellow or the white?’




She paraded the two outfits for him, and he was quite definite. ‘Both,’ he said.




So she bought both.




She handed her card to the girl and noted she was suitably impressed with Tony. He looked so handsome this morning in a silver grey designer suit with a lilac striped shirt. His hair was just going silver at the temples, and Pamela thought how well it matched his suit.




How lucky she was to have him for a friend. What a social asset he was. Imagine if she had come shopping with Bernard, what an embarrassment that would have been. He would be chewing his nails, shifting his feet and causing her so much anxiety that she would hardly be able to acknowledge him. Of course, he wouldn’t have a clue which garment suited her. He had no sense of style.




They took a taxi to Luigi’s. Pamela watched Tony over her pile of parcels.




‘You were working around the corner?’ she enquired.




‘Yes, my sweet, but I can’t say where.’ He touched his lips with his forefinger. ‘’Fraid it’s on the secret list.’




‘Not, not one of the Royals?’ Her eyes widened.




‘Say no more, but you could be getting warm,’ and he patted her knee.




Pamela leaned back in the taxi and glowed. What a lucky girl she was. She had a house fit for an article in Ideal Home and a friend like Tony. A friend who was stylish enough to escort her anywhere, and was a joy to be with. So witty. So amusing. So appreciative of all things beautiful. And yet, at the end of the day he went home to his friend Rupert. A kiss on the cheek from Tony meant a kiss on the cheek from Tony. It left her feeling calm and serene.




Luigi stacked her parcels behind the desk and showed them to the table in the centre of the packed and popular restaurant. ‘I will care for your parcels,’ he said, his Scouse accent heavily overlaid with Italian. Luigi found the accent a bit tiresome at times but he knew it was good for trade and matched the pasta.




He placed the chair tenderly under Pamela. As she sat down his hand brushed her jacket and she cringed.




‘Oh Madame,’ he cried. ‘You are just the tiniest bit damp. You must not chill, we must dry your jacket.’




Without more ado he dragged the jacket from her shoulders, putting it on the back of the chair.




‘Very sensible,’ said Tony. ‘And now I can see your lovely blouse better. The colours are glorious. It’s got to be Italian, surely. Such style.’




‘From Rome,’ lied Pamela. ‘One of Daddy’s trips.’




‘You miss him.’




‘Terribly. Terribly.’




Tony ordered melon and Parma ham.




‘I did say I’ll have to leave early, didn’t I, darling?’ he said.




‘Yes, you did.’




‘This will do me nicely until dinner time.’




‘I don’t want to eat a lot either,’ said Pamela. She ordered a grilled salmon steak on a bed of spinach. ‘Shall we share a bottle of dry white?’




‘Yes.’




‘Do you ever come here with your current client? Or do you go to the Ritz or San Lorenzo?’




‘No, she really likes it here.’




‘Is she frightfully important?’




‘Important enough to have a bodyguard.’




‘Wow,’ said Pamela. ‘I bet the rooms you design for her are exquisite.’




‘Nothing more beautiful than your own little nest, my sweet.’




Pamela lifted her glass and her eyes gleamed over the rim. At that moment, apart from not living in Knightsbridge, she felt her life was almost perfect.




 




Gerda sat fuming in the traffic jam outside the BBC. Slowly she edged towards Oxford Circus, then turned a little too carelessly past Liberty’s into Soho. She edged the car past the stalls, sliding over the plastic bags spilling their rotting contents. The disturbed pigeons flew clumsily away.




The video shop where Eric worked had all the latest releases in the window. Those at the back of the shop were not advertised. He was standing at the door talking between little gasps of laughter into the ear of a hugely fat man with a dangerously red face. He was gesticulating and occasionally tapping the man’s fat arm. He found the whole story very funny and his long hands flapped about as if they were detaching from his arms.




Eric was a very long person. Long and thin. He had greasy, black hair hanging in an untidy mess, and deep lines running down his thin face making him look older than his years.




He looked up and saw Gerda in her car. He waved his hands towards her like a broken windmill, then gave the fat man a final tap pushing himself across the pavement. He leaned through the window and handed Gerda a key.




‘Sorry about this,’ she said.




‘What?’




‘This, the kid. Had to bring her, they wouldn’t have her.’ She inclined her head towards the kid strapped into the back seat.




‘Hello kid,’ said Eric.




The kid looked back with solemn eyes.




‘Doesn’t laugh much, does she?’




‘She’s very serious, takes it all in though.’




‘Does she talk a lot?’




‘No, she can’t talk yet.’




‘Well, we’re all right then, aren’t we? She won’t tell a soul, and I like a bit of an audience. Couldn’t be better. You go on. See you in a minute.’




Gerda took the key and manoeuvred the car past more stalls, round the corner and into the Dickensian court where Eric lived.




The doorway to his room was between a strip shop and a kebab parlour. The sickening smell from the huge wedge-shaped piece of meat filled the little court. Eric looked at the rotating anonymous greasy mess with revulsion every time he approached his door. Eric was a vegetarian.




Image not available




A man stood in the strip-shop doorway. A vast man of Eastern origin. He stood like a statue, absolutely still, illuminated in flashes by the raw light bulbs around the doorway. He might not have seen her, but Gerda saw the crocodile blink of his heavy-lidded eyes, and she wondered just how many girls he had observed going through Eric’s paint-blistered door.




Outside the kebab shop a man wearing several ragged overcoats lay asleep on the pavement. His head rested on several bags from Marks & Spencer, stuffed with more rags and bottles. An empty bottle stood in his sleep-limp hand, urine soaked his trousers and ran down the pavement.




At the creak of the ancient door the man opened his eyes, and looked up at Gerda through a tangle of filthy, matted hair. ‘Giv’ us some money,’ he said. ‘Giv’ us some money for a cuppa tea.’




Gerda shuddered her way up the narrow, creaking staircase with the kid in her arms, and wished she didn’t find Eric so fascinating.




The door to his bed-cum-sitting room stood open and the thin light leaked through the tiny windows. Specs of dust floated in a pale ray of sunshine. Gerda picked her way through the litter of dirty underclothes and T-shirts under her feet.




She lifted the end of the sofa and slipped the kid’s reins under the foot. A few girlie magazines slipped onto the floor. The kid tried to hold one, but Gerda saw the amount of dried tomato juice with clusters of hard, fossilized pips, and thought not. Eric was very fond of tomatoes.




The kid leaned back against the sofa and gazed at her with sad dark eyes.




Gerda thought she might clear up the mess in the sink, but after moving one sticky saucer from one side to another, decided against it. She wandered restlessly towards the bed; the cheap, wine-coloured sheets violently patterned in black and white were in total disarray. She straightened one corner and then thought, what the hell. She sat on the bed and stared at the kid, who stared back at her with brooding eyes.




Eric came bounding up the stairs carrying a DVD in a plain wrapper. ‘This one is sensational,’ he cried. ‘It’s murder, plus, plus extra plus.’




He swept back his long greasy hair excitedly as he fixed the DVD in the machine.




When Gerda slipped her clothes off, she turned away from the kid, feeling suddenly embarrassed.




Eric screamed, as usual, at his climax, and the kid cried a lot.




‘Tie me up,’ said Eric, ‘and we’ll watch the DVD again.’




Gerda firmly tied his wrists and ankles to the bed with an assortment of laddered tights. Then she made some tea, and with the last slice of bread, she made some tomato sandwiches and fed them to Eric.




His hands and feet secured to the bed, he watched the DVD, contentedly munching. He drank his tea through a straw and Gerda wiped his mouth with a corner of the sheet. He grinned at her.




‘Tomatoes were good,’ he said.




‘Must be Dutch.’




The DVD ended and she untied his bonds. He picked up a pair of dirty pants from the floor and wandered over to the kid. ‘Don’t cry, kid, I’m having a great time, it’s all part of your education.’




As he pulled his trousers on he turned to Gerda. ‘I like kids you know, I wouldn’t mind one myself.’




When he had gone back to the shop, Gerda ate the last remaining tomato. There was nothing to eat for the kid, so Gerda took the dummy she secretly kept in her pocket and scraped up all that was left in the ancient rusting tin of Golden Syrup.




The kid sucked the sweetness and quietened down, but her tear-wet eyes still stared in horror.




Gerda looked up through the rotting windows and watched large droplets of rain splash onto the roofscape. Crumbling chimney pots sprouted trees. Guttering hung with weeds and slime.




Christ, what a country, thought Gerda as she curled up on the sofa and fell asleep.




It was dark and raining heavily when she woke.




The kid, still imprisoned by the reins, leaned backwards against the sofa. Her breath was laboured and she was softly sobbing.




Outside, the big man still stood in the flashing lights of the doorway as if he had not moved at all. The sleeping tramp had gone, and the rain had cleaned the space. Regent Street was a blur of lights and wetness in the pounding rain.
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