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I hadn't wanted to be there that evening. I really didn't know why I'd thrown in the towel and agreed to come. Especially as it was during the summer season, when the pub was very busy with holidaymakers. But, for whatever reason, I'd agreed to come up to town for this damned wedding. Well, it was Billy's wedding; maybe that's why I'd relented.
Look, I'd better explain. For the last couple of years I'd been ... what'd you call it? Estranged, yeah, that's it! Estranged from my family. Why? Well, because of Lindsey, that's why. Lindsey was the girl that I was going to marry. I'd been crazy about the girl for a good year or so, when it all turned sour on me. But the most important part of it all was that my mum, dad, both my sisters and my brother appeared to be even more infatuated with the girl than I ever was.
From the day they met her, they all thought that Lindsey could do no wrong. Hey, Lindsey and I did have a couple of bust ups in our relationship, but as far as everyone in the family was concerned, they were always my fault and I was pretty well badgered to apologise to her, until one of us eventually did.
Now, although I was pretty well crazy about Lindsey, there had always been a little bone of contention in our relationship that I'd never discussed with anyone, especially my family, and that was sex. Or rather the lack of it! Just after I'd met Lindsey she'd said those words that every red blooded young man dreads to hear. "No Mucky stuff until after we are married. I intend to walk down the aisle a virgin, whether you like it or not."
Now I can't say that I was over-enamoured to hear those words. How the hell are you going to know that you are sexually compatible with someone, if you haven't done at least a little experimentation? But all Lindsey would let me do was suck on and play with her breasts, but that was as far as things ever went.
Well, no, to be fair I did get the occasional hand job when I was a good boy.
Whatever, at the time I was crazy about the woman. So I pushed my better judgement (or maybe it was my hormonal needs) aside and put up with my near celibate existence for a long time.
Yeah, well, I say near because on the odd occasions when Lindsey and I did break-up for a few days, I normally managed to pull something out of the hat, somewhere. I had to take what I could get though, and watch my back as well. I'm pretty sure that if Lindsey got wind of my dalliances we'd have been finished for good.
But then we came to that fateful weekend. Sea fishing is my one weakness. Well, maybe it isn't the fishing; maybe it's more the messing about in small boats that I really enjoy. But fishing is an excuse to go out in the bloody boats in the first place, isn't it?
That weekend I'd driven down the coast to join a few friends on a weekend's fishing, only to discover that the weather had taken an unexpected nasty turn. An unseasonably strong wind had come up during the evening as we'd travelled down; blowing at least a force nine. On our arrival we'd been informed that there was no chance that we'd get out the following morning.
Most of the guys had shrugged their shoulders and headed for the nearest bar, but not me. If I wasn't going to be fishing or at least messing about in a boat, then I figured I'd return to town and spend my free time as I usually did, with Lindsey.
It must have been about ten when I pulled up outside Lindsey's flat, and I'd been somewhat taken aback that she wasn't at home. No, not so much taken aback, more annoyed; she hadn't told me about any plans she had for going out that evening. More to the point, she'd moaned at me about being alone and bored without me for the whole weekend.
I wandered around her little three-roomed flat, a quite large lounge come dining room with a little kitchenette in one corner. From there you went into the bedroom with its large double bed (not that I'd ever gotten near sharing it with Lindsey yet. When I slept over, as I did sometimes, it was the convertible couch for me in the lounge.) And then into the en suite bath and toilet with its abnormally large shower cubical.
I do believe that I was looking around the flat for some kind of clue as to where Lindsey might have gone that evening. Strange how we do that kind of thing, isn't it? What could an inanimate flat tell me about what had been going on in Lindsey's mind before she'd left to go out that evening? But surprisingly it did!
I happened to notice one of those pop-out pill packets, lying on the kitchen worktop. You know the kind of thing, a flat plastic packet with little bubbles that the pills sealed in behind foil. I didn't recall seeing them before at Lindsey's flat, but I did remember seeing something very similar before; it rang a bell in the back of my mind somewhere.
My curiosity piqued; I picked the packet up to make a closer inspection of it, turning it over as I did so. The moment I saw the other side, I remembered where I'd seen a very similar packet before. It had contained my sister's birth control pills. I could remember Julia making a big thing about going on them, two complete months before she and John got married.
I think the fuss Julia had made over those pills at the time was a vain attempt to convince my parents that she and John hadn't 'been at it like bunny rabbits' for donkey's years. Although I should imagine John was pretty pleased to get away from those bloody condoms that were forever spilling out the glove box of his car.
'Birth control pills', I remember thinking to myself. Then I found myself having one of those infuriating mental discussions with myself.
'What the hell has Lindsey got need of birth control pills for? Jesus, we never get anywhere near having sex....'
'Hold on, son, I'll give you that Lindsey and you, never get anywhere near having sex. But that doesn't mean to say that she doesn't have sex with someone else when you're not around, does it?'
'Let's face it mate; you've rocked a couple of girls' boats for them, when you and Lindsey had had the odd bust up. What's to say Lindsey hasn't got some randy little bugger hidden away somewhere who's giving her a good seeing-to, when you're not around?'
Well, that's the way my mind was working. I argued it, this way and that, for sometime before I decided that I bloody-well better find out what was going on one way or the other that weekend.
But first I had to convince myself that they genuinely were Lindsey's pills. I hunted through the cupboard she kept her medicines in; soon turning up the box the pills had come in. There was one further full packet inside the box that had originally contained three packets. According to the instruction in the box, it had originally contained three months' supply. On the outside of the box was the pharmacy label, which clearly stated that her doctor had prescribed the pills for Lindsey.
I'm not too sure how long I sat on the stool in Lindsey's little kitchen as the thoughts that she had been taking the piss out of me for the last twelve months or so, raced around in my mind.
"No, Mack! We mustn't, Mack; I want to wear white at my wedding with a clean conscience!" Or when she got stroppy. "Mack, if you can't keep your hands under control, we'll have to break off our relationship right this minute!"
Yeah and for at least the last couple of months she's been... no, on the shelf in that cupboard was a second instruction sheet. 'Damn, that's another three months that I can prove she's been taking the piss out of me,' I thought.
Extremely angry, I think I managed to leave the flat as I had found it. I moved my car out of the block's parking bays and hid it down the street a ways, from where I could watch the car park. Then I sat back and waited for Lindsey to show. After two hours I wished I'd thought to get something to eat and drink, but it was too late to do anything about it then.
It was nearly three on the Saturday morning that I saw the car arrive. Lindsey jumped out of the passenger door and appeared to be really happy about something. Then a big guy got out of the driver's door; he went to the boot and retrieved a large rucksack kind of bag from the boot. You know, the sort soldiers are issued with. Effortlessly, he hoisted the large bag onto his shoulder and set off with Lindsey towards her flat with her hanging onto his arm.
Now my immediate instinct was to get out of the car, follow them to the flat and sort this out. But self-preservation had to be added into the equation. That guy was a bloody mountain next to me, and he certainly looked like he knew how to handle himself. Now I'm no coward when it comes to a fight, but I ain't no bloody idiot either. I knew I wouldn't be able to control my temper and if I lost it and took a swing at that bugger, it would be me waking up in hospital the following... week, maybe?
So I sat there and stewed in my anger and grief. Yeah, grief for my lost love; no bloody woman's going to hang horns on me, no matter how infatuated I am with her.
The lights in the flat went dim surprisingly quickly after they'd gone inside. I knew what that was all about; Lindsey just had the light in the kitchenette on in the lounge, subdued lighting without the cost of a dimmer.
I'm not sure how long I sat there watching before I must have fallen asleep again; it could have been ten minutes or it could have been and hour, maybe I drifted in and out of sleep. Buggered if I know. I can remember looking at the clock some time during the night and the guy hadn't left because his car was still there. But was it four or five o'clock, I have no idea; I really thought that it was immaterial at the time.
But his car was gone when I was awakened by some noise at nine A.M. I got out of my car and walked back to Lindsey's flat, thinking I'd have it out with her whilst she was alone. But the flat was empty; Lindsey had obviously left with him.
His large bag was on the foot of Lindsey's bed, and his shaving gear in the bathroom. There was also a large pile of towels on the bathroom floor that hadn't been there the previous evening. From the look of it they'd both had showers, or more likely had a shower together in that bloody great big cubical. My blood boiled at the thought.
Checking the bag a bit closer I found his name. Cpl. Jeffrey O'Toole, you know like the Irish actor. And the name of his unit, but that's of no importance. If Lindsey and I had been married, maybe I could have had "a go" at his CO. But we weren't even engaged -- well, not formally anyway -- so there was sweet FA his CO would do.
Attached to the bag was one of those airline baggage tags that I gathered had been issued in Belize. 'So your soldier boy is stationed in Belize, is he, Lindsey? No wonder I've never seen or heard anything about him," I found myself saying out loud. So that's what the bitch had been up to. I was her bit of fun on the side whilst her soldier boy was stationed overseas. Yeah, all the pieces were falling into place.
I left the flat, returned to my car and then went off to find somewhere to eat. Not too close to the flat; I didn't want anyone recognising me. I was hoping to pick the pair of them up again later in the day and trail them for the rest of the weekend, but I would be prepared this time.
Stoked up with soft drinks and sandwiches I returned to park near Lindsey's flat around eleven-thirty in the morning. It proved to be a long wait until six when that car returned. Lindsey and the guy went back up to the flat and I sat there fuming. I only wish I could have bought a gun somewhere, then I'd have gone up there and confronted the buggers; but they are illegal in the UK.
What would that have achieved? Well, nothing really, but it might have messed up her relationship with lover boy, if I was lucky. It was pretty obvious to me that any relationship I'd had with Lindsey was over, if there'd ever really been one. Hey, the bitch had been treating me as a piggy bank, taking her out and buying her presents. Realising all this was pretty devastating to my ego, I can assure you.
There was the thought of calling for back-up from my friends, and confronting her whilst they were together, but even that would have led to one hell of a loss of face amongst my peers. Shit, the woman that everyone thought was going to be my wife and who kept her legs crossed to me was letting some squaddy shag her. Yeah, that would have done my reputation a shit load of good, wouldn't it?
Just after seven P.M. a people carrier pulled into the car park. A girl got out if it and made her way up to Lindsey's flat. Her body language made it pretty obvious that she hadn't been there before, but eventually she found the right flat. I was confused when she threw her arms around O'Toole and kissed him when he answered the door. But she then kissed Lindsey as well, once she had appeared on the balcony.
There was some discussion between the three of them, before O'Toole and the girl came back down to the car .... where there was a further discussion between the car's occupants, O'Toole and the girl. Eventually, three more people - two men and another woman - got out of the car and a shouted discussion was held with Lindsey who was leaning over the balcony outside of her flat.
I couldn't make out what they were saying to one another; they were too far away, but I did realise that they were trying to persuade Lindsey to join them. Then it struck me, Lindsey was waiting for my evening telephone call! When I did my fishing thing, we normally returned to the dock about six o'clock. I'd usually called Lindsey from the boat charter company office as soon as I got there. I wasn't one of the mobile phone set at that time. Lindsey was quite plainly waiting for me to ring before she went out. Probably to forestall any questions from me about why she wasn't home when I did call.
'The front on the bitch! How long was she planning on playing this bloody charade for?' I found myself asking my empty car. 'Yeah, well, O'Toole is probably on leave and he'll have to go back in a few days,' I thought, 'no point in dumping the mug until you have to, is there?'
After a lot of persuading Lindsey apparently relented. She went back into the flat and turned off the lights, then went down and joined the others at the people carrier. Exchanging kisses all round I might add. Then after that they'd all climbed inside it and drove away.
I followed at a discreet distance. Whoever was driving appeared to be in quite a hurry as the vehicle raced into the city. I lost sight of it a couple of times, only to pick it up again a couple of minutes later. Eventually I lost sight of it completely and it was only by luck that I spotted it parked quite close to the hospital.
This I found confusing, because there were no nightclubs or anything around that area, just a couple of so-so pubs and a restaurant or two. I could only assume they'd gone to one of those restaurants; there was no other obvious reason for the car being parked in that area.
Just after nine they came back to the car. They were all very excited about something and in very animated conversation, especially the women; but once again I was too far away to make out what was being said. Although O'Toole appeared to be getting his fair share of kisses from all of the women and for some reason the other two guys didn't seem to object. In fact they were laughing and slapping him on the back.
On the return journey, the people carrier stopped at a small supermarket and O'Toole and one of the other guys went in and purchased an assortment of alcohol. It looked like a bit of a party was planned for later on. Then they drove back to Lindsey's flat, but they didn't go inside. After parking the people carrier, all of them trooped off to the pub just along the road, actually walking right past my car in the process, but on the opposite side of the road.
This was to my advantage, because it let me get a good look at them all. They didn't see me because they were more interested in themselves. O'Toole was walking along with one arm on Lindsey's shoulder and the other arm on the shoulder of the girl who went up to the flat. Both girls had their arms around his waist. The other woman and one of the guys had their arms around each other in a similar fashion, and her free arm was holding the arm of the third guy.
As they got close to me, I realised I'd seen the other girl who was hanging onto O'Toole before. She was some kind of a cousin or something of Lindsey's; I'd met her once at some family party that Lindsey had me take her to down Bristol way. One of the other guys, the one whose arm the woman was holding, I thought was most likely O'Toole's brother; they bore a striking resemblance to each other. The other guy and woman I had no idea about.
Full of beans and looking very pleased with themselves, they all bounced into the pub. Yeah, it wasn't far short of dancing the way Lindsey and her cousin were moving.
It was well past eleven -- the Pub closing time - when they reappeared. I watched as they danced and sang their way back to Lindsey's flat. Where I assume they spent the rest of the night consuming all of the alcohol that they had retrieved from the people carrier.
I sat and watched the flat for maybe three hours, before I realised that I was wasting my time. I could achieve nothing by sitting there. Actually all that I was achieving was upsetting myself even more. A couple of times I dozed only to dream of Lindsey and O'Toole naked and making love on that damned great bed of hers.
There was the slightly funny side (when I look back at it) that in my dreams O'Toole started out with the body of Charles Atlas or someone like that and finished up with the body of the hulk. But I think that was my subconscious telling me that I'd never better the bugger in a face off.
I have no idea what time I arrived home. I know that one of my brothers had left his girlfriend's car in my parking place. Vague memories of him saying something about working on the thing that weekend surfaced in my mind. The streets are pretty crowded around our way and I was forced to park my car in the local pub car park almost half a mile away and walk home. I was annoyed about that, but it worked out to my advantage in the long term.
I entered my parents' house quietly so's not to wake anyone; I was in no mood to explain why I was home or what I'd discovered about Lindsey. I crept up to my room, where I finally after almost two nights got some proper sleep.
I must have been really tired because it was nearly 10 A.M. when I awoke. I couldn't believe I'd slept through the noise of everyone getting up and going off to church like we all were required to do by my mother on Sunday mornings. At first it was a bit of a shock that she hadn't demanded that I go with them. But then I realised that the family was obviously unaware that I had come home; they thought I was down on the south coast fishing with my friends.
Missing mum's cooked breakfast was a bind, but not having to explain my presence was somewhat of a relief to my befuddled mind. I staggered downstairs and straight away a note by the telephone caught my eye; it was in my brother's scribble. It basically said that Lindsey had called and asked if anyone had heard from Mack (me) because I hadn't called her on Saturday.
I'm not sure why I picked it up and stuffed the note in my pocket. I think a plan of what my reaction to Lindsey's cheating was going to be was forming in my head. Well, it wasn't so much a plan of action, but a plan of inaction, most people would call it. I got the idea of just pretending that Lindsey no longer existed in my world. I'd just ignore her and any reference to her in the future. Well, I thought it was a good idea, but you must remember I was under a considerable amount of mental and emotional stress at that time.



I also got the idea of leaving the house before everyone got back from church. I'd roll up home that evening as if I had been fishing for the weekend. Hey, to whom in the family did I have to explain that I'd seen my girl - sorry, ex-girl - with some other man and had not -- as would be expected by my father and brothers -- decked the bugger. I'd have to come up with some other excuse for ditching Lindsey. But I'd worry about that later. That bit of the plan was to come back and bite me; and would eventually lead to my virtual estrangement from all of them.
Remaking my bed and checking I'd left nothing behind, I left the house for my trusty car again. A swing past Lindsey's flat (I don't know, morbid curiosity I suppose) showed me that his car was still there but the people carrier was missing. Three minutes in a telephone box informed me that Lindsey wasn't answering the flat's number; so she was most likely with the rest of them somewhere.
"Burning the candle at both ends, aren't we, Lindsey?" I said to myself, as I hung up on the ringing tone. "Out until three on Saturday morning and partying until god knows what time this morning; eleven-thirty and you're out with him again. Must be making the most of his leave!"
I spent the day poodling around, just trying to find something else to think about unsuccessfully. Several times I passed Lindsey's flat, spotting that the people carrier was back there before six P.M., but gone again by eight. O'Toole's car was also gone when I made that eight o'clock pass. That was the last time I ever went near that flat.
Around midnight and on the right and wrong side of several beers, I arrived back at my parents' house. My parking spot was vacant this time, so I didn't have to walk half a mile.
"Why didn't you call Lindsey, Mack? She's been calling all afternoon," was the greeting I got from my mother. "You'd better call her right now. The poor girl's frantic with worry!"
"Yeah, fine, mum," I answered and went out into the hall where the home phone was kept. I didn't call Lindsey; I pretended that I didn't get an answer from her place. Mother thought that sounded odd, but I told her Lindsey had most likely turned the ringer off when she went to bed. Mother appeared to think that was logical.
"When Lindsey called yesterday she said you hadn't called her at all over the weekend; you'd better see if she's turned her telephone on this morning," my mother said to me as I entered the kitchen the following morning.
"No time now, Mum. I'll call her later at work. I'm running late and misery guts Peters (my boss) will be on my back again if I'm not careful," I replied.
"If you're not careful, you'll lose that girl, Mack!" Mother commented. "Why didn't you call her anyway? It would have taken only you a few minutes out of your fishing to call your fiancée."
"There just wasn't a working telephone handy, mother. And besides she not my fiancée. I'm not so sure that she's anything to me anymore."
"Why? What's happened? I thought you were crazy about the girl. She's madly in love with you."
"Things aren't always what they appear to be, mother. You know that. Like this bleeding job of mine, Peters is like a bloody slave driver. If he gives me any strife today, I'm liable to tell him where to stick his damned job," I raved back at her.
"Mack, there's no need for that kind of language. Mr Peters pays your wages, remember. He deserves value for his money!"
"Value, yeah, but not blood. That's all that bugger ever wants. Anyway I'd better go," I said, gulping down the rest of my mug of tea. "See you tonight, mum."
"But what were you saying about Lindsey?" I heard my mother asked as I closed the door behind me.
I'm not sure why I didn't just tell my mother that I knew that Lindsey was seeing another bloke. I'm pretty sure it would have saved me a lot of grief with the family in the long run. Could be I wouldn't have finished up estranged from them either. But I didn't know how events were going to get away from me in the following few days when I left the house that morning.
It might have been a good idea to call in sick that day as well, because things started going downhill the moment I arrived at the warehouse. Peters must have had almost as bad a weekend as I'd had, because he was on my back from the moment I stepped through the door. I can't put my finger on any particular thing, but it seemed like he was tearing me a new arsehole about something every couple of minutes of so. But then sometime during the morning Lindsey tried to call me on the company number and he went ape-shit at me.
You've got to understand this Peters wanker. I'll bet he was as sweet as pie to Lindsey, the same as he was to my mother when she had occasionally called me at work. I'm willing to bet that mother had given Lindsey the damned number; I'd always told Lindsey never to call me at my workplace and I'd never given it to her to ensure that she couldn't.
Anyway as I said, Peters would be all sweetness and light when he spoke to whoever was calling. Then "the shit" would come out into the warehouse and tear me yet another arsehole. The bastard would even time how long I was on the telephone, and dock it from my time card.
"I'm not your bleeding secretary, son. You tell your girlfriend that you can't speak to her now, and remind her that you're on company time whilst you're at it!" he'd replied, when I told him I didn't wish to receive the call.
I just walked into the office and hung up the telephone without speaking into it and walked out again.
"That wasn't very polite!" Peters said after he'd watched me do it.
"Yeah, I'm learning the ropes from a fucking expert, ain't I?" I replied in as angry a tone of voice as I could muster, as I passed him on my way back to the job in hand.
For some time after that I could feel that Peters was staring at me, from his office doorway. I got on with my work almost as efficiently as I normally did, although every evening at knocking off time Peters would always moan that something that he'd expected to be finished wasn't.
My mind, though, was actually continuing with the task of painting myself into a corner, which my arrogant nineteen-year-old brain couldn't see. I started down a path that morning when I'd lied to my mother that was going to lead to disaster for me in the long term.
By knocking off time that night, I'd been going over in my head all day how Lindsey had been taking the piss out of me and I'd worked myself up into a real state.
"Who gives a shit?" I'd said to Peters when he expressed his usual annoyance that a particular order wasn't ready for dispatch. Then I'd strode past him and clocked out. Peters shouted some comment after me, but whatever it was I'd ignored it!
I was halfway home when it struck me that that probably wasn't a good move. I was pretty sure that Lindsey would have called my house and they'd all bug me to call her back. I couldn't pull the same trick about getting no answer from her flat that early in the evening. So I diverted into the pub where I'd parked my car on the Saturday evening. I knew I could walk home from there at closing time without risking my driving licence.
After calling home and telling my mother that I was going out with some friends for a drink from a telephone box, as expected she mentioned once again that Lindsey had called and demanded that I call her right away. I told her that I would, then headed into the pub where I grabbed a beer and a pasty that looked like it had been in the warming cabinet a lot longer than was advisable. Shit, well, I had to eat; then settled myself in a quiet corner.
It was nearly midnight when I put my key in the front door and attempted to sneak inside, unsuccessfully. My mother, father and youngest elder brother were waiting to pounce on me.
I think I did mention that my family were quite taken with Lindsey. They all seemed pretty pissed at me because it was becoming apparent to them by then that I was avoiding her.
"Lindsey and I are through and that's all there is to it!" I told them in an arrogant tone. Whether it was just my anger or the beer that was doing some of my talking (and thinking) I can't say now. But I told them that there was nothing to discuss; Lindsey, if she bothered to think about it, would know quite well why we were through. Then I stormed off to my room with all three of them shouting that they demanded an explanation. And there I really put my foot right in it, in two ways.
"For Christ's sake, ask the bitch. She knows exactly what my problem is!" I shouted back down the stairs.
My first faux pas there was to blaspheme in my mother's presence. My second was to tell them to ask Lindsey. But I wasn't to realise I'd made the second one until the following evening when my whole relationship with my family collapsed around me.
The day had not gone well, my mother had lectured me in the morning about taking the Lord's name in vain. Lindsey had called the company again and the old man had talked to her for quite some time before he'd come out into the warehouse where we'd had a real set to about me not talking to her, that is until I went into his office and hung up the telephone on her once again. Peters, for some reason, went ape shit at me for doing that, and I told him to mind his own fucking business and keep his nose out of mine.
"Watch your mouth, son, or you'll have your bloody cards on Friday!" he threatened.
Well, I was just about in the right mood for that one. "Stick you f-ing job up your arse!" I'd replied and walked out. Not forgetting to clock-out on the way though. I wanted every penny that tight bugger owed me.
It was around ten o'clock that night when I discovered that I'd lost control of the situation completely. I was sitting in the lounge at home watching the end of some program before the news came on, when my sister Julia burst into the room.
"You perverted little bastard!" she shouted at me, to be honest taking me completely by surprise. I'd had the lectures from my mother and father earlier in the evening about not talking to Lindsey, but I was totally unprepared for the attack that came from Julia. "Do you know why this little pervert has dumped Lindsey?" Julia said to our parents who were both sitting there with shocked expressions on their faces. "Lindsey wants to walk down the aisle a virgin and this little arsehole has been bugging her to have sex. She didn't want to tell me at first but in the end I winkled it out of her. The poor girl's distraught, you fucking perverted little bastard!" Julia turned and raved at me again.
My mother was telling Julia to watch her language and my father was looking at me with an expression of disgust on his face; Mike, Julia's husband, had followed her in carrying their baby and shared that same expression. I felt about one inch tall.
So, the die was cast. Lindsey had got in with an accusation that I'd have trouble refuting. It could be that it was even true. Had I been angrier that Lindsey was shagging that squaddy than I was that she was shagging him but denying me? That's a question that I've asked myself many times in the intervening years.
Whatever, things took a downward spiral for me at home. In the next few days just about everyone expressed their disgust with me. I didn't retaliate by telling them about Lindsey's dirty weekend with the squaddy. I realised it was too late for that revelation. I'm pretty well convinced that I'd have been accused of trying to sling mud at Lindsey in retaliation for her telling Julia that she wanted to get married a virgin.
By the following Saturday things had reached the point where something had to give and it was to turn out to be me! I packed my gear into my car and lit out for pastures new, with my tail between my legs.
End of chapter 1
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I wasn't at all sure where I was going to, when I loaded my car. I was well aware that I didn't need to stay local; actually that was the last thing I wanted to do, what with all the family thinking I was some kind of a pervert for one thing. And when my friends discovered that I was no longer with Lindsey they would want to know why we'd broken up. What do I tell them? That she'd kept her legs crossed for me, but was shagging some squaddy behind my back? Shit, that story was going to get out sometime anyway and I was going to look a prize prick.
I thought of going down to the coast and maybe finding a full time job with one of the fishing charter companies. But I scrapped that idea because most of my friends went sea fishing, someone was bound to spot me on one of their trips before very long and word would get around on where I'd sneaked off to.
Then the idea of Norfolk came into my head. There were plenty of holiday sailing and cruiser hire companies up there. I wondered it I could get a job in one of those hire boatyards. That would mean I was working around boats at least, even if they were only Broads' Holiday Cruisers.
Cutting across town I made my way up the A12 past Ipswich and on up to Lowestoft on the coast of East Anglia. Once there I was in Norfolk's Broads region and I began driving from one small Broadland town or village to the next, looking for...? Oh, shit, I had no idea what I was looking for. A bloody great sign outside a boatyard that said 'Help Wanted, preferably a pissed off big city teenager' maybe. I had no idea what I was looking for or how I expected to find it.
I'm not sure what time I pulled into the riverside pub car park. I didn't have much choice really - I'd run out of road. I'd thought there might be a boatyard at the end of the little lane but the road terminated at a waterside pub called "The Willow's Ferry". As I hadn't eaten all day I thought I might as well see if they did food and possibly they might do B&B so I could find a bed for the night there.
The pubs low ceiling made the bar fairly dark inside. There were a few lights on behind the bar itself, I gathered so that the staff could see what they were doing when pulling pints. Not that there were any staff in sight, I assumed that they were out in the riverside garden, which was pretty crowded with patrons, in contrast to the deserted bar.
Taking a seat on one of the stools by the bar I made myself comfortable until someone decided to put in an appearance. I'd been sitting there for about five minutes before a pair of Bristols walked in from the garden carrying a tray of empty glasses. I had to mention them now because... well, they were not something that any male of our species would not notice first about her; they must have come through the door a good half a second before the rest of the young woman did.
"Oh, where did you spring from, luvver?" the broad Norfolk accent, attached to the Bristols asked. And, no, I hadn't got around to looking at her face yet.
I gestured to the door that led in from the car park.
"Well, I'll be, kind of took me by surprise. Most customers come by boat or along the towpath at this time of year. What can I get you?" she asked, making her way behind the bar. Ditching the empty glasses, she began filling half a dozen or so more.
"Pint of best. And do you do food?" I replied, finally forcing myself to look up from those ginormous tits, to her face. It was an extremely pretty face that was wearing a grin that told me she was well aware of where my concentration had been since she'd entered the room.
Actually it is possible that those Bristols weren't quite as large as they first appeared. The young woman couldn't have stood more than four foot ten or eleven. Her short height seemed to accentuate the size of those breasts. She looked like she needed a counterbalance on her back to support the damned things. Whatever, they were large by any normal standards and to be honest they looked not far short of comical on her. Although I doubted that most hot-blooded young men would have been laughing in quite the way you would imagine if they could get their hands on the damned things.
Where was I? See, I was soon to discover that's the affect those Bristols of Millie's had on most guys.
The barmaid, who I rapidly was to learn was called Millie, pulled my pint as she was pulling the order she'd obviously taken from outside and placed it in front of me.
"I'll send Martha in to get your order, as she's doing food!" she said looking me straight in the eye. Then she looked down at her appendages, then back up into my eyes, grinned, winked and then left for the garden again carrying a tray laden with beer.
A few seconds later a much older woman appeared who I gathered was Martha. Efficiently but in a manner that told me the last thing she wanted was another food order she listed what was available and I chose sandwiches. That brought an unwarranted look of disgust from Martha, before she retreated to wherever she'd been hiding when I'd arrived.
Shortly those Bristols returned attempting to hide behind another tray full of empty glasses and Millie set about filling another tray full of pints, half pints and assorted shorts.
"On holiday?" she threw in my direction.
"Nope, looking for a job and some digs for the night. Do you do B&B here?" I replied.
Millie fixed me with a sideways look. "Doing what?"
"Dunno, thought I might find work in one of the boat hire places."
"You'll be lucky! You're not a boat builder; I can see that by the look of your hands. All the boat yards around here want fully skilled men to keep the boats up to scratch during the season," she commented.
'Well, there goes that idea out the bloody window,' I thought to myself.
"What about B&B?" I asked her.
"I'll have a word with the landlady," she replied, hoisting the fully loaded tray and heading for the garden again.
Martha returned just long enough to place my cheese and tomato sandwiches on the bar beside me.
"You looking for work?" A definitely no nonsense and commanding female voice said from behind me as I started tucking into the first sandwich.
I glanced around to see an attractive woman, possibly in her late thirties or early forties had entered from the garden. I figured that the tray of empties she was carrying marked her out as the landlady that Millie had mentioned.
"Yeah." I nodded in reply to her.
"Can you change a barrel?" she asked, moving behind the bar and starting to fill up glasses as Millie had done before her.
"Changed a few in my time, but that's all," I replied.
"How about washing out the pipes? Have you ever worked in a public house?"
"No, can't say I have. I've changed the odd barrel at parties and the like, but I've never worked in a pub."
"There's only Millie, my two girls and myself here most of the time. I did have a bar come cellar man but I got rid of him. He took a little too much interest in my girls; you'd better think about that before you accept the job. I can offer you room, full board and all the beer you can handle, providing you don't overdo things. The money ain't good and the hours are worse, but at the end of the season we have a divvy up on how well the season's gone. You interested?"
She'd taken me completely by surprise and for a moment I didn't know how to answer.
"Well, what do you say? I haven't got all day," she demanded.
"But you know nothing about me!" I stumbled out eventually, feeling that I had to say something.
"No, I don't, but you look clean enough, and I've got about a hundred thirsty people out by the river and there's just Millie and me to serve them. From today until after the school holidays finish it only gets worse. So what do you say?"
I made a quick decision off the top of my head. "My name's Mack," I offered by way of reply.
"Right, Mack, finish your sarnie and then get behind the bar. Millie and I will take the orders and look after the cash; you pull the pints and mix the drinks for the time being. Oh, if you get any time, get out there and collect some empties when you can. Do you know how to use that glass washer?
I shook my head in the negative.
"Millie will show when she comes in. Oh, I'm Beverly - Bev to most folks!"
Then she was gone out into the garden again and I began a crash course in bartending in a country pub during the busy season.
The next couple of hours flew by with Millie showing me how to use the glass washer and where the cellar was. There were bottles to be brought up and shelves to refill besides changing several barrels during the afternoon. The old arm was aching a bit from pulling all those pints as well.
A couple of times - well, a lot of times really - Millie came behind the bar with me and I'm damned sure she rubbed those Bristols across my lower back on purpose. Although to be fair there wasn't much room behind that bar, so I could have been reading more into that than there was.
It must have been about half five when two very good-looking young ladies entered by the car park entrance. One look told me that they were Beverly's girls that she'd mentioned earlier.
"Ooh wee, Pat, look what mother's found!" one of them said when she saw me loading the glass washer.
"Lay off, you two!" Bev's voice came from the garden door. "Mack, these are my daughters Patricia and Michelle. That's Mack and he's helping us out for a few weeks. Now, Pat, get into the kitchen and help Martha out; she's been snowed under all afternoon. And Michelle you'd better give Millie a break, the poor girls been on her feet since ten o'clock. Old Bert never turned in and we've been running about like blue arsed flies all day. Then you'd better spell Mack here for a while, he hasn't sat down since he walked in the door either."
Both girls called, "Hi, Mack, catch you later!" then ran upstairs where I think they must have just changed their shoes, because they were down again in minutes and working like a couple of beavers.
Millie came in and hoisted herself onto one of the bar stools just after Michelle went out into the garden.
"It ain't always as bad as this!" she said in her Norfolk accent. "But bank holidays are always pretty bad. Surprising what difference it makes not having Bert here to pick up the empties."
"Bert?" I asked wondering who the hell he was.
"He's the pot-man. Just an old boy from the village, collects the empties for his beer. Nice old boy, but he's getting on a bit and has funny turns some days. We certainly miss him when he ain't here."
I had my break and then the evening was more of the same, although more folks moved into the bar as the light began to fade and the evening got cooler. Some customers began to turn up in cars as well. With Bev's daughters there, it became easier for everyone and Beverly took time to show me where I was going to sleep. She explained that it had been a brew house at one time but her husband had it converted into a little self-contained cottage.
It consisted of one large room with a sofa, a four-foot bed and a little kitchenette (reminded me of Lindsey's place but smaller) and a separate toilet and shower. The main point was it was accessible from outside the pub, so I wasn't sleeping in the same building as the women. Could be that I felt a little disappointment in that. But later it was to prove a real boon.
To be honest the rest of the weekend was a bit of a blur. I must have been dog tired when I finally got to bed that night and it seemed only a minute or two later that Millie was banging on the door telling me that breakfast was on the table in the kitchen. After a hurried breakfast, punctuated by people knocking on the kitchen door asking for Sunday papers, milk, eggs butter and the like.
Bev sold those things during the summer. "Out here, if there's a captive market you have to tap into it," Bev explained. "I've got an arrangement with the nearest village store."
Then it was all hands down to cleaning the pub and restocking the bar for "Sunday's bash" as Bev termed opening hours. I was introduced to old Bert when he turned up; it was surprising, he recovered a great number of glasses that we'd missed the day before. Amazing just where people will put empty glasses, considering there are tables about ten feet away.
Some of the boats out on the river moved on and others arrived to take their place, some obviously planning to stop overnight while others moored just for an hour or so. Whatever, once twelve o'clock came along we were back in full swing again. The intricacies of the till were explained to me and for just some of the time I was aware of Bev and Millie mentally checking my calculations. But they appeared satisfied. I was pretty well shattered when I hit the hay on the Sunday evening.
The bank holiday Monday seemed to be worse than the Saturday had been, but thinking about it I'd worked less than a third of the Saturday. That Monday was a real killer. Damn. I was working so hard, I don't remember much of the day. So it was the third evening on the trot that I collapsed into bed exhausted. Only I didn't go straight off to sleep that night, I lay there thinking about what had happened in the last couple of weeks. When I did finally get to sleep, I dreamt about Lindsey being with that bleeding squaddy again.
"Christ, you look shattered this morning," Millie said as I joined the four ladies at the table for breakfast.
"Yeah, didn't sleep as well as I could have," I replied.
"Leave it out, Millie. You're used to this work; Mack will get into the swing of things in a few days," Bev said. "Right, Mack, I'm off to the cash and carry this morning, you'd better come with me so you know where it is and you can carry the heavy stuff for me."
The two girls and Millie looked at Bev when she'd made that statement, and then at each other. Something passed between them; I know not what?
"So what's your story, Mack?" Beverley asked as we pulled onto the lane from the pub car park.
"Sorry?" I replied, feigning ignorance about what she was asking.
"Come off it, young man. What are you running away from and why?"
I didn't answer her.
"Come on, what is it? A girl or a wife? No, I don't think you're the type to run out on a wife, bit young for kids anyway. So it's got to be a girl, but why haven't you been in touch with your family since you've been up here? I know it's only three days but you haven't called a soul."
Shit, if I didn't tell Bev she'd have written her own scenario by the time we got to the cash and carry.
"It was a girl, Beverley. I discovered that she's been sleeping with a squaddy behind my back. To be honest, I get the feeling that I was the diversion whilst he's been stationed overseas."
"Oh, nasty of her. Stringing you along, was she?"
"Yeah, you could say that!"
"But why haven't you been in touch with your family though?"
"They took her side. To their mind, I was at fault!"
"How do they work that one out?"
"Please don't ask, Bev. It's all too damned complicated for me to think about."
"Fine, as you wish, Mack. I'll not ask any more. But we'll need to get the legal side of things sorted out; I'm going to need your P45 before too long."
"I'll call my old boss and have it sen...." I stopped speaking as I realised that I didn't want to let Peters know where I was living. There was a chance he'd tell Lindsey or even my family. Okay I was probably being bloody minded, but for the time being at least I wanted to have disappeared off the face of the earth as far as everyone was concerned. Beverley must have realised what I was thinking.
"Don't worry about it, Mack. I'll give you the address of a pub in Norwich and they can forward it on from there. My sister and her husband are the landlords there; they won't tell anyone where you are if they can help it."
We filled Bev's car up with all kinds of stock that she needed for the pub and then returned. She told me that she might need me to run down there on my own sometimes, mentioning that Millie didn't drive and that her daughters were at college a lot of the time.
We hadn't been back at the pub long when the brewery dray arrived. For the next hour or so I was down in the cellar with Millie swinging barrels and beer crates around. I was surprised that, for her size, Millie could handle a full barrel of beer better than I could. Mind, she had had the practice and she had some extra weight, if you understand me.
I think it was during that afternoon that I realised that Millie's Bristols rubbing against my back hadn't been as accidental as I'd thought it had. I knew Millie's appendages were somewhat larger than most. But none of the other women - Beverley, Patricia or Michelle - seemed to find it necessary when they passed behind me. Well, to the extent that I felt Millie's tits on my back anyway.
Although I was damned sure that both Michelle and Patricia backed into me - supposedly accidentally - more than once. Michelle commented, "Oh, I see you enjoyed that!" on one occasion, then giggling to herself as she carried the drinks she'd been pouring out into the garden.
Yeah, well, all four women had damned fine figures and both Patricia and Michelle wore rather short cut off denims and blouses tied just below their breasts, leaving a large area of bare midriff showing. "Does wonders for the tips from the dirty old men!" Patricia said when I complimented her on her appearance one day. "But keep your hands to yourself or mother will castrate you. Either that, or Millie will scratch my eyes out. She's after sampling your wares, you know?"
I didn't reply, figuring it was better to feign ignorance again. But Millie was to prove Pat correct the following morning. Bev had gone off somewhere; I assumed that the girls had left for college early. I was down in the cellar with Millie where she was showing me how to clean out the pipes when it happened.
Completely without warning I found myself looking at Millie's two massive and very naked tits.
"What d'you think? Better in the flesh?" she asked.
I'm not sure what I replied, although I had to admit I was having some difficulty in breathing, and understanding how a pair of tits that large didn't appear to have sagged in the slightest, without a bra to support them.
"Wanna closer look!" Millie said advancing on me very determinedly.
"Millie, we are supposed to be cleaning these pipes, aren't we?" I said trying to head her off at the pass. I didn't want Bev returning and finding Millie and me in a compromising situation.
"They're done; all we got to do is change them back to the barrels and flush the beer through. Now how about I flush your pipes for you," she said. Millie pushed me back against a stack of beer crates, and fell to her knees in front of me.
Yeah, well, I was not in control of the situation after that, and I doubt many guys would have been, once those Bristols of Millie's came out.
I could feel those naked tits pressing against my naked knees, as Millie gave me the best blowjob that I'd ever had in my life. You know, I can't even remember her undoing my belt and pushing my trousers and underpants down.
"Millie, I'm nearly there!" was greeted with a rather strange hand signal, and a couple of grunts that had the effect of finishing the job, somewhat quicker than I'd first imagined.
"I've cleaned this cellar once today. I had no intention of letting you shoot off all over the place!" Millie said when she finally came up for air. "Nice tool you've got there. I hope you can last a bit longer when you fuck me."



"Millie!" I said for want of anything else to say.
"Come off it, Mack; you want to feel these things wrapped around that dick of yours. I know that's the first thing guys think of when they see them."
"Well, not exactly, Millie; I was wondering whether a guy could suffocate between them actually," I replied in a smart arse fashion.
"Whole line of them in the village cemetery, Mack; believe me. Anyway if you want some of these," she said, looking down at her breasts, "I want some more of this fella," as she gave my rapidly deflating cock another squeeze."
She'd no sooner said that than she returned to the job in hand. Mind she did have to replace her harness first. Tits that size, are not kept under control by any normal bra. Then the low cut blouse went on over the top. I looked down at her cleavage.
"Tips and lots of nice big ones from the holiday makers," she said grinning up at me.
"One of the girls said that!" I commented.
"Of course, who'd you think taught them how to get the best tips out of the lecherous old buggers? You wouldn't do yourself any harm to wear a tighter pair of trousers Mack and concentrate on serving the ladies with a smile on your face. That's an impressive piece of meat you've got there. You never know; you might get lucky as well. Oh, by the way, with the holidaymaker women, always use protection; you can't be sure of who they really are, you know."
"Do you... um, use protection... with them, I mean?"
"Bugger, Mack, what do you take me for, a bloody slut or something?" Millie was looking and sounding annoyed with me. I can't say that I blame her, although the language that she normally used was somewhat explicit and maybe sounded smutty to my ears. But thinking about it, it was more likely she used that language to tease the male customers who thought that they might get lucky. I had noticed some of them slip in the odd grope now and again. And Millie hadn't exactly chastised them for it.
"I don't shag all and bleeding sundry, Mack, I just tease the buggers to hell." She looked down at those Bristols again, wobbled them from side to side seductively and then grinned at me. "A girl has to use her god given assets. Besides word would soon get around if I started putting out left right and bleeding centre. Couldn't have Philip Warminster hearing rumours like that."
"Philip who?" I asked.
"Warminster. His old man has 10,000 acres of the best land around here. He's going to marry me one day."
"You're engaged?" I said in total shock.
"No, not engaged. Philip wants to marry me though, always has since we were at school together. Silly sod's got a problem though; the whole damn family has religion real bad. You know the day after the bugger took my cherry; he went and confessed to the local Vicar. The Vicar made him promise never to touch me that way again until after we are married and the bleeding idiot not only made the promise, he's bloody well kept it."
"Silly bugger," was the only comment I could think of to make.
"Yeah, well, Philip fucked me that night and... well, he might be able to remain celibate, but I'm buggered if I can. I love sex and I intend to have as much as I need. I just have to find myself a nice, non-local guy who won't go blabbing to all and sundry. Preferably well endowed as well; Phillip's got a pecker almost as big as yours."
"But why not just marry the bloke and you can have all the sex you like. And 10,000 acres that ain't to be sneezed at either," I suggested.
"Can't. His grandmother got the story from the Vicar and she's threatened to disinherit Philip if he marries me. We've got to wait until the old witch pops her clogs. The moment she's in the ground, we'll be down that bleeding aisle like a bullet out of a gun."
"His grandmother! What about his parents?"
"Ah, they're as good as gold. His dad is always saying that if Philip can't marry me because of the grandmother, he should bang me anyway, before he does the job for him." She looked up at me with a grin on her face.
She must have read the question in my face.
"Naw, I ain't into incest!" Millie said.
"Would it be incest?" I asked. That's a question that had never come up in my life before.
"Dunno, but I don't intend to find out. Could you imagine it? I'll bet the dirty old bugger would want some, even after Philip and I got hitched; that ain't a risk I'm about to take in a hurry. You'll do nicely for the moment, thank you. Now just make sure that the bolts on the old door in the cottage bathroom are pulled back tonight." Millie grinned at me again, then ran up the stairs back into the bar.
It was well-gone midnight when I got out of the shower and I crawled into bed that night. The day hadn't been as bad as some, but bad enough. I suppose it must have been about one when I heard the old door that led into the pubs kitchen open, and then Millie's tits appeared around the shower room door. Followed by her cheeky face.
"Ready for me, stud?" she asked.
"I'm not sure this is right, Millie. You're all but engaged to this Philip guy," I said. That point had been rolling around in my mind all day. "Don't seem right to me somehow. You know it's what my girl was doing to me, don't you."
Oh, I suppose I'd better explain to the reader here, that I'd told Millie all about Lindsey and what I'd caught her doing, when we were chatting in the bar during a quiet spell one evening. I'd probably imbibed a little more of my free booze than I should of that day.
"Not quite, Mack. Did you ever fuck Lindsey?"
"No, I told you she wouldn't let me. That's what really got my goat. She was shagging him and wouldn't let me get a sniff. Don't do much for the old ego that, you know. I would have been mad about her being with him anyway. But her shagging him and not me; that really screwed with my mind."
"Yeah, I'll bet it did. You didn't look too good when you turned up here, you know. Anyway the point I'm trying to make here is that Philip did fuck me. The bugger was my first - to actually shag me that is - and I enjoyed every fucking minute of it. Three times I came, you know! Not bad for a first time, from what I hear. Most of the girls complain that it hurt the first time! Well, it didn't hurt me and I couldn't wait for the next time. But what does Philip go and do? The bugger cuts me off because that bleeding hypocritical Vicar told him that sex out of wedlock is a sin."
"Oh, I don't expect that the vicar is a hypocrite, Millie. It's just what he believes."
"Bollocks, do you wanna know where I first learnt about sex? Watching that dirty old bugger banging my mother, that's bloody where! My dad had passed on, and the vicar - he was just a curate back then - he came around to commiserate with my mother. They were still in the parlour when I went to bed, the sod was reading the bible and giving mother all that 'Father has gone to a much better place' crap."
"I got thirsty and went back down to get a drink sometime later, and the bugger was shagging the backside off my mother on the parlour floor in front of the fire. They were so into it that I watched the pair of them at it for an hour or so and they never knew I was there. Watched the old sod with her a few times since as well. And I've got a good idea how many other women in his parish the bugger services on the quiet as well. Not only widows either, I might add.
"He'd like to get into Bev's knickers, but she won't let him and the sod's hinted that he wouldn't mind getting into mine as well. I told the bugger where to get off."
"I'll bet you did, as well," I said with a smile on my face. This Millie was so down to earth and outspoken, that you couldn't help but laugh at the way she put things most of the time.
"Anyway, if Philip would shag me, I wouldn't be here now; but as the bugger won't, then you get to have some fun, okay?"
"I should imagine there's all kind of holes in the argument of your logic, Millie. But I don't think I can be bothered to go down that road. Well, not tonight anyway."
Millie, who had been sitting on the side of my bed, lent forward and kissed me. At the same time she lifted her backside off the bed and the covers were snatched away and thrown on the floor.
"We won't be needing them, or this," she said, breaking the kiss and removing her nightdress. "Here, have a suck on these. I know that's what you've been waiting for; all the guys like the idea of sucking on these buggers," she said, jamming one of her enormous nipples into my mouth.
It was pretty obvious to me that sex with Millie was going to be different to any sex that I'd ever had before. I figured that it was going to be all about sex and having fun. She made that pretty plain from the outset.
Whilst I worked on those Bristols of hers, one of her hands found its way down to my rampant member. Jesus, it couldn't be anything else with Millie trying to force a big soft football into my mouth.
"Seems my friend here needs a little attention," she said as she removed her tit from my face -- letting me breathe again - and lowered her mouth onto my cock.
Where that girl learnt to give head, I don't know but she was damned good at it.
"Take it easy, Millie, or I'm going to cum before we've got started."
"No problem. I'm sure I can get the bugger up again. Besides I like the taste of yours. The last bloke I had regular was into all that Indian and Chinese food. Shit, it tasted awful sometimes."
"Too much information, Millie."
"Sorry, hurts the old ego, does it?" she said, looking up at me.
"A little, yeah."
"Well, don't let it. His cock was nowhere near this big, I can promise you," she said, and then a curious expression came on her face. "Maaack, " she said in that drawn out way that tells you that you're just about to be asked a question or conned into something.
"Yeeeessss, Millie," I replied.
"I was wondering, have you ever gone down on a girl. You know what do they call it, muff diving or eating pussy?"
"Can't say that I have, Millie. Why do you ask?" I replied, as if I didn't know what was coming next.
"Well, I found this magazine on the side of the river. We had a bunch of young boys on a school boat trip; I think one of them must have dumped it before the teacher discovered it. Anyway I'd heard of muff diving years ago when I was at school, but I never heard of anyone - well, blokes, I mean - who'd ever done it. There were a couple of real lessies at my school and everyone called them muff divers, so I suppose that they did it."
"Yeah, I'm told that's something they do," I commented.
"Well, in this dirty mag I found, they said that men do it to women."
"Yeah, I've heard the same thing."
"And you've never done it to a girl?"
"No, the subject never came up. Look, Millie, I've only been with a couple of girls, you know. I'm not what you'd call a great lover or a man of the world, or anything. I suppose if a girl asked me to go down on her and I thought that she was clean I'd have a go. Not sure how good I'd be though."
"Mack, look, I don't know what you think of me, but I've only been with four different guys. Three if we don't count this morning with you."
This bit of information was a complete shock to me and I treated it with more than a little scepticism, but I was later to come to believe it.
"Honest, Philip was my first and after waiting for yonks for him to get up the courage, he only shagged me that one afternoon out by the windmill. Then when he refused to fuck me again, I got frustrated so I picked out this lad who was passing on a boat one day. Bloody disaster! He had the smallest cock I've ever seen and, well, all he wanted to do was suck on these things. Just to top it off, he or rather his mates thought that they were going to take turns with me. I kicked one of them in the balls and they soon got the message."
"And then there was John, a guy who was working at the boat yard along the river. He was a lot older than me and he taught me just about all I know. He never went down on me though, but then again, I never asked him to."
"What happened with John? You aren't shagging him anymore, are you?" I asked out of curiosity.
"About two years ago the silly bugger got drunk one night and fell in the river on his way home from here. Probably tripped over someone's mooring line. They found him in the water the following morning and I've been going without since. Until you came in the bar the other day, I planned on bedding you the moment I saw you."
"You did?"
"Too right I did when I saw that bulge in your trousers, just after you'd clapped eyes on these buggers."
"Millie, those tits of yours give every red blooded man for miles around a hard-on when he sees them."
"Yeah, I'll give you that, but they ain't packing a piece of meat like this, are they?" she said, squeezing my cock.
"Millie, I don't study other guys' equipment, thank you, so I wouldn't know."
"Take my word for it, Mack. Anyway are you going to lick my fanny for me? I had a shower before I came down 'specially. After all I've sucked your cock for you, haven't I?"
"If that's what you want, I'll give it a try, but don't expect anything spectacular, will you?"
"Brilliant, I knew you were the right one," Millie said, and before I'd even prepared myself she climbed up and over me, then lowered her vagina's lips onto my face.
Yeah, well, I did just about everything I could think of, but I was scratching about in the dark a bit there. The only sounds besides some slurping from me for the next fifteen or twenty minutes were Millie's strange instructions to me and her moans of content.
"Yeah, that's it! Ooh, yeah, do that again! No, like you were doing! Oh, god, that's it, suck my clit again. Oh, Christ, how long is your tongue? You can do that all bloody night?" and then she suddenly said, "Oh, god, I'm cumin'!" and I nearly drowned in the secretions that flowed from her.
Then she slowly collapsed backwards off of me onto the bed. "Blimey that's almost better than getting fucked; I hope you'll do that to me again," she mumbled. Then after a short break to catch her breath she said, "I'd better take care of this guy again, hadn't I?" Then she turned over and started giving me an enthusiastic blowjob again.
"I'm gonna cum again, Millie." I warned her, but she just kept on sucking and bobbing away. I lifted my head and watched her gulp down my load. She looked up at me and grinned.
"I think we're going to make wonderful music together, don't you? Now lets give him some time to recover and you can screw my arse off for the rest of the night. How's that sound to you, luvver?"
"Tiring but enjoyable," I replied.
The rest of the night -- well, until I, or rather Millie, couldn't get my little soldier up again - was spent shagging in just about every different way we could think of.
Very early the following morning Millie woke me by sucking on me until I was ready for action then rode me like a woman possessed until she'd cum twice, and screwed the last possible available drop of output from my testicles.
Then she slipped her nightdress back on and sneaked back through the door into the pub. One thing that Millie told me to do, but I forgot about was to lock that door again. Well, I think I might have that first time, but I got a bit casual about it later,
Over breakfast I was to learn that it was Millie's day off, and I was to meet Philip, the guy I was hanging horns on, just after breakfast when he turned up to take her out somewhere.
Strange bloke, big and I suppose some women -- well, Millie at least -- would have thought him ruggedly handsome. But I got the impression that he had been short changed in the brains department somewhere. Any silly bugger who let a sex bomb like Millie work in a public house had to be a sandwich short of a picnic, didn't he?
I found it acutely embarrassing that evening when Millie and Phil returned and ensconced themselves at the bar where I was working that evening. The worst part was Millie's damned habit of calling every young male she ever spoke to Luvver, and older guys Luvvy in her Norfolk accent.
I was convinced she used a slightly different tone when talking to me and that Philip would pick up on it. I know that Bev had, or maybe she'd heard Millie during the night before; Millie was quite vocal when she reached a climax.
Millie went outside to see Phillip off and when she came back inside again after maybe half an hour of, I suppose, snogging, she announced she was going to bed because she'd had a tiring day. Then leaning close to me whispered, "Better pull those bolts back again, Luvver. The buggers got me all worked up and left me hanging again."
End of chapter 2
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Chapter 03
Millie was in my room and chaffing at the bit to get started when I got there that night. God only knows how she got downstairs in her nightdress and into the kitchen without being spotted by anyone.
"God, that man winds me up!" she exclaimed as she almost tore my clothes off. "I've needed to feel a cock in me from five minutes after he first kissed me this morning. How the hell can any man have the power to do that to someone?" Then she stopped speaking for a couple of seconds before she asked. "Um, any chance you could do me like last night again, Mack?"
I looked at the pleading expression on her face. "Sure, if you'll let me have a shower first," I replied. "It was interesting to see or rather hear your reactions."
"Come on, Luvver, I'll wash your back for you. 'ere, is there anything special you want to try, by the way?" she asked.
There was, but I thought I'd leave it until another time, when I felt more settled with the situation. All this sex suddenly being thrown at me was a little overwhelming.
Well, that's how things played out over the following few months. Millie would fuck my eyes out at least two nights a week and sometimes four or five. The two nights I could guarantee were always the night before and the night after she had her day off with Phil. But often she'd come down on other nights as well. Sometimes she stayed most of the night; other times, once she'd worn me out she'd retire to her own bed. And just a couple of times she suddenly appeared early in the morning "for a quickie" as she put it; tapping on the old wooden door to the kitchen if I'd remembered to bolt it.
But most of that was still in the future. It was the third or maybe the fourth week that I was at the pub when the village Bobby came into the bar one afternoon. He'd been in before; well, he was around showing his face along the riverbank most every other day or so. This day he removed his helmet and came into the bar, making a beeline for a stool near where I was loading the glass washer.
Placing his helmet on the bar he said, "Got some paperwork here concerning you, me lad," in more of a friendly tone than anything. "Seems you're on the Met's missing persons register, is that right?"
"Dunno, George. Not exactly missing, am I? After all, I'm standing here and you're sitting there talking to me, aren't you?"
"Come on, son, you know what I mean. Someone has reported you missing and has asked the Met to find out where you are. Now, what do you want me to do? I can tell them where you are, or I can just inform them that I've spoken to you, and that you've assured me that you are here of your own volition, but do not want your whereabouts to be made public knowledge."
"The latter please, George," I told him.
"Very well, son, as you wish. Who's looking for you by the way? Your family?"
"I should imagine so. There's no one else who'd care."
"What about Lindsey?" Millie butted in. I hadn't heard her come into the bar.
"I can't see that, Millie. Lindsey's probably quite happy with her squaddy now that I'm gone!"
"He might have gone back overseas," Millie suggested.
"Come off it, Millie. Surely she's sussed that I know about him by now, and will have probably found herself another mug to string along."
George was sitting there looking from Millie to me and back again. Obviously he was a policeman who knew when it's the right time to ask questions, and when is the right time to shut up and listen.
"Oh, love triangle, was it?" George commented once Millie and I had gone silent. "But why aren't you letting your family know where you are, Mack?"
"'e says they sided with her, George! Mack seems to think he's got it all worked out; but I'm not so sure that he hasn't got things all arse about face. Seems odd that the girl would string him along for over a year, whilst she's got a soldier boy overseas."
"I watched her with him, Millie..."
"But you never saw them in bed together, did you?" Millie butted in. "And that flat of hers, you've still got the key, ain't you?"
"Yes," I replied meekly, not knowing whether I was committing some kind of an offence by still having it in my possession.
"Well, don't make much sense t'me," Millie went on. "You could have walked in on them anytime she had him there, couldn't you? An' did you ever see any signs of him around that place of hers, pictures, or even letters and things from him?"
"No, not that I can recall. But I wasn't looking; I had no idea about him at all," I replied
"Well, don't that seem strange to you. After all, if he's the love of her life that you seem to think he is, and he's out of the country for god knows how long; wouldn't she be writing to him or on the telephone to him all the time. George," Millie said, turning to him, "your daughter's 'usband was stationed abroad, wasn't he? Didn't she get discounted telephone calls from him every few days or something?"
"They were free, I think," George replied. "I can't quite remember now. Look, Mack, I don't know the ins and outs of your troubles. But you can take it from me; what you believe you can plainly see ain't always what really is 'appening, you know. The times I've thought I've nabbed some bugger who I thought was up to no good, only to find out that they were just going about their own legitimate business."
"I know what I saw!" I said angrily.
"But you ain't given Lindsey a chance to explain what you saw, have you, Mack?" Millie chastised me.
"Please, Millie, leave it out. You know talking about her upsets me."
"I know it does, luvver, but you should talk to her, give her the chance to explain, before it's too late."
"It is too late, Millie, believe me!" I retorted.
"Looks to me like the man's made his mind up, Millie my girl," George commented. "I think you're flogging a dead 'orse with this one, girl, trying to get him to change his mind, I mean. Right, son, I'll put you down as a found person and leave it at that then, shall I?"
Without waiting for my answer, George picked his helmet up off the bar, had second thoughts about putting it on under the low ceiling, and bade us farewell and left.
That night Millie joined me in my room shortly after I got there. She asked me if I was annoyed with her about what she'd said whilst the policeman was there. Mind, she did ask just before she started sucking on my cock. Who the hell could be angry with a woman who was demonstrating a skill like that?
I suppose it was about a month after the policeman had called that I got a bit of a shock one day. Damn it, if one of my parent's neighbours and his family wasn't mooring one of the hire craft to the bank outside the pub when I caught sight of them.
Luckily, Bev, her two girls and Millie were all around that morning and I hadn't taken much in the way of time off, since I'd been there. After a quick explanation to Bev, I disappeared into my little domain for the rest of the day and most of the following morning, when the guy and his family finally departed again.
Millie had popped in with some food and for a little entertainment during the day; she spent the night with me as well. It was a well shagged out Mack who was laughed at by the girls when I reappeared the following day.
Similar things were to happen a couple of times over the rest of the summer. I was surprised that so many people that I knew, or who might know me, went on Broads boating holidays. But I'd thought that I'd spotted everybody who might have recognised me, before they actually clapped eyes on me.
As I was, it wasn't someone seeing me, but spotting my car in the car park that led to me eventually being tracked down. With almost all the summer customers, or non-locals, arriving by boat or via the towpath, that was the last thing that I expected.
I was down by the river one morning hunting for stray glasses with Michelle, when Beverley called me back towards the pub.
"There's a young woman in the bar asking for you. I told her I'd send you in," she said to me when I got close to her.
With some trepidation I headed back inside. 'What the fuck does she think she's playing at?' I asked myself on the way in, for some reason assuming it was going to be Lindsey. It wasn't; I discovered my sister, Julia, sitting at a table in the bar, nursing a coffee.
"What are you doing here?" I asked as I took the seat opposite her.
"We've been worried about you, Mack. You might have let us know where you were. Mum's been sick with worry."
"How did you find me here? The police weren't supposed to tell you where I was," I demanded.
"They didn't. It was little Johnny Morris; you know, they live a few doors away from mum. Anyway they were on holiday up here and Johnny said he thought that he recognised your car in the car park whilst he was playing with some other kids. Mrs Morris only told mum the other day so Mike and I took a drive up here on the off chance.
"Well, you shouldn't have bothered and there's no call to worry about me. A little pervert like me will always survive," I replied.
"That was uncalled for, Mack. We are all worried about you."
"Well, don't be! The moment you started calling me a pervert, that told me exactly what you all really thought of me for all your protestations. You don't need a pervert in your lives and I don't need to be around people who think that I am one. My reasons for breaking up with Lindsey had nothing to do with sex. Well, they did, but not the lack of sex between her and me, understand?"
"Then why did you treat her the way you did? She's been a head-case over it as well. You know she's had to go back down to Bath to live with her parents. She lost her job because she was so upset that she couldn't concentrate on her work."
"She'll probably be nearer to him then, won't she?" I retorted.
I'm afraid that my anger had got the best of my tongue. I'd had no intention of letting on to Julia that I knew about Lindsey's other fella.
"Nearer to who? What are you talking about, Mack? Just explain to me please, what is your problem with Lindsey?"
I couldn't retract what I'd said, but I could refuse to say any more.
"I told you right in the beginning, Julia. Lindsey knows exactly what my problem is! She kept it hidden from me for god knows how long, so I should imagine she'd make a bloody good job of hiding it from you. Now are we finished? I've got work to do."
"I know that you want me to go, so I will. But please call mum and dad. They don't deserve to be treated like this."
"And I didn't think I needed to be branded a bleeding pervert either. Seems none of us are happy, doesn't it?"
Julia stood up and went to lean towards me to kiss me, I believe, but I lent backwards away from her.
She shrugged, "I tried. I'm sorry it was me who called you a pervert in the first place. But when Lindsey told me about you and her never having sex, we... I assumed that was your problem with her. I gather it wasn't."
"It sure wasn't, Julia. I was in love with that girl and would have waited forever."
"Yeah, I can see that now. But what...?"
"Ask Lindsey, Julia. She knows."
Julia held out her hand and I shook it very formally.
"I'm sorry, Mack. I hope when you've calmed down enough we can get past this. You are my favourite brother."
"Pervert, you mean," I said and turned back towards the pub's garden leaving her standing there. When I looked back as I went out the door she was leaving by the front entrance into the car park.
------------------------------
"That weren't a very nice way to talk to your sister, Luvver," Millie said when she came up to me a short while later.
It didn't strike me at the time, but there had been a good ten minutes delay between my sister leaving the bar and Millie approaching me. I discovered later she'd been doing some meddling.
"Were you listening?" I demanded.
"Couldn't very well help but 'ear you in the kitchen, luvver, the way you were shouting."
"I wasn't shouting," I retorted.
"Blimey! Remind me not to be within a couple of miles of you when you do shout then, luvver," Millie said with a grin on her face.
I think I must have laughed as well and the pair of us got back to work.
I think it was later that week or maybe the next, that I had my first bit of fly, as Millie put it.
A family arrived about mid-morning. Husband, wife and two kids, about eight or ten years old. The wife was what I think most guys would have referred to, as a MILF, but she was very quiet and looked kind of withdrawn.
The husband on the other hand was a pretty loudmouthed and somewhat obnoxious individual, who I was sure was half cut when he tied the boat up just along the river from the pub. The whole family came into the garden for lunch. The husband somehow managed to trip over someone else's mooring lines on the way, he went base-over-apex and finished up in the river.
He went back to the boat to dry out and change, whilst the mother came on to the pub garden with the children. I took her order and remember thinking that she was some looker. Once he'd arrived, I couldn't understand what she was doing hooked up with the likes of her husband. They stayed in the garden all afternoon, not only eating lunch but dinner there as well. The children played on the swings whilst the parents sat; he drank, she looked pissed off about how much he was drinking.
Around eight-ish the mother took the children back to the boat whilst Mr Obnoxious engaged in a kind of slanging match with several different groups of people in the garden. Twice Bev went down and asked him to lower his voice. It wasn't fighting talk from the guy, more that kind of drunk 'know it all' drivel that gets on a lot of peoples' nerves.
I noticed at closing time he was still there, lying across a bench, snoring away to his heart's content. It was as I came out and made my way to my little flat later. Oh, we were still under the pretence - except where Millie was concerned - that there was no internal access to the flat.
Anyway I could hear a disturbance out in the dark somewhere and see torches flashing about. When I made my way down to investigate, I found the woman and another man trying to get the drunk to his feet. They told me that they were worried he'd wake up during the night and try to make his own way back to the boat. Remembering what Millie had said about her guy John, I agreed it would be dangerous to leave him there and offered to help.
Between the other man - who I never did get a good look at in the dark - and myself we hoisted the drunk up and carried him back to his boat, the wife or MILF guiding us by torchlight. Getting the drunk onto the boat was no mean feat, but we eventually achieved it. Getting him down the stairs into the master cabin, I thought was going to be impossible. In the end, the stranger lowered him down to me and I just kind of swung his bulk onto the double berth where he lay still, and snoring. I don't think his rhythm had changed during the whole strenuous exercise.
In the light of the cabin, I could see that the MILF – okay, her name turned out to be Mary, well, that's what she told me – was dressed in nothing but a pair of Wellington boots, a negligee and a short overcoat, most probably her husband's by the look of it. The coat had come undone in the struggle to get the husband on board and all of her assets were on display.
When she saw me looking at her, she quickly closed the coat blushing profusely. I said I'd better be going and climbed the stairs out of the cabin. There was something not right about the tableau I'd seen of her standing there. The coat was of the zip-up kind, and zips - whilst they can partially open under the strain of wearers exertions - they don't normally come completely open and disconnected of their own volition, especially without the wearer noticing they have.
"Oh, you haven't got a torch; I'd better come with you to light your path," Mary said hurriedly, "We can't have you tripping and falling into the water, after all the trouble we've put you through." Then she climbed down onto the riverbank with me and began leading the way back towards the pub.
I recognised the stumble for what it was the moment she made her very bad job of pretending to fall. She turned in the process, and finished up in my arms. I know I can be pretty stupid sometimes, but I knew when a kiss was required. She responded and we stood there kissing for a while, then we walked the rest of the way back to my little flat with our arms around each other.
There was no hesitation at the door. She walked right into my little den of iniquity, kicking her boots off at the door, then she turned and we went into a clinch.
"I don't want you to think I do this kind of thing all the time," she said, but I need someone to hold me close tonight." Then she added when we broke the kiss, "If he keeps up this drinking lark, I'll have to divorce him."
"You'll have to excuse me. I've been working all day and I need a shower," I said, breaking away from her grasp.
"Is it big enough for me to join you?" Mary asked.
Well, if it was big enough for Millie's knockers and me to play around in there, there was going to be plenty of room for this woman's lithe frame. I didn't actually say that to her though.
I'm not sure that Mary was all that into oral sex, when she started. I felt a certain resistance when I gently pushed her down on me in the shower. She seemed to take to it like a duck to water though, even though she coughed and choked a little the first time I came in her mouth. She did swallow though and, without a second thought about it, later during the night.
I could also see that she was a bit surprised at the size of my cock. I had never thought of it as large, even with the way that Millie went on about it. I'd just assumed that Millie was stroking my ego. But Mary also appeared impressed with it and asked me to go easy the first time I pushed it in her. Pretty soon she was giving as good as she got though and nearly bucked me off a couple of times. And later she went pretty crazy when she got on top.
Eventually my earnest friend had had enough and wouldn't stand up to play anymore, but she kept on talking and sucking at it, begging it to stand up again. She managed to get him up one final time after we'd slept for a while, just before daybreak when, after playing cowgirl again, she left, telling me that she'd had the best sex of her life and that she was planning a return match the next week, when they came back with the boat.
---------------------------------
"Jesus, six!" Millie said the following evening when she arrived in my room.
"Sorry?" I replied not fathoming what Millie was blabbering on about.
"You fucked her six times last night!" Millie replied.
"How do you know?"
"I counted how many condoms were left in the box," she grinned at me. "I heard you two going at it when I came down last night; so I thought I'd better leave you to it. Bugger, Mack, you used six condoms. Did she suck you off as well?"
"Yeah, three times altogether?"
"It was that little sexy one with the drunk husband, wasn't it?"



"Yeah, how'd you work that one out?"
"Thought as much. I saw her watching you during the afternoon. She looked like she needed a good seeing to, and my Mack was just the boy to give it to her. Now, you got anything left for me tonight?" She grinned.
-------------------------
A week later Mary and her husband were back. This time though she must have fed him a fair amount of drink in the boat. Oh, I don't know though, perhaps she fed him a sleeping pill or something. Anyway she was waiting by my little domain's door when I got there that night. She left with a smile on her face and a tear in her eye just before dawn again. I saw her driving the boat away with the children on deck, when I went outside after breakfast. There was no sign of hubby. Perhaps Mary had overdone the sleeping pills or drowned the bugger or something.
My only other experience with holidaymakers - of a sexual nature that is - was with three young women from up north somewhere. I do believe I remember one of them mentioning Salford, but I won't swear to it. They stayed moored up near the pub at night for four days or should I say nights, going off cruising during the day and coming back every evening.
Anyway the long and short of it was, I had one each consecutive night. The third one was a virgin, who claimed that she'd got curious about what the other two were saying about me.
I've always wondered how she explained that one to her boyfriend, who she also claimed had been bugging her to have sex with him. Anyway on the fourth night I took the evening off from the pub and visited them on their hire boat. I think we brought a whole new meaning to the expression of 'rocking the boat', and it was my first, (but not my last) experience of having multiple sex partners at the same time.
Millie appeared quite happy about my little escapades. Actually I'd say she encouraged me. Perhaps she thought it might ease my conscience about Phil, who still made me feel very uncomfortable when he was around, picking Millie up and bringing her home from their dates etc.
'Surely!' I thought, "the silly sod would work it out one day!' But I really don't think he ever did. Ah, unless he reads this though. Shit, do you think I'd better warn Millie next time I see her?
I did telephone my parents in the end – Beverley kept on bugging me - and we had all the apology bit from them, not that it made any impression on me. Look, being insulted – that's what being called a little pervert is, an insult – by your own family, does tend to get your goat some. Well, it did mine anyway.
Unfortunately they also started on the "Lindsey didn't do anything wrong. Why are you being so nasty to her?" track pretty quickly as well. So the telephone call didn't last very long.
More weeks passed, with Millie improving my lovemaking techniques with every nighttime visit. And my understanding of running a country pub that relied on summer holiday trade got pretty good as well. I did have a couple more chances of scoring with some female holidaymakers and a couple of women (one married) who lived locally. I'm not sure why I didn't bang the holidaymakers; perhaps I was content enough with what Millie was throwing my way.
The local women, Millie warned me strongly against getting involved with, and I took her advice.
"If one of the silly cows gets sweet on you and decides that she wants to marry you, you could finish up either with the kind of reputation that you don't need, or if Carol finds she can't do without your favours, that husband of hers is a big boy. The bugger could kill you without even trying," Millie pointed out.
"But what if Phil ever works it out that I'm banging you on a regular basis, he's rather a big bloke as well!" I pointed out.
"I told you, don't worry about Phil. Remember he's 'ad the chance to shag me every bleeding week since the one and only time he did. I told him what would happen but he seems to believe that it never will. Whatever, the silly bugger's got religion and he's only too willing to forgive just about anyone for anything that they do. You know, sometimes I do wonder whether I should marry the bugger or not; he acts like a complete wimp sometimes. I have a damned hard time not losing respect for him."
I decided not to make any further comment on that one; the way I looked at it, Millie was showing Phil damned little respect anyway.
By September things had quietened down some on the river, and the pub began to change into off-season mode. Marge, the woman who helped out in the kitchen, left because there was no longer a need for her. Beverley said she hoped she could find someone with a few more people skills to replace her the following year. Bev's girls were back at college after their summer break. Some break; both girls worked their socks off most of the time.
I was surprised when Bev called Millie and me together one day and handed us both a cheque, for several hundred pounds. "I've taken the tax off so you don't have to worry about it," she told me as she handed me mine. "Are you going to stay with us during the off-season, Mack?"
"I've got nowhere else to go, Bev; if you want me here during the winter, I'm happy to stay."
"About time you popped home for a few days to see your folks though, don't you think?" she suggested.
"No, I ring them once a month or so and they are still on my back. I won't be going anywhere near home until they let go of it."
"Let go of what?" Bev asked.
"That girl of Mack's, they still bug him about her every time he calls them," Millie informed her.
"Perhaps you do need to talk to Lindsey, Mack," Beverley suggested.
That surprised me. I didn't think I'd ever mentioned Lindsey's name to Bev. I had to assume that Millie must have mentioned her name at sometime, completely forgetting about Julia's visit at the time.
In late September Bev went up to her sister's pub around Norwich way for a few days. I never did discover why, just a family visit I suppose. Anyway she left Millie and me in charge of the pub whilst she was gone. I had an inkling that Millie and I - or rather I - was going to have problems with Bev's two girls, when they didn't come straight home from college as normal the first day Bev was gone.
This, as far as I was concerned, was out of character. Both girls always seemed very mature and well behaved when Beverley was around. I definitely wasn't expecting any trouble from them when she wasn't. Millie appeared to take no notice and told me not to worry. But of course I did.
"Look, Mack, the twins...."
"Twins?" I exclaimed in shock, interrupting Millie mid sentence.
I'd realised that there wasn't a very great difference in their ages, but I had no idea that they were twins. Yeah, they looked very similar to their mother and everyone could plainly see that they were sisters, but they were never what you might call identical. There were marked differences between them actually.
"Yeah, twins. Didn't you know?" Millie said.
"No, I didn't have the faintest idea."
"Yeah, well they are, only not identical, that's for sure." Millie looked around the bar as if to make sure that none of the five patrons in the pub were within hearing distance. "The word is that they have different fathers!" Millie whispered, with that 'this is confidential information' look on her face.
"Oh, yeah. But that would mean..." I exclaimed, only very quietly.
"You got it, Mack, two different men and possibly the same evening or day at least. You know our Bev was quite a girl in her time!"
"And was her husband one of them?" I asked.
"From what I have gleaned, he wasn't her husband at the time of conception, no! I'm pretty sure he is the father of one of them though; she married him after she discovered that she was preggers."
"And the other one?"
"Well, it was either some local guy who I heard was in the army and got killed out in the Far East or somewhere like that, or, believe it or not, our friendly local bobby, George!"
"But George's youngest daughter; isn't she about the same age as Bev's two?"
"Yeah, well, don't tell anyone that I told you, okay?" Millie said with a wink.
"Beverley and PC plod, I can't imagine it."
"I can. Haven't you seen the way he looks at Bev?"
"No, can't say that I've ever noticed."
"Well, I suggest you do notice, the next time you see them talking together. Poor old George is all googly eyes over her. And also take note that Mrs PC Plod normally never shows her face around here, does she? Bev and her go at it like hammer and tongs, when they do run into each other, as I hear it."
"Do you think they still get together sometimes, Millie? You know, Bev and old George."
"Naw, pretty sure that they don't actually. Beverley is a tower of virtue nowadays, has been since that husband of hers passed on. Oh, you won't know about him, will you? He died on the nest!"
"What, whilst he was shagging Beverley? What'd he have a heart attack or something?"
"No, a twelve gauge in the arse. He was knocking off some farmer's misses from over the way there. We all thought he was out fishing on the river somewhere, the farmer caught them 'at it' in one of his barns; he was hunting rabbit, or so he said, so he had his shotgun with him. Bang, and that was the end of more than one beautiful relationship."
"Jesus, this all reads like Peyton Place, what with the Vicar, the local policeman and now the bloody publican. Is there anyone around here who isn't shagging someone else's woman?"
"That includes you, Mack, remember?" Millie said with one of her cheeky grins.
I reached and pinched her bottom. We were behind the bar so no one could see.
"Ouch, that hurt!" Millie said quite loudly.
"Not as much as that arse of yours is going to hurt tonight when I give you a tanning for being cheeky." I grinned back at her.
"Ooh, is that a threat or a promise?" Millie grinned. "But I somehow don't think you will tonight Mack."
"And why ever not?" I asked in surprise, thinking just for a minute that Millie might decide not to join me that evening. I do believe I was trying to do some mental arithmetic calculating when her last period was.
"Never mind, I think you'll be too busy to think about doing anything like that." She grinned back at me and turned away to tidy one of the bottle shelves.
I really should have listened to what she'd said a little more clearly. Or with a more open mind or even thought about the way she said it, a bit more, I suppose. It was only later that I realised she knew all about what had been planned by certain people that evening and Millie could have saved me a lot of mental turmoil.
Bev's two girls turned up about nine o'clock; they had two really obnoxious little turds in tow. It was pretty clear that they had all been drinking and the two boys were pretty free with their hands around the girls, whom I had never seen looking that inebriated before.
Looking is the important word here; I later discovered that both girls appear to be accomplished actresses. Well, let's put it this way; they were more in control of the situation than I had first assumed. Possibly Millie's training again, or from what Millie had told me earlier, maybe Bev had a hand in it as well.
Whatever, I didn't like the way any of the four were behaving in my bar. Yeah, well, actually Millie was the more experienced and held rank over me when Bev wasn't about. But I was the man of the house, wasn't I?
I told both the guys to tone it down a bit when they came to the bar to replenish drinks for the four of them. Both of the guys gave me that 'who the fuck do you think you are?' look.
"The guy who's going to kick your arse out of here!" I told one of them when he voiced the sentiment.
At the same time I lifted the cricket bat that we kept handy behind the bar for such occasions, so that he could see it.
"And besides, arsehole, if you and matey boy there think you're getting lucky with either of those girls tonight, you are very much mistaken. Whilst their mother's away, I'm responsible for their well being, and I can't see that that includes letting them be alone with two little wankers like you and your mate there," I informed him.
I did notice some giggling amongst all four of them after he'd returned to the table, and I was a little disappointed in the girls' behaviour that night. Later I was to learn that it was some kind of a test that the twins were putting me through.
Around closing time Millie told the guys they had to go. I stayed out of it, but within earshot so as not to inflame the situation.
"Pat's mother owns the place. What's wrong with a little lock in?" one of the guys suggested.
"And I'm the acting landlady!" Millie retorted. "I'm telling you to leave now, before I have to get serious about this!"
Bev's two girls told the boys they'd better go, although I don't think the guys wanted to. Possibly the fact that several of the regulars had congregated near me, and we were all watching what was happening very closely, had some influence of their decision to finally leave. I do believe one of the boys did get a thump off of someone when he shouted a disparaging remark about Millie's assets outside. I was locking the door when it happened and all I saw was his friend helping the boy up.
I can't be sure on how they just happened to be there, but apparently George, with some of his colleagues, was waiting in a police car at the end of the lane for the two boys as well. I heard that the driver failed the breath test and lost his licence.
"What the hell were you two playing at with those two idiots?" Millie demanded, as I slipped the bolts home on the door.
Both girls started laughing uncontrollably, although Michelle made her way round behind the bar and poured out four glasses of wine.
"A toast to two frustrated Casanovas," she declared, holding her glass up high.
Patricia seeing the confusion on Millie and my faces decided to explain.
"Those two think they are really something," she giggled. "Anyway we heard the other day they have been telling everyone at college that they were not only going to shag Michelle and me, but change partners in the process. They've done it before to a couple of girls, according to rumour. But they forgot that Michelle and I live in a pub, and we can handle our drink better than they can. So when they chatted us up tonight we thought we'd have some fun with them; no way were they going to get into our knickers in a hurry."
"Christ, girl, you were pushing your luck supposing they'd used one of those damned date rape drugs on you or something!" I commented.
"That's why we suggested that we come back here. We told them that mother was away and, well, you get the idea. We knew that Millie and you would watch our backs. Damn it, Mack; I thought you were going to throw them out on their ear earlier. Oh and in the future don't water our drinks down please, Mack. See, we knew what you were up to, as well."
"Well, Millie and I had no idea what game you two were playing. In the future let us in on it. will you? I thought the pair of you had gone off the rails because your mother isn't around," I lectured them.
"Not yet!" Michelle giggled.
"Pardon?" I asked not understanding the comment.
"Ah, diddums," Pat said leaning towards me and giving me a kiss on the cheek. "Come on, Chellie, let's go and get ready," she said, dragging her sister towards the stairs.
"Ready for what?" I asked.
"You'll find out!" Pat replied as they disappeared.
"Yeah, that's what's worrying me, with the mood you two are in tonight." I called up after them.
More giggling was all I heard in reply.
Millie and I went through the normal after closing time rigmarole. She kissed me goodnight, told me she'd see me shortly, then locked the garden doors as I left through them. I have no idea why I didn't just use the door in the kitchen that lead directly into my bathroom; force of habit I can only assume.
Having had my shower I was nicely tucked up in bed when I heard Millie open the connecting door in my bathroom. Well, that's who I assumed it was, but the shadow on the wall was soon to tell me that whoever it was, she wasn't carrying Millie's extra weight.
Michelle must have taken a dive from the end of the bed because she suddenly landed on top of me virtually me trapping me under the duvet. This - much to her surprise - actually worked out in my favour, because I managed to wrap the duvet around her as we both fell into a tangled mess on the bedroom floor. Oh, I knew it was Michelle by her perfume first and her hair colour once we were in the glow of the light I'd left on in bathroom.
"What the hell are you playing at?" I demanded. After I'd finally established control of the situation.
"Looking for some fun, with you!" she replied.
"Michelle, your mother would castrate me if I laid a finger on you!"
"Then don't! You just lay there like a good boy and Patsy and I will do everything." She grinned back at me.
"You must be joking."
"No, Millie has a real good time with you, and Patsy and I thought we'd like to play as well. You know those boys at college aren't what you call very experienced. Millie gets more orgasms with you in one night than either of us has managed to achieve with all the boys we've ever been with. You can have me first, and Patsy will come in, in about an hour."
"No chance, Michelle. Your mother would kill me if she found out."
"But she won't find out. We certainly aren't going to tell her, and I'm damned sure you won't."
"And what about Millie. Supposing she gets jealous and tells Beverley."
"Don't be silly. Who the hell do you think told us how good you were and made sure that you didn't lock the door this evening. Besides we could always tell Philip where she spends her nights, couldn't we?"
"Is that how you persuaded her to help you, by threatening to tell Philip?"
"Of course not! We wouldn't do that to Millie. She's like a big sister to us. We did persuade her to help us get in here though. After all we couldn't let you fuck us whilst mother's around, so it's not as if she's worried about us stealing you from her. We just asked her if we could borrow you for a couple of nights. You'll enjoy it, honest. Millie's been coaching us in blowjob techniques. Come on, Mack, it can't be often that two horny women proposition you. Just think of the fun we can have until mum gets back."
All during our conversation Michelle had been grinding her body that I had trapped, wrapped within the duvet, beneath me, up against my body. And I think her movements were having the desired effect on my resolve.
The breaking point came though, when another naked body landed on my back only somewhat gentler than Michelle's arrival had been.
"Patricia, get off," I said... well, intended to say but the next few minutes were spent in rolling around on the floor with both of them. Then suddenly the light came on.
"For Chris'ake, are you two going to fuck him or kill him?" Millie demanded.
"Millie, was this your idea?" I asked her.
"No, they wanted to bed you. Or rather they wanted you to bed them. I can't see what harm it will do. After all they are both on the pill, aren't you, girls? And, Mack, they've both been checked, you know, medically, since they lost their virginity. I'm only pleased they want to bed you, rather than some little idiots like they brought here tonight," Millie said.
"But what about Bev?" I asked.
"What about her? She ain't here, is she, luvver! And what she don't know, can't hurt her none, can it?"
"Besides, one of these days mother is going to be feeling especially randy and it'll be her coming through that door instead of Millie one night, you do realise that, don't you, Mack?" Michelle added.
"Do what?" I asked in amazement at the suggestion of her mother's intentions.



"Look, Mack," Patricia said, "We thought mother was going to proposition you that first week. You know, when she took you to the Cash and Carry. But then Millie got her hands on you..."
"Only because I saw him first!" Millie butted in. "I think Bev's steered clear up until now because I did get in first, but I can't see her hanging around much longer."
"Jesus! What have I got myself into here?" I asked no one in particular.
"A house full of sex starved women and you're the only stud available, luvver," Millie said with one of her cheeky grins. "Well, the only one that we can trust anyway. Now, why don't you get off the floor and give these two good friends of mine the seeing-to that they both seem to be dearly in need of. I'll see you all in the morning. And girls, don't wear him out all at once; Beverley isn't due back for another four nights yet."
Having said that, Millie turned out the light and left the three of us lying there on the floor. I extracted myself from the twins' grasp and sat on the bed. Michelle came and sat on one side of me, Patricia the other.
"Well, are you going to send us away or are we going to have some fun?" Michelle asked.
I looked at the naked and very beautiful young woman sitting beside me and then looked at Patricia sitting the other side.
"Oh, fuck!" I said out loud.
Patricia threw her arms around my neck and kissed me, pushing me back so that I was lying down on the bed. Within seconds I felt a pair of lips that could only belong to Michelle closing around my still rampant and pretty well aching member. Look, I'd been a naked guy rolling around on the floor fighting with two very shapely and naked eighteen-year-old young women. By that time I had a bad case of what I think the Americans call blue balls.
Now I've heard of two guys double-teaming a woman, but those two girls double-teamed me that night. One ground herself into my face, whilst the other bounced up and down, impaled on my cock. I would have loved to have a videotape of that night and the following three. On the last night before Beverley was due back, the girls visited me one at a time, staying for an hour or so each. I do believe the plan was for each of them to visit me once, but Michelle came back in three times and Patricia twice before I'd reached complete burn out point. Patsy did wake me early in the morning with a blowjob though, to even the score.
End of Chapter 3
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*
For the first three days after Beverley returned from her visit to her sister, I didn't think she suspected a thing. She didn't say anything or act any differently towards me than she had done previously.
It was on the Monday night following her trip to Norwich that Beverley let me know that she knew about all what I'd done to, or rather with, her girls.
The first inkling that I got that she knew, although I didn't recognise it as such at the time, because, well, you'll understand after you read on. But I did fear exactly what was going on at the time for obvious reasons. My confusion was caused by what the girls had said about Bev intending to join me in bed, and it kind of clouded the issue.
Anyway I was in the shower that night and I heard the door to the kitchen open; then I felt the cold draught come around the shower curtain, that announced that I had company. I assumed that it was Millie; but a Millie who - unlike was her habit - didn't climb straight into the shower with me.
When I pulled the curtain back to see why Millie hadn't joined me in the shower, the sight of a very naked Beverley standing there smiling back at me, greeted me.
"I thought it was about time you made it a full house, Mack!" Beverley said, with that smile on her face getting bigger as she looked over my naked form.
I was most likely smiling back at the sight that I was beholding, as well. I don't think I picked up on the "full house" comment. Well, not consciously anyway; I was too busy marvelling at the thought that the forty-something-year-old Beverley had retained her figure so well.
Look, just because a woman looks good with all those undergarments they wear keeping things roughly where they should be, doesn't mean things are going to remain that way when she's naked.
Anyway remember, this was the woman who warned me off touching her girls. Several times she'd mentioned castration that I could recall, and Beverley - although a fair looking woman for her age, who had as I could plainly see maintained her figure far better than most - was one tough cookie. Believe me, a threat from Beverley wasn't to be taken lightly. But I think the lecherous side of my mind was doing all the real thinking that night.
I didn't move though. I really do believe that in the back on my mind somewhere, I expected Beverley to produce a knife any minute and complete the task she had threatened in the past. Although, being stark naked there really weren't many places she could hide one. I must have just stood there and stared at her with a silly grin on my face. Was it nerves about having laid the twins, or was it the anticipation of enjoying Beverley's undoubted charms. I'm buggered if I have any idea now.
"What's up? Isn't this old body good enough for the young stud?" she asked.
"No, Beverley you've got a wonderful figure. You just took me by surprise, that's all," I blustered, reaching for a towel.
But Bev beat me to it, snatching the towel from the rail and attacking me with it, rubbing me down with vigour. When she considered me dry enough for her needs, she led me by holding on to my by then rampant again member to my bed. I think my little mate must have gone up and down like a bleeding yoyo whilst I'd tried to understand the true reason for Beverley's visit. Once she took me in hand he was ready for just about anything, and definitely raring to go.
Once we got close to the bed, there was no messing around on Bev's behalf. She put her arms around my neck and clamped her lips against mine, her tongue trying to locate my tonsils I think; then she dragged me down on top of her onto the bed.
As with Millie and the girls, although there was plenty of kissing and cuddling involved, it wasn't really any proper love making. We fucked each other silly every which way that you could think of doing it, and maybe a couple more for the next hour or so. I do believe that Beverley knew more positions than Millie and me between us.
After a good couple of hours of strenuous exercise Beverley and I were laying there in each other's arms.
"Did you have them both in bed together, or did you fuck them separately?" she suddenly asked.
"Sorry?" I replied feeling worried again and feigning ignorance of what Beverley was referring to. I figured that was the most diplomatic course to steer at the time.
"Michelle and Patricia, did you fuck them together or separately?" she asked more clearly this time.
I was scratching around in my brain trying to come up with an answer of some description that wouldn't lead to Beverley castrating me with her bare hands.
"Mack, I'm not exactly daft. You realise that with no men in the house, the girls tend to walk around in negligees at night, don't you? Now you turn up here and less than a week later Millie has suddenly decided to do without her pubic hair any more. Then some months later I go away for a few days and when I return I find that both my daughters have decided to go sans pubic hair as well. It doesn't take a bloody rocket scientist to realise that someone very skilled, has been chewing away on their pussies, now does it?"
"And from the racket that Millie makes when you're chewing on hers. Oh, by the way that chimney over there is connected to the fireplace in my bedroom and every sound you make in here carries up the damned thing. And before you ask, yes, I have been getting myself off to the sound of Millie's ecstatic cries ever since you got here. Anyway I had a good idea just how good you were going to be, and I can't blame my girls for wanting to sample some of the pie." Beverley then lent closer to me and kissed me on the nose.
"You don't mind, that they slept with me?" I asked somewhat tentatively.
"Mack, they are both old enough now to get into bed with whoever they wish, and there's sod all that I can do to stop them. If they want a roll in the hay, I think I'd rather it be with you than some snotty little shit that they picked up in that college they go to. Or any of the shit slingers we've got around here; some of them aren't too clever either. At least you are a bit choosey."
She smiled at me again, and we kissed properly.
"Mind I thought you pushed your luck a bit with that married bird - what was her name, Mary, wasn't it?"
"You knew about her?" I said in surprise.
"The chimney, stupid. I can hear every word said in this room if I try. If you didn't have the telly or radio on all the time, you'd probably would have heard me moving about in my room."
"Not very observant, am I?" I replied.
"I've lived here a long time, Mack. That chimney let me hear the last barman I had, and his mate, planning on shagging both my girls when they were too young to know any better. Now they are of an age where they can make their own decisions; they can shag whoever they like, when they like and there's sweet FA that I can do to stop them. I can't watch them every minute of every day, can I? But I intend to get my share of the fun as well. Have you got any objection to that?"
"No, baby, I've had one hell of a time with you tonight," I replied.
I have no idea why I started calling Beverley baby when we were in bed together. Maybe it was because I knew she was conscious of the age gap between us, I'm not sure. But she was the only one that I called my baby. Bev developed the habit of calling me stud in the bedroom as well; I've got no idea why, perhaps she did considered me her private stud.
"Good, that's settled then," Beverley said that after a moments silence and another kiss, "Okay, now if you're happy with things, then all we've got to sort out is how we are going to avoid Millie and me turning up here at the same time; that could prove embarrassing. The girls, well, them you'll have to fit in when you can. As their mother I can't very well go arranging their sexual encounters with you for them, can I? It just wouldn't be right. Here, I'm not saying that you can't shag them though. That's between you and them. But they will have to play second or is it third fiddle?" Beverley said with an unaccustomed giggle.
Then she decided it was time to get down to the business at hand again.
-----------------------------
Before I knew it, Christmas was rushing up on us and that meant the pub bars had to be hung with Christmas streamers, etcetera. Plus I had to discover a way of somehow fitting the nine foot tree that Beverley had purchased, under the less than seven-six foot - at its highest point -- ceiling. That called for a little modification (of the tree) with a saw, much to Beverley's chagrin.
Also hundreds of Christmas cards began to arrive mostly from folks who'd just spent a night or two tied up on the river by the pub. It appeared that they had all enjoyed their brief stay with us, and considered us all as their friends. Some even made kind comments about Marge. I think it was mainly Bev and Millie whom people remembered. Bev, although she looked pretty young for her forty odd years, was referred to as if she was everybody's mother.
And Millie, well who could every forget her. Calling everybody Luvver or Luvvy -- male and females alike - her outspoken use of extremely plain and down to earth language, her almost non-stop repartee of questionable jokes, and suggestive comments. And of course those knockers that nobody either male or female are likely to forget in a hurry and the way she seemed to make fun of them all the time.
There were some cards from young men whom Michelle and Patricia had obviously stolen the hearts of as well. As well as just a few that Beverley suggested were aimed in my direction.
"One 'ere from some woman call Mary, Mack. Says 'er divorce is going through and she hopes to visit next year with her sister and her husband. Looks like you can look forward to having another hot night or two with her next season," Bev announced with a grin over breakfast one morning.
"Don't he get enough hot nights around here?" Michelle quipped.
"Now, Chelle, don't be begrudging our Mack a little fun," Pat quipped back at her.
If there was some pretence that Bev didn't know that the girls were finding plenty of opportunities to join me in bed, I couldn't understand how it would last much longer.
A few days later I was outside when the postman arrived and I took the mail from him. Amongst them were some cards to me from my family -- I recognised the handwriting -- and also two cards, one to Millie in Julia's handwriting, and one to Beverley in my mother's. Neither girl mentioned those Christmas cards to me later.
Then a few days after that, I was nipping down to the Cash and Carry and Beverley asked me to drop some cards off at the post office for her. Having handed them to me she suddenly appeared to change her mind, took them back from me and asked me to wait whilst she went into the kitchen.
Of course I watched as best I could, to see what she was doing and saw that after looking through the stack of cards, she removed one and placed in her handbag; then she came back out into the bar -- almost catching me spying on her - and gave me the rest of the cards.
Millie told me later that the card was addressed to my mother. Yeah, I asked her to spy for me! I took no action of any kind over that card; Beverley had the perfect right to write to whomever she wants to.
All four of my women did bug me to send cards in reply to the ones I'd received though. Out voted by four to one, with the cards and stamps already bought and paid for, I had little choice but to concede. Although one, that I threw in the fire in front of all of them, without opening, didn't get replied too; it was postmarked Bristol.
It appeared that my family, for some reason, had assumed that I would be short of money. Public house employees in the UK by tradition aren't on what you'd call a very good wage scale. So I must suppose that was the logic they were using. In truth, I did very well working for Bev. About the only expense that I ever had was my car, but as I was rarely going out, I hardly ever used it. Whatever the reason, in the Christmas cards from my family that I received, almost all contained cheques of assorted values. None of which I ever cashed or paid into the bank, by the way!
Christmas morning - my first Christmas away from home -- was somewhat different to any I'd had before. Millie had spent most of the night with me, but I assume by pre-arrangement with the twins, left my bed about four A.M. Shortly after she left the twins arrived in my bedroom, from where they left for the kitchen to prepare breakfast for everyone. Oh, via my shower of course.
We didn't open the pub that morning until nearly half twelve. We'd planned twelve o'clock, but it took slightly longer going to church than anticipated. Yeah, Beverley dragged all four of us (kicking and screaming) to church that morning.
I'm going to say that it was an interesting experience. Almost everyone in the nearby village was there. Excepting for old Bert who'd been left standing guard over the pub with half a bottle of whisky to keep him happy. With all five of us in church it would have been too much of a temptation to the less honest folks of the district to leave the pub deserted.
Of course Millie's beau, Philip, was there but he, being a churchwarden or something and also being in the choir, didn't sit with Millie. She sat beside me and spent most of the service pointing out which females our lecher of a Vicar was banging on a regular basis. Jesus, and I thought I had some stamina. Brave bugger as well some of those women had some pretty big and strong looking husbands sitting with them.
I think the funniest part of the whole thing was watching George our local PC Plod's wife, looking daggers at Beverley. Actually once we got outside and all the inane chat and Merry Christmas wishes were being passed around, I think I spotted what her problem really was with Bev. Bev's twins were standing talking with George's daughter and her husband, I'd say they had been at school together and were old friends. The thing I spotted was that when Michelle was holding George's daughter's baby. Well, to the uninitiated, anyone would have assumed it was Michelle's baby, the likeness was that pronounced.
It was the same kind of likeness that I'd noticed between the two girls and Beverley but I realised that Michelle's features that weren't Beverley's had obviously come from George. Whether Millie had noticed them in the past and decided to not mention them to me for some reason, I have no idea, although Millie had suggested George as one possible candidate for being the father of one of the twins.
Presents were given out at the pub whilst we ate our Christmas Dinner. We'd closed the pub again at two so we could sit down and eat as if we were an extended family. Even Old Bert stayed to dinner, but with the quantity of whisky he'd consumed I doubt he remembered much about it. Millie and I had to drive him home later.
All the girls - well, I suppose it was Bev who arranged it - had clubbed together and bought me an expensive watch with several complicated timers and alarms on it. They seemed to think it was a great joke, but it was some days before I realised the significance of those timers.
We had quite a few customers in that night, but most didn't stay late. By the time I got to bed I was pretty well raring to go with Millie. She had been rubbing those Bristols of hers across my back behind the bar all evening, and both Michelle and Patricia had groped my cock behind there as well, when they thought the coast was clear.
Anyway it was a bit of a surprise when all three of them arrived in my room. Carefully I put the board that I'd got one of the boatyard workers to supply me with over the entrance to the fireplace. Yeah, well, everyone's got a right to a bit of privacy now and again, anyway I discovered it made Beverley a damn sight more frustrated when she hadn't been able to get herself off whilst listening to Millie and my antics.
Oh, yeah, I worked out later, that there were other listening voyeurs in the house as well, but I'll tell you about that in a little while.
Anyway after shutting Beverley's listening tube down, Millie let me in on what the girls had planned for the night and it gave me a whole new perspective on the girls' behaviour. It seemed they had decided to give me a very different kind of Christmas present. It was to take the form of a little show or play or so they claimed. After watching them in action, I very much doubted that there was any acting involved.
I was instructed to sit on the sofa in my room and Michelle slid onto my lap to start with, whilst Patricia and Millie started making out together on my bed. They claimed that it was that damned magazine that Millie was supposed to have found again. In there, they claimed -- look, by this time I was taking just about anything these girls told me with a large helping a salt - that there was an article that said that men found watching two women having a lesbian sexual encounter exciting.
Yeah, well, once Pat and Millie got their little show started, I had to agree with that article, if it ever existed. But one thing I was sure of was that it wasn't the first time they'd been together. Michelle, in the meantime, slipped off my lap and was sitting between my legs, "Pretty Woman" style, demonstrating her skills as a fellator.
I couldn't help but notice that although both Millie and Patricia were pretending to be engrossed in what they were doing, they were also engrossed in every move that Michelle made; well, Patricia was, Millie didn't have much chance of seeing anything but Pat's stomach now and again. And very unsurprisingly for me, no sooner had Michelle brought me to my climax than Patricia seemed to reach one as well.
Damn it, Patricia had got off - be it with the help of Millie's ministrations - on watching Michelle giving me a blowjob. Never in my life did I think that I'd run into women as kinky as these ones appeared to be.
Anyway Patricia and my climaxing rapidly led to Michelle and Patricia swapping places. Michelle and Millie, like Patricia and myself, went into a prolonged snogging session for a while. Then Pat went down on me, and Millie started chewing on Michelle's pussy. This time Michelle stared into my eyes, at the same time as she uttered encouragement to Millie, whilst hanging on to Millie's head with both hands and bucking her hips up into her face.
I came to the conclusion that I was being taken advantage of, just as much, and maybe even more, than I had been taking advantage of these very willing sex partners of mine.
I thought that it was obvious - to me at least - that Millie and the twins had been getting it on together for sometime, they were so comfortable with each other and really seemed to enjoy themselves. It could be that having me watch them excited them and increased their enjoyment even more. Who's to say for sure?
And using the same logic, it was quite possible that Millie was also getting it on with Beverley. It could possibly go some way to explaining the nights that the somewhat obsessed with sex Millie hadn't come down to join me and some where she hadn't stayed for nearly all of the night.
Whatever, these realisations, didn't lead me to worry about them. Hey, if the girls were getting it on together, then it was even less likely that they would look outside the pub for sexual partners. That meant there was much less of a chance of any of them picking up anything nasty and passing it on to me. So I let the status quo stand, without making comment.
New Year's Eve was great fun in the pub, and a little crowded. I got the feeling that everybody in the village was there. Even Mrs PC Plod put in an appearance for a while just before midnight. I noted several of the regulars placing themselves in positions, so that Bev and her couldn't see each other though. Quite comical, if you happened to know about the history between George and Beverley.



I think it was one cold wet and windy night sometime in early February that Mike, Julia's husband, turned up at the pub. We hadn't seen a real customer for an hour or so; the twins, Millie and myself were sitting by the fire playing cards. Beverley was upstairs in her lounge watching one of her soaps, I believe.
Anyway the door suddenly opened and in walked a very wet and bedraggled Mike. You know what body language is like; it was obvious to me that Millie had met Mike before. Those ten minutes that Millie took before she spoke to me that day Julia had visited, sprung to mind.
Mike would have had to drive Julia up to the pub (Julia always had had zero sense of direction and could get lost driving to the shop on the corner) and I recalled that there had been two coffee cups on the table that day.
Whilst Mike and I said hello, and I had pulled him a pint, Millie and the girls had quietly disappeared. I wondered whether Millie had been expecting Mike's arrival; I was well aware that she had been in correspondence with my sister from the Christmas card that Julia had sent her.
Mike and I settled by the fire and he explained he was on his way back from Kings Lynn where he'd been working for a few days.
"Just thought I'd drop in and see you whilst I was passing!" Mike explained.
'Passing! Come off it, Mike,' I thought. It was some detour from his route to call in at the pub. But on reflection, it wasn't that far out of the way that I wouldn't consider making the same detour myself to visit a member of the family if I were in his position.
For some time our chat revolved around mundane things, like everyone in the family's health, etc. But then Mike seemed to take a deep breath and changed the subject; for a little while I had no idea where he was heading.
"Mack, that mate of yours, Tony!" Mike said and then as if reminding me of who Tony was. "You know the guy you were always going fishing with."
"Yeah, what about him?" I asked.
"Well, I ran into him and a couple of your other fishing friends over the new year." Mike looked at me as if this statement was meant to mean something significant to me.
"Yeah?" was all that I could think of in reply.
"When we were talking they told Julia and me that you came home early from that last fishing trip you went on with them. Well, they said as the fishing was off on the Saturday you went back home again on the Friday night."
"Yeah, there was a storm brewing and I couldn't see much point in staying down there just to get pissed," I informed him.
"Yeah, well, you didn't go home that night, did you? You went to Lindsey's place and thought that you saw her with another bloke, didn't you?" Mike was speaking with conviction now, as if he knew better than I did what I'd seen.
"There's no thought about it, Mike! I did see Lindsey with another guy. A squaddy on leave, he'd just flown back from Belize."
I thought that this bit of information took Mike by surprise, the fact that I knew some details about the guy and where he'd just returned from. He seemed to think for a few seconds before he continued.
"I'm not sure what you saw or what you think was going on between Lindsey and Jeff, but I know for sure it wasn't what you assumed it was."
"Oh, no? Well, I know what I saw, and I watched them together for nearly two days!" I was getting a little pissed off and my tone of voice possibly informed Mike of the fact.
"Hang on, Mack. Don't go getting out of your pram. Let me tell you what did happen that weekend. You might want to think about some of the decisions you've made, again. I know that at home none of us, even poor Lindsey, had any idea what was going around in your head."
"Listen to what Mike has to say, Mack, and please keep an open mind." Millie had reappeared from the kitchen again and put her oar in; possibly I'd raised my voice again.
"Go on then, tell me what I didn't see when I know what I did see!"
"Jeff is a cousin of Lindsey's. Did you know that?" Mike said as if that was going to explain everything.
"No, I didn't. So he's her cousin, so what?"
"Well, he's a jungle training expert or something and he'd been stationed out in Belize for a while."
"I think I'd worked that one out for myself, Mike!"
"Yeah, well, I don't know what details you do or don't know, Mack. But let me explain what happened that weekend. If you'd spoken to Lindsey at the time she probably would have explained it to you all herself. None of us had any idea that you were in town that weekend so neither Lindsey nor Julia and I had any idea why you'd got out of your pram. You know Jeff's stuff was still at Lindsey's place when Julia and I went around to see her."
Mike stopped speaking again, possibly waiting for me to bite, but I remained silent.
"Anyway Jeff's wife was expecting a baby and as he was out of the country, they thought it would be better for Rachael to have the baby down in Bath where her mother could look after her. But when Rachael was changing trains in town, apparently her bloody waters broke a month early. So she was rushed into one of the big teaching hospitals."
"St Leonard's!" I said.
"Yeah I suppose so. How do you know? Oh, yeah, you were watching, weren't you? Anyway the hospital got in touch with Jeff's unit and Rachael's mother, who in turn called Lindsey as she lived in town. There were complications with the premature birth, so Jeff was rushed back home. He met Lindsey at the hospital and well, we guess that you saw them together when Lindsey took Jeff back to her flat so that he could wash and change. Jeff had come straight of off an exercise and jumped on a plane.
Lindsey told us that they spent the whole weekend either at the hospital with Rachael or on the Saturday night when Rachael and the baby had been declared safe and out of danger, wetting the baby's head with Jeff's brother and sister, and Rachael's sister and her husband."
"We figured that you saw a crowd of people having a real old fashioned party and didn't understand that it was all very innocent. Poor old Lindsey didn't put two and two together because she said that you two had had a few words - well, she said that you had a real ding-dong about you going fishing for the weekend and leaving her alone, on the Thursday evening. None of us realised that when you couldn't go out fishing, you'd come back to be with Lindsey and saw her with Jeff. Is that about right?" Mike asked.
"Near enough to how things went that weekend, yeah," I replied.
"Well, there it is. It was all a big misunderstanding on your part. Look, I know Lindsey's willing to give things another try. Why don't you give her a call and speak to her?"
"I don't think so, Mike. That isn't all there was to it, you know."
"I don't understand. I thought I'd just explained to you what happened that weekend. It's obvious that it was all a big misunderstanding."
What Mike didn't know, and I for some reason - bloody mindedness I suppose - had no intention of telling him was that I'd found Lindsey's birth control pills that Friday evening. So I knew that she'd been having sex with someone, even if it wasn't Jeffrey O'Toole.
"No, something made me lose all trust in Lindsey that weekend and if she thinks about it, she must know what it is. I have no intention of being her fool again anytime in the future, Mike. And you can tell Julia that as well."
"But, Mack..." Millie said obviously intending to join in the argument.
"Leave it out, girl!" I said to her. "This is none of your business. I don't tell you how to run your life, so don't go trying to tell me how to run mine!"
Millie must have decided that her best move was to do as I requested, because she asked Mike if he wanted anything to eat after that. I assume it was her way of changing the subject.
Mike took the hint from Millie and for the next hour or so whilst he ate the steak Millie cooked for him, what conversation there was returned to mundane things. Mike left about eleven without mentioning Lindsey again.
I spent that night alone in my bed. Whether Millie was annoyed with the way I had spoken to her, or she decided to leave me with my thoughts, I don't know. Whatever the following morning everyone behaved as if Mike had never stopped by, and his visit wasn't mentioned to me again. I can't be sure it wasn't discussed amongst the girls though.
So the weeks rolled by, but before we prepared for another summer season at the pub, my twentieth birthday came along. It was just before Easter and the girls organised a bit of a party for me. Julia, Mike and one of my brothers turned up bearing gifts from the family. I tried to act as if a great void hadn't opened between us, but that "little pervert!" chide kept rising to the fore of my mind.
To be truthful, if they had any idea of what I was getting up to with the four women in that public house, they probably would have called me a pervert again. But that's really irrelevant, isn't it. That insult had hurt when I needed understanding and support. They had all appeared to take Lindsey's side, the moment they discovered that we or rather I had a problem with our relationship.
-----------------------------------------
After my birthday party Julia had taken to calling me on the telephone most Sunday mornings. I must assume that someone in the pub had told her that it was a good time to catch me whilst we had our breakfast. I couldn't use the excuse that I was busy in the cellar or anything to cut the call short.
Once the summer boating season got underway we got very busy in the pub again. The twins finished their studies, Patricia taking a full time job in an office in a nearby town and Michelle working full time in the pub with Bev, Millie and myself.
After a few calls Julia dropped the bit of gossip that Lindsey had moved back to town, into the same flat, as she still held the lease and she had managed to get her old job back. I told Julia that the information was of no interest to me whatsoever.
"You bloody fool, you're going to lose the best thing that ever happened to you in your life, if you're not careful," Julia chided me.
"Julia, what you think is the best thing that happened in my life and what I think is the best thing that's happened in my life are two entirely different things," I replied, looking around and smiling at the four women sat at the table with me. They all smiled back at my compliment, although they had no idea what Julia had said to me
It wasn't very long after Pat started her job that she developed a boyfriend from her office. I had been getting together with both girls quite often up until that time. Um... well, let's put this in its proper perspective; both of the twins had been joining me in my room when they thought they could get away with it. But after Patricia found her boyfriend, she didn't visit me again. Although there were occasions when she'd snuggle up against me behind the bar and tell me she was missing my company.
"Damn it, Mack, John could do with some lessons from you on how to make a girl feel good," she'd whisper in my ear.
"I've been missing you as well, girl," I'd tell her.
But being truthful, I do believe it was only the slight damage to my ego that losing one of my harem had caused me that I was worried about. Don't get me wrong; I was very attached to all four women, but I was not in love with any of them. Our relationship was one of convenient partners to enjoy sex with, and that's all really.
Patricia although she had a full time job outside of the pub still helped out there most evenings and weekends when we were busy, that is when she wasn't out with John. Although he seemed quite happy to sit up at the bar and get in everyone's way most of the time.
"Damn it, Mack, I warned you, Lindsey's got some guy chasing after her and I think she's going to go out with him," Julia said on one her now regular calls.
"Good luck to the bugger, Julia. I hope he has better luck than I did."
"What's that meant to mean? You hope he gets into her pants?"
"It could, or it could mean something completely different."
"I can't understand you, Mack, do you realise that. You know that girl's nuts about you."
"Yeah and Prince Charles was nuts about Diana."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Dunno, Julia, I think they call it a metaphor or something."
"You're insane, Mack, you're going to lose her, you know!"
"Bye, Julia! Thanks for calling."
------------------------------------
Tasha, a German or maybe an Austrian girl -- I'm not sure which really - who'd married one of the guys from the village, helped out in the kitchen that second year, instead of the ever grumpy Marge.
Tasha was a little on the heavy side, but had a pair of Bristols on her that probably matched Millie's in dimensions. Only Millie's small frame accentuated the size of her boobs and made them look ginormous, as I've said before.
Would I? Yeah, I probably would of, if Tasha hadn't been married, that is. She even hinted a couple of times that she was available if I was interested. But I had no intention of upsetting the apple cart by banging her though. That honour fell to one of the other local guys from the village and her hubby found out about it, so Tasha was to be on her way back to Germany - or Austria - soon after the following Christmas anyway.
----------------------------
"We met him last night. Lindsey came round with a birthday present for the baby and he drove her."
"So?"
"Well, he's very nice, taller and older than you though. Look, Mack, you're running out of time. At the moment it's all very platonic but he would like to get serious with Lindsey, it's obvious."
"Time ran out over a year ago, Julia. Why can't you let it rest?" But Julia wasn't listening to anything that I said.
"Look, Mack, he works at Lindsey's office. I get the feeling he's fancied her for some time and was possibly instrumental in her getting her job back. At the moment it's reasonably safe because he's waiting for his divorce to come through," Julia babbled on.
Suddenly it all fell into place in my mind. So that was what it was all about, I was Lindsey's cover. She'd been fucking this guy from the office who was married and little old me was the smoke screen. No wonder she was always dragging me off to have drinks with the girls and go to those damned parties they held. I can just imagine how the gossip went around the office. "What? Lindsey having an affair with a married man? Don't be silly! She's madly in love with Mack. You've seen how she's all over him all the time."
"Julia, I really don't give two monkeys who Lindsey goes out with, or who she shags anymore. Now thanks for calling, I've got to go. Goodbye."
I do believe as we built up to that summer the pub was busier than the year before. But it might have been because we didn't have Patricia around full time after the college year ended and old Bert was showing signs of his age. When the old bugger did turn up -- which was most days really -- Beverley or I took to driving him home again in the evening. Or we'd con one of the regulars into doing it.
Julia's now regular weekly phone calls were becoming a bit of a pain in the arse for me. Yeah, I didn't mind hearing about the family and what had been going on, but she kept on dropping in little bits of information about Lindsey and Conway, this new bloke of hers.
You know I really thought that my sister was falling for the slimy git as well, the way she went on about him so much. As if I would be interested in the bastard anyway.
I'd pretty well worked it out that all of the family were still in regular contact with Lindsey and that she was probably visiting with my parents and siblings on a regular basis. But then Julia really dropped the bombshell on me.
"My god, Mack, you'd never believe it, but we discovered last night that Conway and Brian (my eldest brother) know each other. They were best friends and classmates back at Brunel (read Brunel University just outside London)."
I probably answered something like, "That is of no interest to me, Julia." But over the next few weeks, I was to learn that Conway was becoming an integral part of my family whether I liked the idea or not. I did voice my concern that my ex-girlfriend's new man appeared to be replacing me in my family and possibly their affections.
"Don't talk silly, Mack. Yes, we see Conway when he's with Lindsey. But he's Brian's old uni friend and they've hooked up together again. Conway takes his children round to play with Brian's two when he has them at weekends. You know, keeping close ties with his children is quite a problem for poor Conway. His wife is being a real bitch about their divorce," Julia ranted on at me.
Did you catch that bit, "Poor bleeding Conway!"
'Bloody hell what a con artist that Conway fucker must be?' was the thought that passed through my mind.
Yeah and I could see it all, from the distance that I was looking at events. It became very clear to me what was going on and the true sequence of events.
If Conway was at Brunel University with Brian, that would put him at least in his thirties and make him, over ten years older than Lindsey at least. Well, ten years at minimum I'd say.
The whole damn scenario wrote itself out in my mind. The reader must understand though that this is all supposition, the likely scenario of events as I assumed it had happened, drawn from the circumstantial evidence that I had available at the time. This scenario had been slowly growing and changing in my mind ever since I'd first discovered those bloody birth control pills of Lindsey's in her flat that night.
Lindsey finishes her education and by chance of circumstance was offered a damned good job in town through the kind auspices of one of her college lecturers, whose brother was one of the managers at the company. The lecturer spotted Lindsey's talent and informed his brother about her.
This lecher Conway spots the pretty new eighteen-year-old employee probably as soon as she starts working for the firm. He seduces her and they start an ongoing passionate affair. But Conway is married, so they need to be careful and require some kind of cover to cloud the issue concerning their affair.
Consequently Lindsey goes hunting for a prize mug to pretend to be in love with, and picks up muggin's here; then she cons me into thinking that she is crazy about me. I, like a complete dumb arse, fall head over heels in love with the bitch
But Lindsey for all her protestations of love for me, won't let me bed her! Even heavy petting is a bloody no no most of the time. She fobs me off with the old, "I want to wait until we are married, it'll make it so special," line and, like the bloody clown that I am, I bought the tale hook line and bleeding sinker, for a long time. No, the honour of bedding Lindsey fell to only Conway! Shit, I must have been a prize fucking idiot not to see what was going on under my nose sooner than I did.
Everything goes along very nicely for the two lovers until I figure out that something ain't quite kosher and drop out of the picture.
For some reason - I don't know maybe, Lindsey had got a little more attached to me than she had intended to - she threw a wobbly; of course there was the chance that was an act as well, intended to keep everyone off the scent. I should imagine Conway must have consoled her a little too much, maybe a little too often or a little too closely, and Mrs Conway starts putting two and two together on her own account, much in the manner that I did.
Yeah, I should imagine that Mrs Conway was going to be somewhat pissed when she discovered that her loving husband had been making whoopee with a woman over ten years her junior, for god knows how long, wasn't she?
So she's bound to get a little on the awkward side about Conway taking the children out. Especially if they are going to be in Lindsey's company. Must be really hard for a woman to see the man she loves -- or did love - trying to wheedle his new woman into her children's affections. Who'd blame her for being a pain where access to the children is concerned? I know that I wouldn't.



But then I realised and what really topped the cake off - from my point of view - was that Lindsey and that fucking creep are playing my whole family for bloody fools as well, by pretending that they are only just getting involved with each other. Jesus, the more it went around in my head the more pissed off I got.
I quietly worked myself up into quite a frenzy about cheating partners. I can't quite figure why I never took it out on Millie though; after all if you think about it, Millie was cheating on Philip. It could be in my twisted and confused mind, I looked on Philip as depriving Mille of something he owed her. I'm damned sure that's how she saw the situation.
True to her word, Mary did turn up again in the early summer, sans husband this time. And I'm afraid Mary was to take the brunt of my anger, although even that backfired on me.
She was on a large motor cruiser with her sister, brother-in-law and four children as she said she would be in her Christmas card. They invited me aboard that first night, as I had the evening off. And Mary came back to my room later.
Mary had come to get fucked, so that's what she got. Maybe more that she was expecting really. I'd never sampled anal sex. I was angry so I figured Mary was the perfect woman to try it out with. She appeared reluctant to start with, but in the end she allowed me to have my way, providing that I promised to be gentle. I didn't have much choice really; I had no experience with anal sex and no idea how to set about it. It must have taken half an hour before we realised that she needed to be prepared first. By then Mary seemed to have gotten right into the idea, or experiment, and she did most of the preparations.
The lubricant we used was some stuff that Millie had got, for when I titty fucked her. Millie seemed to get a real kick out of me doing that and often asked that we do it. She used to like to lie on her back holding those enormous globes together whilst I sat astride her and did the business. Millie would hold her mouth open and challenge me to shoot my sperm straight in there. The whole operation she euphemised as target practice.
Anyway back to Mary. At first I thought she didn't enjoy the experience. To be honest all that pissing about beforehand getting her ready kind of took the edge off the experience for me. That and the fact that a shower was required to clean up afterwards; so I wasn't so sure that it was worth all the bother really.
"Alright I suppose, it hurt a little at first and was nothing to write home about," Mary said when I asked her how she felt about it afterwards.
It was with some surprise that I received the request from Mary the following evening that we do it again. I'm quite sure that she was really getting into it by then, but I still couldn't see that all the agro was worth it. We did it both nights the following week when she passed through again. Personally I thought a really good deep throat blowjob like Millie and Beverley could give was a much better experience.
I didn't request that any of other the other girls try anal sex. It didn't seem worth all the hassle to me. But I was pretty sure Millie dropped some hints that could have led to anal sex on a couple of occasions after that first time that I did it with Mary
I think it must have been a week or two after Mary had gone home that I made my discovery about the other voyeurs in the pub, and possibly why Millie had hinted about trying anal sex. We were just finishing breakfast one morning when Millie picked up the step stool from the kitchen and a replacement light bulb from the cupboard.
"What are you doing with the stool, Millie?" Beverley asked her.
"The bulb blew in my room last night," Millie replied, heading for the door.
"No, hold on!" Bev said then turned to me. "Mack, you'd better go change that bulb for her. She can hardly reach the light even when she's on that damned stool. Can't have her falling and hurting herself at this time of year."
"I'd only bounce on these things anyway." Millie commented in her usual ribald fashion, but still handing me the stool and replacement bulb.
It was as I was climbing down off of the stool that I noticed the three wineglasses in the fireplace and an empty bottle in the bin near by. There were also three cushions on the floor by the fireplace.
Okay, you can imagine the tableau of three people sitting in front of the fire sharing a bottle of wine and having a quiet chat. Like fuck! In this case that scenario definitely didn't hold water. The pub had oil-fired central heating; the only two fires that were ever lit were the two in the big bar and that was only for effect, on cold winter nights. So I was thinking to myself why would Millie and the twins be sat by the draughty fireplace in her room.
And then it struck me. The fireplace was in the corner of the room, one wall of that corner was a party wall with Beverley's room next door and the fireplace in Beverley's room was also in that same corner. So the obvious conclusion was, that the fireplace in Millie's room shared the same chimney as Beverley's and the fireplace in my room down below.
Now Beverley and I had been doing our thing in my room most of the night and it was clearly apparent to me that Millie and the twins had sat by the fireplace, drinking wine and listening to our antics. Probably before they had themselves a little private orgy of their own.
Was I annoyed? I suppose I might have been, if I hadn't had the memory of watching those girls get it on together at Christmas. That had had a surprising effect on me and I very much suspected that Beverley was going to reap the rewards of my discovery, the next time we got together. Because I'd have the extra kick of thinking about what the girls were doing upstairs in Millie's room. More about the chimney later, and I could have kicked myself for not thinking about it before.
End of Chapter 4
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"Look, Mack, I thought I'd better warn you as soon as I heard. Brian and Conway are planning on taking the children on a couple of weeks' holiday on the Broads. You can't complain; it's your fault they are going up there anyway. They never would have thought of it if you weren't working in that boating pub," Julia informed me one Sunday morning.
'Oh, yeah, how come it's my fault?' I asked myself when the call was over.
------------------------
Patricia or really her fella John gave us all a nasty shock in early June. The silly little sod smashed his car up with both of them in it. Luckily they weren't too badly hurt and were only hospitalised for a couple or three days. But it really frightened Beverley. It wasn't often that Bev spent three nights on the trot in my bed, and that without any sex between us. She just wanted to lie there in bed and cuddle. Which I was happy to do for her!
Okay, Millie gave me enthusiastic blowjobs in the cellar everyday and I managed to fit in a quick one with Michelle or Millie sometime during the afternoon, whilst Bev and the other of them visited Patricia in hospital. What you'd call a short sharp shot, because we were busy and we only had Tasha to watch the shop whilst we were at it. Actually those quickies became a bit of a habit after that. I even shagged Bev over the kitchen table a couple of times. I'm not sure, I think the girls got off on the idea that we could be walked in on.
-------------------------
"Mike's decided he'd like to go as well, so we are going to hire two boats, cruisers Mike calls them. Should we wear life jackets, Mack? What about the baby? Do they do life jackets for babies?" was the news I was greeted with in another of Julia's weekly calls, just after Patricia came out of hospital, I do believe.
"You'll have to speak to the boat hire people, Julia; I have nothing to do with hiring boats. Some people, children mostly, wear life jackets. The water isn't all that deep really; I think those who do wear them are people who can't swim," I replied.
I wanted nothing to do with their bloody boating holiday if Conway was involved. But my sister had asked a civil question and I'd answered her.
I'm human so I did wonder - but didn't ask - whether Lindsey was planning on joining her so called 'new man' on this holiday. I could just imagine the bitch turning up with him at the pub, to rub my nose in it. I voiced my thoughts to the girls. Beverley, Patricia and Michelle made comments in a similar vein. Millie remained strangely silent on the issue.
--------------------------
As the summer was building to its crescendo (i.e. high season when all the schools are closed), word came from the villagers first that Philip's grandmother had a stroke. That news put Millie in a really good mood for a few days, until she saw Philip and he told her that it didn't look like it was going to be terminal. However, in those few days Millie did her best to kill me every night.
Because - as she put -- "Once Phil and I get married I'm going to miss this dick of yours. You realise that once Phil starts fucking me you ain't getting no more from me, don't you? Anyway I'd better make the most of you whilst I can."
The news that Philip's gran wasn't about to pop her clogs meant Millie needed consoling in the same way as Beverley had when Patricia had her accident. Only Millie's idea on being consoled was to have her snatch chewed on for most of the night. 'Jesus, Millie,' I thought, 'if Phil isn't a quick learner, you are going to be in for a disappointing married sex life.'
"We'll all be stopping by for a couple of nights in August. I hope you're not going to be funny about Lindsey being with us, Mack, and throw a tantrum or anything," Julia informed me.
"Damn it, Julia, I think that's damned inconsiderate of you all. You know my feelings about Lindsey. Why the hell do you have to stop here at all? There's plenty of other pub moorings you could use."
"Mack, Brian and I want to see our brother. Brian and his family haven't seen you since before you left home. You might have a problem with Lindsey and Conway being there, but that's your fault for not coming home to see the family, isn't it? Anyway, I'm sure Conway will stay out of your way, but I think Lindsey would like to talk to you to clear the air."
"Well, I don't need the air cleared, Julia. I think I've got a better idea of what's been going on than you, Brian, Mike or mum and dad will ever know. When are Lindsey and the arsehole getting married anyway?"
'Shit, damn, blast!' I thought to myself. I really hadn't intended to ask that. I was sure in my own mind that they would get hitched. I just wondered how long they were going to keep the bloody pretence up.
"Don't call Conway names, Mack! He's done nothing to you. He's a nice guy and he's treating Lindsey a damned sight more pleasantly that you ever did. If you must know they aren't even dating officially. I think Conway takes Lindsey to lunch from work quite often and it's obvious that he's got a thing for her. He runs her around in his car and takes her over to Brian's place when he takes his children there. Lindsey is coming along as Conway's guest to help look after his children. They seem to like her."
"You've seen them together then?" 'What the hell did I ask that for?' I was thinking the moment the words were out of my mouth.
"Of course, Brian's had a little pool put in and in this hot weather, Mike and I have been going over there on the weekend with the children as well. That's when they all planned this boating holiday idea. But I'm a little worried about the children and all that water."
'Little pool,' I thought. 'That doesn't sound like my brother, Brian. Olympic size pool is more his cup of tea.' But then that modern house of his only has a tiny garden.
"Don't worry about the water, Julia. You have to be careful and use some common sense naturally. But we don't have that many serious accidents with children. It's more the drunk adults making their way back to the boats in the dark and tripping over mooring lines," I placated her.
I don't know why, but Julia worrying about the children and the water took the edge off the anger I'd felt a few moments before. I completely put Lindsey, and her lover coming by, to the back of my mind.
-------------------------
The August Bank holiday was on us almost before I realised. Luckily for just about everyone concerned, my family party didn't turn up over the holiday weekend itself. I think I might have told Julia that I would be too busy to even speak to them during the three days.
It was the Wednesday when Patricia had been down by the river hunting for abandoned glasses with John. Both of them had taken a week's holiday from work to help out, and John was proving to be a nice guy, now he'd tamed down his driving a little. Patricia came into the bar and told me that she thought that it was Mike and Julia who were tying up a medium size craft to the bank.
I looked out of the window to see a gigantic cruiser, probably one of the biggest available for hire on the Broads, manoeuvring to moor behind Mike and Julia's boat. That had to be Brian; he always had to have the biggest and best of everything. On the foredeck - with a rope that he was trying to throw to Mike - I could see a tall slim man who I took to be Conway. I consoled myself in the fact that he had no idea how to throw a rope and it landed short, in the water several times.
Eventually after that great cruiser had virtually rammed the bank and the clown had been able to hand Mike the rope they got the thing moored. Although I'll point out that Stephanie (Brian's wife) made a far better job of throwing the stern line to Julia.
Four children of around eight or ten were then allowed to climb off of the big cruiser and were ushered through the pub's safety fence. During the school holidays, we put up a safety fence to separate the pub's garden from the river. It didn't look very nice, that's why we only used it when the children were off school. But it let the parents of the little ones relax more than they would be able to if they had to watch the children and the river all the time.
Two of the children were Brian's. I recognised them straight away. They went to run up toward the pub, but Stephanie called them back. Julia and Mike had gotten their two little ones from their cruiser and then they joined the children behind the safety fence where they staked claim to a couple of the picnic benches.
"Are you going down to speak to them?" Michelle, I think, asked.
"No, not whilst the arsehole's with them. They can find me when they want to."
"Where's Lindsey?" one of the girls asked; I don't know which one now, since I wasn't listening properly.
"Still on the big cruiser I should imagine," I believe I replied. I was not really concentrating on what I was saying or on what was being said to me.
Brian, Mike, him, Julia and Stephanie fell into conversation, probably about what drinks everyone wanted. Then Brian and Mike started walking towards the pub. Conway went to follow and Julia said something to him. He faltered, looked back at Julia who had stood up again after taking a seat on the bench. They exchanged a few words, then Conway turned back towards the pub.
For a few moments I thought a confrontation of some kind was in the offing, but suddenly I saw Beverley and Millie walking out to meet Brian and Mike from the other garden door. They fell into conversation and I assume the girls took Brian's order. It would be Brian who was buying the first round, that was just Brian.
When Conway joined them I could see him looking in the pub's direction as they gave their order to Beverley. Then after lots of smiles and head gestures the three men began to walk back to the tables that Stephanie and Julia were laying claim to. Conway seemed to falter again looking back at the pub before he followed the others, looking back several times before they got to the tables.
"Arsehole!" Millie said, when she came behind the bar to pull the drinks that Brian had ordered.
"Who?" I asked, not being sure that Millie wasn't referring to Brian, who can come over as all high and mighty sometimes, if you don't know him. He's top dog at the company where he works and tends to forget that he's not talking to his subordinates sometimes.
"That streak of shit that Lindsey's got herself hooked up with," Millie ranted. "He made disparaging remarks about my tits."
Now this was a great surprise. Just about every customer makes some comment about Millie's assets at some time. Well, no one could fail to notice them if you know what I mean. But Millie was always the first to make a joke about them. "Hey, look, Luvver, better men than you have suffocated in here," being her usual putdown.
"Why? What did he say?" I found myself asking.
"He said, 'I see what the great attraction here is for lover boy. Got a weakness for big tits, has he, the little pervert!' The shit said it, after the others had moved away, so I don't think they 'eard him," Millie explained.
"Heard what?" Beverley, who had been at the other end of the bar, asked.
Millie explained and in an instant Beverley was disappearing out into the garden. I'd seen that look before, and I knew that trouble was in store.
"Christ, I hope she doesn't tell them all to move on. When mum gets pissed she just unties their boats and tells them to get gone!" Michelle said, "I'd better go down and try to calm her down a bit. You do want to see your family, don't you, Mack?"
"Yeah, but I could do without seeing that tosser and Lindsey though."
I don't think Michelle heard me. She was almost running, trying to catch up with Beverley. Mille went to take someone else's order and I watched through the window as Beverley went straight up to Conway, who by her body language alone I could tell got a real dressing down. I'm damn sure that the guy, who had stood up as Beverley approached, actually shrank before my eyes.
But suddenly I found my attention was taken elsewhere. Lindsey had appeared on the deck of the big cabin cruiser that was behind them. I could see that she could hear what Bev was saying as she climbed down off of the boat. Lindsey looked at Beverley chastising her man and just stood with her mouth wide open. God knows what Beverley said to him but whatever it was it made them all take notice. Then Bev turned and came back to the pub.
"I'm not having that from anyone," she announced as she came back into the bar. "If it wasn't for the fact that he's with your family, Mack, I'd have told them all to move on. As it is, I've told them that he's not allowed in my pub under any circumstances. If they decide to move on, then I'm sorry."
I looked at Beverley, as much confused about her reaction as I had been about Millie's. Jesus, there was all kinds of innuendo flying around in that pub all the time, what with me being the only man living there. Beverley must have seen the confusion in my face.
"There's fun and there's insults, Mack! That long streak of nothing wasn't joking with Millie; he was insulting both of you. You're my staff and my family whilst you're here. I'll not stand for that sort of thing and that's the end of it," Beverley said, then switched back to friendly mother mode and continued pulling pints.
Sometime later Julia, Brian and Stephanie came into the bar to talk to me. I was quite busy, actually trying to look busier than I really was. But I stopped to sit and talk for a while.
"What was all that about?" Julia asked, "Bev went ape-shit at Conway when we arrived."
"I do believe he threw an insult in Millie's direction. You'll have to ask him what he said," I replied.
"He says he doesn't know, that it was probably you trying to chase him away," Julia informed me.
"Well, I had nothing to do with it. After Bev and Millie took your order Brian, apparently Conway said something to Millie. It's not very often that Millie gets upset, but when she came back in here she was really throwing her toys out of the pram. I think Conway was lucky she never had any beer in her hand when he said it. I've only seen Millie get annoyed like that with a couple of blokes, both of them got a beer shower and one took an unexpected bath as well."
"Feisty little one, is she?" Brian asked.
"Tough as shit as well, Brian. That girl can swing a full beer barrel around like it doesn't weigh a thing."
After that, besides Brian telling me that Conway had been barred from entering the pub itself, the conversation turned to family matters. Brian and Stephanie's two children came in the bar to say hello to me and have a cuddle. I handed out soft drinks and packets of crisps to them and then added a second helping because Conway's two children had followed them and had very tentatively sneaked in the bar as well. Don't hold the sins of the father against the children and all that, is my motto.
Tasha came over and told Julia, Brian and Stephanie that their meals were nearly ready, so the three of them went back down to their tables in the garden, taking the children with them. All four children were to return at regular intervals for their free crisps and squashes later during the day. Can I help it if I'm a softy at heart? Actually I think that all four children had joined my fan club.
"Strange thing that kid said!" Old Bert said to me at the bar a little after they had gone the first time.
"Yeah, what was that Bert?" I asked, not really listening to what he was saying.
"One of those kids, the boy, asked the girl if you were Lynn's boyfriend," Bert said.
"Naw, you got it wrong, Bert. He obviously asked her if I was Lindsey's ex-boyfriend, which I was at one time."
"No, lad that ain't what the boy said! I know, I 'eard him! I might be old, but I ain't deaf, lad. He asked the girl if you were the bloke who - and 'e definitely said Lynn - was going to marry. The girl told 'im that you was! But then the boy asked why they had never seen you with this Lynn and the girl says that she don't understand grown-ups either, and that she couldn't figure out why their dad wasn't living at home with their mother and them."
"Ah, the kids probably got it all arse about face, Bert. You know what kids are like," I said to him.
"Dunna 'bout that, Lad. That girl sounded pretty adamant to me."
"Okay, Bert have it your way, but I think either you or she got it very wrong."
Bert and I had a little laugh and then I think we both forgot about the incident, for the moment anyway.
----------------------------
During the afternoon Brian came in the bar and asked where the nearest shop or supermarket was. I told him the village shop was about a mile and a half by road or three quarters of a mile along the river, but the nearest big supermarket was eight miles the other way once you reached the main road. He indicated that he really needed a big supermarket; I think they must have been moored near the village shop the evening before.
I threw him my car keys and he said thanks before asking for directions. A little later John, Patricia's fella, told me he'd seen Brian, Conway, Julia and Mike driving off in my car. I expressed surprise that Mike and Julia hadn't had their children with them, only to be informed by Michelle that Lindsey was on their boat probably baby sitting. It didn't strike me at the time that my familly's party were being closely watched by all of my new family. They must have been because I got reports every so often on every move they made.
"Be a good time to nip down and visit, Mack," Beverley said, "whilst it's a little quiet, he isn't there and Lindsey's tied up with the babies."
It wasn't really quiet as far as customers were concerned, but we had enough staff on, to handle things. Beverley was suggesting that I spend some time with Stephanie and Julia in the garden, kind of not make it look like I was neglecting or avoiding them.
So I filled some glasses. I knew what both women's tipple was; for shows sake I even took a drink along for Lindsey, only I hoped she wasn't going to come off the boat and join us and, of course, more squash and crisps for the children. Then I went down to sit and talk to the girls for a while.
Julia greeted me with a hug once I'd put the tray down. Stephanie, spotting the cocktail umbrella in Lindsey's drink, took it over to Julia's boat.
"Lindsey said to thank you; she's changing the little one and Sam's asleep so she can't come over," Stephanie said on her return.
I think both girls could see the relief in my face but they didn't make comment. Actually I wondered if the story was really true. That's something I will never know.
I was still sitting talking to the girls when Brian and the rest of them came back. Brian thanked me for the use of my car and I noted that Conway made a beeline for Julia and Mike's boat, after giving his two children what I can only call a dirty look. They and Brian's two were sitting on the grass flanking me. I do believe this new uncle Mack could do no wrong in their eyes.
Later that evening Julia, Mike, Brian and Stephanie came into the bar and stayed in there all evening. Lindsey and Conway must have been assigned baby and child sitting duties on one of the boats. Although Mike and Brian took drinks down to them at regular intervals, Brian commented that he was pleased he'd ordered a boat with a television on it, or the children would have been having withdrawal symptoms by then and driving every one bonkers. I gathered from the conversation that's why the party was split over two boats, so that the childrens' TV wouldn't wake the babies.
"And the accommodation problem!" Julia suddenly added quite forcefully.
I couldn't understand that statement from her, because those big cruisers could accommodate 14 adults quite comfortably, providing everyone was reasonably friendly. Jesus, we'd seen more than that crowded onto some of them.



I spent some of the evening chatting with them and some working. Later on we had a darts match. Locals, against my family members, which was quite fun. I have no idea who won because there was some very questionable scoring going on. For those who are unaware there is a standard dartboard and what I think is referred to, as a London board. Scoring apparently is different for the two boards. Both sides were scoring as if they were playing on the boards they normally played on. Whatever, there was a lot of fun for everyone involved.
Millie slept with me that night and for some inexplicable reason, the sex between us was a little restrained, by Millie's normal standards.
Thursday morning quite early Michelle and I were performing the usual glass search. We had the assistance of four enthusiastic helpers. The children must have searched the riverbank and the shallower parts of its bed for a hundred or so yards either side of the pub and turned up some glasses that had obviously been abandoned many years ago. Some Beverley decided to scrap rather than try to recover for use. She gave all four children a reward for their efforts though.
The children also very cheekily, and without asking permission, joined Millie and me in the cellar to watch the ritual cleaning of the pipes. In doing so they prevented Millie from cleaning my pipe as was her habit. I don't think the children had any idea what Millie and I found so funny - well, I hope they didn't! You know by now what Millie's mouth was like, and she was throwing some ribald innuendo about.
Around ten Brian came into the pub and told me that they were all going on the smaller craft to visit part of the waterways where his large cruiser couldn't navigate. He asked me if there was some way that we could reserve the mooring, but I told him it wasn't really required as they could double moor the small boat on the larger one when they returned, if necessary. So my family sailed off for the rest of the day on Julia and Mike's hire cruiser.
That evening when they returned the pub was unusually quiet, just one of those things that can happen even in the busiest part of the season. Once again they ensconced themselves in the garden near the river and ordered dinner for everyone from our kitchen.
I suppose it was about seven thirty. I was leaning on the bar with Millie beside me when completely unexpectedly Lindsey walked into the bar from the garden. Beverley, Michelle and Patricia were all sitting on the bar stools; we had been discussing the unexpected shortage of customers, I believe.
Anyway Lindsey walked in the garden door and stopped dead in her tracks. Her eyes met mine and Beverley, Michelle and Pat turned on their stools to look where I was staring to see what had attracted my attention.
Lindsey's eyes held my gaze for a while and then I saw them move first to Millie's famous appendages. Then she looked up into Millie's eyes, then Lindsey's gaze shifted first to Michelle, before passing on to Patricia's and then Beverley. She must have locked eyes with all of the girls.
What can you tell by looking into someone's eyes? I know full well that Lindsey immediately knew that I had bedded all four women. Her eyes met all of theirs again, as she slowly brought them back to stare into mine. For a moment longer she stood there unmoving, before bursting into tears, then turning and running out of the pub.
"Oh, shit!" Beverley exclaimed, breaking the silence, but she didn't enlarge further. I knew that Beverley had had the same realisation that I had.
A little later Julia appeared in the bar, her facial expression telling me that she was angry and that she wanted a word in private.
"What the fuck did you say to Lindsey?" Julia demanded when we got out into the car park. Oh, Julia doesn't normally swear, so I gathered that she was extremely angry.
"I didn't say one word to Lindsey, honestly, Julia. She walked into the bar, looked at me for a few seconds and then ran out again."
"Nothing?"
"Not a bleeding word; never got the chance!" I assured her. Although I didn't tell Julia of what I suspected that Lindsey had correctly assumed.
"You must have said something. Didn't you even say hello?"
"Julia, I didn't have time. I looked up and suddenly Lindsey was standing in the doorway. She stared at the girls and me for a couple of seconds and then she ran out again. No one got the chance to say hello or anything. You know how I feel about Lindsey, but Beverley, Millie and the girls have got nothing against her. Come on, you know Millie. You ask her. She'll tell you none of us had time to say anything to Lindsey; she just wasn't in there long enough."
"Damn, what's got into her?"
"Look, Julia, not that I think it will do any good, but if you want I'll go down to the boat and talk to her!"
"No, Mack, I don't think that's a good idea at all. Lynn has locked herself in one of the cabins and she says she doesn't want to talk to anyone. Especially you. I asked if I should get you to go down there."
It was only later that I noted that Julia had used the name Lynn again. I'd wanted to call Lindsey Lynn but she'd objected very strongly. She'd always insisted that people call her Lindsey.
-------------------------
Michelle slept with me that night.
"What are you going to do, Mack?" she asked, at some unearthly hour, after we'd worn ourselves out and had stopped for a while to recuperate.
"About what?"
"Lindsey! She's in love with you, you know."
"Bollocks, she's shagging Conway, and has been for years."
"What makes you say that? I haven't seen her show any affection towards him. Yeah, I'd say he fancies her. But, oh... you know what I mean."
"Chellie (my pet name for Michelle stolen from Patricia), they are a pretty cute couple when it comes to hiding it. Christ, they've been working together for years and managed to keep it hidden from everyone there. Once that arsehole's divorce comes through, they will be all over each other, take my word on it."
"Well, if that's the case, why was Lindsey so upset when she realised that you were...? Oh, you know what I mean."
"Well, let's see. Lindsey thought that she had me wrapped around her little finger. I'll admit for a time there, I worshipped the ground the woman walked on. But then I discovered that she was taking the piss out of me. It could be that she's finally realised that she no longer can throw her spell over me, or pull the wool over my eyes even if she can the rest of my family." "Oh, so what happens now?"
"I think that I'll try to fuck you to death, to get my revenge on women in general. How does that sound?"
"Some hopes," Michelle replied.
------------------
The next morning I was just getting out of the shower when I heard the local taxi driver talking to Michelle in the kitchen. He was asking for a Miss Gateland who had apparently ordered a taxi to take her to Norwich station.
"That's Lindsey," I informed Michelle by sticking my head around the kitchen door still wrapped in my towel.
"Oh, Crikes!" Michelle exclaimed and then led the taxi driver outside to point out what boat Lindsey was on to him.
"What do you think gives?" she asked me after strolling into my flat, on her eventual return.
"Buggered if I know," was all I could offer as a reply.
"She's left and gone home by the looks of things," Michelle offered. "Had her bag packed ready and everything."
"She's a free agent, Michelle; perhaps she didn't like hanging around here because I was here."
"Something's not right there, you know, Mack. I'd say that girl is really hooked on you."
"Then why was she shagging Conway?"
"Who says she was? I didn't see them all over each other!"
"And nobody who comes in this pub sees you and me all over each other, or Millie, or your mother either come to that. But you know as well as I do what goes on in this flat!"
"Mack, you always have been too quick to jump to conclusions, you know. Is there any possibility that you've read Lindsey all wrong? After all, you were wrong about that soldier bloke, weren't you?"
"Michelle, I know things about Lindsey that I've never talked to you or anyone else about. Take it from me what you see ain't what you get with that woman. I don't know, perhaps she's a control freak or something. She played me like a bloody harp when we were together and when I twigged that something weren't kosher she didn't like it. I have no idea why she's gone home, perhaps she only came here thinking that I'd fall at her feet again, and she's pissed off because I didn't!"
There was a pretty subdued atmosphere when my family was about that morning. Julia came to tell me that Lindsey had gone home. But I was able to tell her about the taxi driver and that I already knew. They hung around for a few hours and then cast off and went to explore some other part off the Broads.
Millie later informed me what Julia had told her that, after they thought Lindsey had safely locked herself in one of the cabins, they had returned to the garden and left her in peace. But when Stephanie had gone back on board later to check on the children and Lindsey, she found that she'd disappeared. They were just about to panic and send out a search party when Lindsey had come walking along the riverbank from the direction of the village. She informed them that she was going home the following morning and had been to the village to book a taxi.
----------------------------
My family stopped for one night the next week on their way back to the boatyard to return their cruisers. I didn't see Conway at all, but I saw his children. All four youngsters hung around me as much as they could get away with.
I helped them with their lines the following morning when they left again. Conway was on the deck of Brian's big cruiser and I threw the bow mooring line to him. If looks could kill, the one he gave me would have put me in my grave.
----------------------
Within a couple of days, life at the pub had returned to normal as far as I was concerned. Patricia and John were getting more and more into each other so it was no surprise to anyone that on Patricia's nineteenth birthday, John produced a ring and asked her to marry him. The wedding date was set for the following spring, exactly one year from their first date.
"They haven't known each other that long," I said to Beverley in a quiet moment.
"At least she's made her mind up quickly, Mack. Christ, how my life would have been different if I'd known what I wanted when I first saw it. I was a silly bitch and thought that something better might come along. The only thing that did was my two girls."
"And this pub, Bev. You're nicely set up here, aren't you?"
"The trouble with a pub, Mack, is it's your life. I have to live and breathe this place every bloody day, whether I feel like it or not. I won't say that I don't enjoy my life, but sometimes I see Polly and wonder if I would have done better if I'd got in there first."
I had no idea who Polly was at the time and there was something about the way Beverley was talking that prevented me asking.
-----------------------
Two things happened that September that were going to make further changes to my life. The first was Philip's grandmother having another stroke. She remained in hospital after that one and was never to come out again. But the "Old Witch" as Millie called her, hung on until the early part of December. And the second was that I discovered who Polly was.
It was less than a week after Phil's gran had her stroke that Mrs Plod, George wife's passed away. Word went around that she'd had a heart attack during the night and had just not woken up one morning. Poor old George found her dead beside him when he woke up. He was on compassionate leave for a long time and we had a replacement bobby for a while. Everyone at the pub except me -- I wasn't a proper local and I'd never said two words to the woman -- went to her funeral out of respect for one of the village main stays. You know Mothers Union and all the church and village committees, you say it and apparently Mrs Plod, or to use George's real name Mrs Polly Gummer, was involved with just about everything.
Her death brought about a change in Beverley that I think took all of us by surprise. Beverley suddenly took an interest in those same committees that Mrs Plod had so recently vacated. When things went quiet for the off season in the pub, all sorts of committees started holding meetings in the corner of the big bar. "So much warmer than the village hall in the winter" appeared to be the standard justification for these moves. There was, of course, the further point that Beverley had been seconded onto these committees but no one ever mentioned that or why she hadn't been on them when Mrs Plod was alive.
After a month or so George returned to duty. By December when Philip's gran finally popped her clogs, George's patrol route had seemed to change. It now called for at least two calls on the pub to check everything was all right most days of the week when he was on duty. And he became a regular customer when he was off duty. It appeared that when Beverley wasn't talking to her committee members she was chatting quietly -- mostly laughing - with George.
And I might add, if George had paid a visit late in the evening, Beverley was in my flat before the other two got a chance of a look in.
Millie and Philip got married in early January. Millie had nearly killed me in the week before the wedding. "Damn it, if that bugger ain't as good as you, I could be back!" Millie commented more than once.
"Forget it, Millie. Once you've tied the knot with Philip then there's no excuse for you climbing in bed with me."
"Spoil sport!" was her only reply.
--------------------------------
Julia was still calling me most weekends, often by then from my parents' house so I could have a few words with them as well. But mother and father would often drop the name Lynn into the conversation and that would normally bring further communication to a sudden halt.
Actually, that Lynn bit was really getting to me. Lindsey had always been so adamant about her correct name being used. I think I settled the anomaly in my own mind with the conclusion that Conway must be calling her Lynn and the others had picked up on using it.
Julia would still mention Conway now and again. Sometimes she'd slip-up and mention Lindsey or as everybody appeared to be calling her Lynn as well, but not very often.
------------------------
Millie's wedding to Philip was a village event. It's not often we closed the pub but we had to as we were all at the village hall for the reception. Actually you could say we didn't close the pub we just moved it to the village hall for the night because Millie and Phillip used Beverley's licence to sell the alcohol later. Look, just about everyone in the village was there. Plus maybe three or four hundred people from the farms from miles around. Phil's family might have had money but not that kind of money.
Millie, after she came back from her honeymoon, still worked in the pub. Only she was going home in the evenings and she wasn't working full time.
"Not as good as you, luvver! But I'm getting him trained up all right. Anyway if you fancy a quickie anytime I'm always game, you know?" Millie whispered in my ear as she gave me a hug on her first shift back.
"Millie, you're a married woman now. Behave yourself!" I replied with a grin.
Then Millie and the twins disappeared into the kitchen from where peals of laughter were heard emanating for the next hour or so. I might well have worked the shift on my own for all I saw of any of them, including Beverley, that day.
"Someone's missing you!" Beverley commented on one occasion when she came out of the kitchen to grab yet another bottle of wine.
------------------------
The next change kind of fell from the sky. It was on a Sunday lunchtime in February. During the off-season, our only really busy times -- and that is a relative statement -- were Friday and Saturday evenings and Sunday lunchtimes. Since Beverley had suddenly become a member of all those committees Sunday lunchtime had become busier than ever (off-season).
Anyway it was one of those statements that every body unexpectedly hears in a crowded pub. You know there's that inexplicable moment of silence and someone says something that everybody in the place clearly hears. In this case it was George's daughter, Jean, who was at the pub with her husband and children. Whether she made the statement as loud as she did with the intention of everybody hearing, I don't know. But half the village heard it quite clearly and then things got complicated, for Beverley and George anyway.
"Why the hell he don't stop pissing around, and ask her to marry him I can't bleeding-well understand!" Jean almost shouted to Millie - who being off shift - was sitting with Philip at the same table.
You could have cut the atmosphere with a knife, as everyone in the place looked at George and Beverley who had been in conversation over the bar. The two of them looked around the pub at everyone in there, who in turn were all grinning at them.
"Well, dad, are you going to ask her or not? Christ, it's like living in a bloody soap opera round here lately," Jean yelled.
George and Beverley had both turned bright red and were obviously lost for words. But George's daughter wasn't giving up. She strode across the bar until she was stood beside her very embarrassed looking father.
"Dad, there ain't a soul in this pub that don't know that you have been in love with Beverley since forever. Mum's gone now and we are all waiting for you two to get hitched, so damn well get on with it and ask Beverley before she gets fed up with waiting and marries some other silly old sod."
"You shouldn't speak to your father like that Jean!" Beverley began to say. I could see her 'high horse' attitude beginning to surface.
"Be quiet please, Beverley; I'm trying to help you out here. Anyway at the moment I can speak to my dad how I like, and you can't say nothing about it. Once the bugger sticks a ring on your finger, I'll start calling you mother and then you can tell me what to say and not say. Well, dad, are you going to ask her or have Tony and me got to put up with you looking mopey around the house forever."
George really did look like a deer caught in a car's headlights. But it was Beverley who gave up the charade first.
"Well, George, are you going to ask me?" she said.
But George was a little more fly than any of us imagined. "Don't I remember that I did ask you once out by the old windmill? You know you never did give me an answer, Bev."
"Bugger, you're right, I didn't, did I?" Beverley said with a smile on her face. Then she stood there looking at George."
"Well?" Jean demanded.
"If you still want me George?" Beverley said very quietly.
"Damn, it's about time!" Jean shouted. "Where's the bloody vicar? We got a proper job for him to do. You got any champers behind there, Mack?"
---------------------------
The following day, George had gone home. (Where do you think he slept?) Only he didn't get much sleep, I can assure you of that and neither did I nor Michelle. That damned chimney again. I had to stuff the thing up with some insulation that one of the guys from the boatyard got for me, in the end. George and Beverley were not only very vocal whilst making love. They also did a lot of reminiscing, but I'm not going into what we heard here.
Oh, you might have noticed that I said "making love" and not shagging like a pair of bunny rabbits. Well, that was what the lovers did; they made love to each other, and it bore no relation to what Beverley and I had been doing for the previous god knows how long.



Anyway after George had gone home, I went into the kitchen just as Beverley was putting the telephone down.
"Next Monday you start a five day course!" Beverley told me as if I had any idea of what she was talking about.
I must have stood there like a dummy staring back at her.
"When George and I go on honeymoon, you'll need a publicans licence to run the place whilst I'm not here. Millie's got one, but she's married and not living here anymore, so I can't leave her in charge, and Michelle's a bit young. It'll stand you in good stead if you ever want to run your own pub!" Beverley added as if to settle the matter.
"You're the boss, Bev. Did you have a good night?"
Beverley smiled, "Brought back some old memories, Mack. You know when you're young, it's very easy to misunderstand some things, and make the wrong decisions. I think you wouldn't do yourself any harm if you sort out Lindsey and clear the air with her. You never have had it out with her, have you?"
"You can say that again!" I said as I left the room. I've always wondered if Beverley saw the double meaning in my statement.
----------------
Two weeks later I was a licensed publican, albeit without a pub of my own. But I had all the relevant paperwork. Another two weeks after that, Beverley and George were married by our adulterous vicar and we had one bloody great party at the pub. Julia and Mike had somehow been invited. I discovered later that they were representing my mother and father, who Beverley had been in regular correspondence with.
The following morning Beverley and George were collected by launch from the pub garden to start their honeymoon. We know not where they went; because Beverley didn't have a passport -- she'd never taken enough time off from the pub to actually go abroad -- we knew they must be still in the country but their location was kept secret from everyone.
"Hi, Govna, what's it like to be the boss?" Millie asked when she came in to help with the lunchtime shift that Sunday afternoon.
"No different, I can't see that I needed to take that bloody course. You're here enough hours to have stood in for Beverley," I commented.
"Naw, Luvver, not a good idea at the minute. Phil and me's trying to have a baby. I'm liable to get a bit cranky now and again. Wouldn't do to have me brain one of the customers now, would it?"
I must admit I had no idea what Millie was talking about. What has trying to get pregnant got to do with losing her temper with the customers? Didn't make much sense to me but I was too busy to argue the point so I let it slide and forgot about it.
It was still low season so we weren't very busy whilst Bev was away. Michelle and me were in the pub alone most nights. Yeah, well, Patricia slept over at John's place most of the time. It might sound stupid considering how many nights Patricia had spent in my bed. But it was agreed between us, that because John and Pat never shared a bed in the pub when Beverley was there, they wouldn't when she wasn't there either. Anyway Michelle hardly moved out of my room for the whole two weeks.
After the honeymoon, George moved into the pub and her room with Beverley. Not that he hadn't spent most of the month before the wedding there as well. Only now it was official. He also retired from the police and joined the team running the pub.
George and I got on pretty well together; he was quite happy to learn the ropes from a young man half his age, and asked advice often. He had damned good people skills and handled the customers very well. That's the big secret of running a pub, being able to handle the public.
In the next couple of months before Patricia's wedding I noted some changes coming over Millie. Sometimes she'd be really down and she went sick a few times as well. At times she'd be her usual fun loving ribald self and other days sometimes for a week or so she be as grumpy as hell. Several more guys got a beer shower when they said the wrong thing to her.
"That's our Millie," one of the locals said, after she'd drenched another smart mouth guy one day. But it wasn't a Millie that I recognised. Then a few days later Millie was standing behind some guy's chair battering him around the ears with her knockers again. One of her party pieces she did when any guy got too cheeky. You'd be surprised how many guys get all embarrassed when she did that to them. It was a brilliant way to put a smart mouth down and give everyone else a laugh. Even Phil thought it was funny when he saw her do it.
Patricia's wedding came and went, and she moved out to live with John in a cottage in the village. Like Millie she did some shifts in the pub and was there to help most weekends. John normally working the shift with her, he wasn't a bad barman either.
----------------------
It was George who asked at breakfast one morning, "How come you and Michelle don't get hitched then, Mack?" and that took me by surprise. I really had to stop and think before I answered.
"Never going to happen, dad," Michelle replied whilst I was still thinking. Michelle and Pat were calling George Dad all the time by then. "Mack's a good friend and I love him to bit's, but we ain't meant to be together in the long term. Let's just say Mack and me are friends with benefits, shall we. I'm off to uni in the autumn and god knows where either of us will be in three years, isn't that right, Mack?"
For a moment I couldn't think how to reply. The news that Michelle was going of to university was a complete shock to me. I side stepped George's question by asking a different one of my own.
"What university are you going to, Michelle. Do you know yet?"
"Southampton, I think. I'm going to study journalism, might even try to get into the telly, you know a news reader or something."
This bit of news had really taken me by surprise and I began to realise that I couldn't let life just drift past me anymore. It was about time I started to think about my future.
End of Chapter 5
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It was a Sunday lunchtime in early June when Millie decided it was time to make her big announcement, but as it was Millie, it had to be done in her own inimitable fashion. I wasn't working that lunchtime; normally I always did the Sunday lunchtime shift. But for some reason that day I was playing darts with Philip, Barry (Jean's husband) and John.
Some holidaymaker had just made an inane comment about Millie's appendages and she'd put him down very nicely with one of her ribald comebacks. Everybody had laughed at the poor guy, and he was sitting there doing a very convincing impersonation of a beetroot.
But then as Millie walked back across the pub to the bar with her usual wicked grin on her face, she literally shouted to Philip. "'ere Luvver, you're gonna have to buy me a wheelbarrow before long you know, you realise that, don't ya!"
Phil who was just about to throw his dart stopped in mid-swing and looked at his wife, with a confused expression on his face, quite obviously having no idea what Millie was talking about and preparing himself for whatever ribald comment Millie was about to come up with next. I think the whole pub had gone quiet, because Millie had everyone waiting with bated breath for the punch line to whatever joke she was planning.
But Millie just stood there and stared at Philip, who eventually was forced to ask the question.
"What in heaven's name would you want a wheelbarrow for Millie?"
"Yeah, well, I'm told that when they get filled up with milk, they get even bigger. I'm gonna need something to carry these buggers around in, ain't I!" Millie grinned at her confused husband and continued on her way towards the bar as if what she'd said was nothing out of the ordinary.
Phil stood there looking like a complete fool with that same confused look on his face for some time. Then someone, god only knows who shouted "Congratulations!" and slapped Phil on the back so hard that he dropped his dart. Within seconds everyone was slapping Phil on the back and congratulating him, but he still hadn't twigged it. That is until Michelle kissed him and I do believe she whispered to him that he was about to become a daddy. At that point Philip nearly fainted and had to be helped to a seat, but Millie had soon returned from the bar and was sitting on his lap reviving him by giving him her personal version of the kiss of life.
So that's how the village learnt that Millie was pregnant. Regretfully the following week brought bad news for everyone. Old Bert didn't turn up one morning; he'd been slowing down for sometime by then but normally showed by about lunchtime. Beverley must have got worried when he hadn't telephoned and she tried to call him. There was no reply, so George and Beverley set out for Bert's cottage to investigate.
They found him sitting in his lounge where he'd obvious sat himself down on arriving home the evening before. He had left us! George informed us later that Bert had gone with a smile on his face.
Bert's funeral cortège took a protracted route to the church, driving out of the village to stop in the Willow's car park where everyone (holidaymakers included) stepped outside to participate in a toast to Bert's memory, then all the staff from the pub joined the cortège for its journey back into the village and on to the church. After the service we followed the hearse to the crematorium.
Beverley's sister had travelled down from Norwich with two of her barmaids to look after the Willow's whilst we were away.
The following week there was another short ceremony in the pub garden, when his ashes were sprinkled over what Bert considered to be "hallowed turf" by the vicar. For many years Bert had been the pub's gardener.
A little brass plaque of remembrance was put up near Bert's usual stool in the bar and for a long time that stool was never soiled by a local resident's behind. Holidaymakers knew no different though and some of them did get a little confused by the toast of "To Bert" that was often sung out if one of them made the mistake of sitting upon that stool.
----------------------------------
It must have been only a couple of weeks after Bert left us that my cousin, Billie, turned up one day on one of the cruisers. Billie was with her boyfriend and another young couple; I had no idea they'd arrived or were even coming.
I'd just put some customers drinks on their table when out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed a lithe female form that was clad in several small pieces of red materiel - making a vain attempt to pretend that it was a bikini - threw itself at me. Both the body and I finished up rolling on the grass whilst Billie kissed me.
Billie had always been my favourite cousin - my kissing cousin. We'd sworn our undying love for each other at about the age of about seven or eight, I believe. Those sentiments had cooled a little as we'd got older, but not by very much. Billie still always hugged and kissed me whenever we met.
"Christ, Billie, have some decorum will you. I'm supposed to be working here!" I managed to say once she'd broken her hello kiss and let me breathe again.
"Well, that's nice! No, "hello, Billie"; just, "get off me." You never used to say that when we were little."
"Hello, Billie, it's nice to see you. Why didn't you tell me you were coming?" I replied, still trapped beneath her on the ground, by the way.
"We weren't sure when we would get here. We booked up at the last minute and had to collect the boat from miles away. That's my boyfriend, Laurence - no, my fiancée now; he asked me to marry him last week. I thought I'd better bring him up here to get your okay. You never come down to see us! Oh, and these are our best friends, Debra and Griff; they've just got engaged as well, so we're planning a double wedding sometime next year."
"Hi, folks," I said looking at them through Billie's mop of auburn hair as best I could. "It would be easier to shake you fiancé's hand, if I was standing up, Billie, and besides I think he's looking a bit jealous," I pointed out.
Billie rolled off of me, then her friends helped us to our feet. But Billie still hung on to me as if I was her fiancé. We did the formal introductions, hand shaking and congratulations bit, then I I was steering them towards one of the picnic tables when a voice disturbed us.
"'Ere, luvvy, I'd put him down if I was you. You don't know where 'e's been!" It was Millie's dulcet tones. "And I'd put something a bit more chaste on, as well. We can't control 'im when he gets excited! Besides that, this is supposed to be a family pub."
"Sorry, I dropped my wrap when I was sneaking up on Mack," Billie said a little contritely at the same time as taking the sarong that Debra was holding out to her and winding around her waist, after disentangling herself from me that is. Then she went over to Mille and gave her a hug. "You must be Millie; I've heard so much about you. Congratulations!" Then seeing the slightly confused expression Millie's face, she added, "Julia and I chat all the time. She told me about the baby."
"But how did you know she was Millie?" I asked.
"Don't be bloody silly, luvver!" Millie chastised me with a grin on her face. "Everyone knows who I am the moment they see me, don't they. Jesus, Mack, you've been around 'em too long."
"Oops, yeah, forgot for a minute," I replied, realising that there weren't likely to be another pair like Millie's within a hundred miles or so.
Millie stepped close to me and kissed me on the cheek. "Should have married the bugger when I had the chance," she said to Billie, as if I wasn't even there.
"I tried to throw a rope on dream boat more than once, but the bugger kept dodging it," Billie replied.
I suddenly realised why I'd got on with Millie so well. Except for the obvious differences, the Norfolk accent and that front suspension of Millie's, she could have been Billie's twin. No, that don't sound right. They don't look like each other at all really. Billie had an extremely slim and lithe figure; well, they both had really, but Millie had those knockers that would look big on someone twice her size. Billie and Millie, well, they just had the same personalities and sense of humour. They both cracked the same sort of ribald jokes and had the same habit of flirting with any handy bloke.
What's more, I was soon to discover that they got on together like a house on fire. You'd have thought Billie had dropped in to visit her long lost cousin Millie, instead of me! Most of that evening was spent with Laurence and Griff chatting with me at the bar, whilst the four girls (Michelle had joined them) held court at one of the corner tables in the room.
When Bev and George came down into the pub, Bev Joined the little clique in the corner and George came to help me behind the bar.
"Don't like that!" Laurence said suddenly during the evening.
"Don't like what?" Griff asked.
"When they go all quiet and turn round and look over here. I think they are talking about me!"
"Look, lad," George offered. "If they are talking about you, you ain't got much to worry about. The same goes for if they are talking to you. You pretend to be paying attention and watch the telly at the same time. When they ain't talking, that's when you got to worry about women!"
Billie and her little gang had only hired the boat for a week, so the following morning they set off up river and returned two days later for an evening on their way back down river to the hire yard. Millie dragged Philip in for Billie's inspection that time. A friendship was built between those two girls in those couple of visits that lasts to this day.
It was Millie who two months later persuaded me to go to Billie's wedding. I don't know what happened - I can only assume that Billie and Laurence must have got a little lax about taking precautions, either that or a condom burst. Billie explained to me that she was one of the few whose bodies refused to tolerate birth control pills.
Billie had invited Millie and Philip to her wedding as well as me of course. She'd also invited Michelle but we couldn't have too many of us away from the pub at that time of year.
I wasn't going to go when the invite first arrived, but Millie wasn't having any of "that nonsense" as she called it.
"Time to put your toys back in the pram, Mack!" Millie ranted, "Besides Phil and me would have to spend the whole damned day making excuses for you not being there!"
I drove Millie and Phil down to town in my old car; Phil wasn't one for driving very far, unless it was on a tractor. The wedding had been organised at short notice so the reception was in a hotel some miles from where the family lived and the three of us had booked into the same hotel as the reception was being held in. The excuse I'd used for not staying at my parents' place was that I wouldn't have to worry about drinking and driving.
So we checked into the hotel before we went to the church, where my family pounced upon us. Julia dragged Millie and Philip off to introduce them to everyone; but not before asking me where Michelle was. I couldn't understand how several people who asked about Michelle even knew that she existed.
After the service we all went back to the hotel for the banquet and then the reception afterwards. Considering the short notice I thought it was a bloody good do, but Laurence told me later at the bar that they'd struck lucky and the hotel had had a wedding cancellation. They'd literally taken over the booking.
Once the formal side of things were out of the way, the party started; friends and guests who hadn't been invited for the meal began to arrive. The guest list had apparently been a little restricted because the numbers who could be invited were limited by the original booking. It showed how much Millie and Billie had bonded together because, as almost strangers to the family, Millie and Phil had been invited to the formal stuff.
It fell to Julia again to warn me. I was sitting at the bar talking to another cousin of mine when Julia came up to join us. I'm not sure if it was pre-planned, or if Julia made some gesture to my cousin that I didn't see, but he vanished almost the moment Julia climbed on the stool beside me.
"I thought I'd better give you some advanced warning!" Julia said after ordering herself a drink. "Lynn's coming later with her fella." Then she turned to look at me. I got the feeling she was watching for my reaction to the news.
"So why should Lindsey being here with Conway worry me?" I replied.
"No, not with Conway, Mack. Lynn's been going out with some other guy."
'Strange.' I thought 'I wonder what went wrong between Lindsey and lover boy?' but I didn't voice the question to Julia.
However Julia must have decided that the point needed clearing up in my mind, even if I attempted to show no interest.
"Conway and his wife have reconciled, Mack, or at least they are trying to. They should be here later as well!"
"That's of no interest to me, Julia!"
"Oh, well I thought that you'd be interested in who organised their reconciliation at least."
"Stephanie, I should imagine; she's always into everyone's business. Or was it you, with your interfering hat on again?"
"No, it was Lynn. Apparently we all misunderstood what was going on between Conway and Lynn. We discovered that Conway's wife and Lynn have always been friends since she first moved up to town from Bath. Conway wasn't so much chasing after Lynn, as asking her to play go between. That's why he always liked to have Lynn around. He knew that she'd tell Maria that he was behaving himself and she was happy to leave the children under Lynn's watchful eye."
'No, I don't believe a word of it, Julia!' I was thinking to myself. Lindsey and Conway have really pulled the wool over everyone's eyes. This had to be more of their smoke screen. One thing that was bugging me, though, was this Lynn instead of Lindsey bit; it was really getting my goat. I'm not sure why I asked Julia.
"What's with this Lynn bit, Julia? When I was going with her she would go ape-shit when I wanted to call her Lynn?"
A slight exaggeration on my part there, but Lindsey would always make a point of correcting me.
Julia just stared at me for a few seconds. "Work it out for yourself, Mack. And while you are at it, think. Was there anything you used to go on at Lynn about?"
"I don't understand what you're on about, Julia."
"Well, what about her hair?"
"Her hair?"
"Yeah, didn't you tell her you preferred it long, when she had it cut short that time?"
"Probably. I just happen to think it looked better long."
"And didn't you tell her that you liked her in that red dress of hers?"
"Most likely. I thought the colour suited her."
"Well, dumb arse, Lynn is the lady in red nowadays. She hardly ever wears any other colour and her hair is almost down to her waist now. Does that mean anything to you at all?"
"No, should it?"
"Oh, god, give me strength," Julia said, then slid off of her stool and walked away.
I was just about to follow her to get her to explain what she had been talking about when Phil and Laurence arrived at the bar. Those two appeared to get on well, which was lucky considering the way Billie and Mille got on so well. Phil was explaining something about the sugar beet harvest and for some reason Laurence sounded enthralled.
After a couple of minutes of hearing about sugar beets, a regular subject of conversation amongst the locals back at the pub around September and November time, I wished that I had chased after Julia. So as subtly as I could, I slipped away to find someone else to talk to.
I'd no sooner stepped into the function room than four children surrounded me; actually there were a damn sight more than four, but you know the four that I'm referring to. I managed to ditch them after ensuring they all had replenished soft drinks.
Anyway the presence of Conway's two informed me that he had arrived. I don't think I went looking for Conway on purpose, but I might have done to see what his wife looked like. I found them along with Lindsey and some other young guy, sat at a table at the far end of the room. Pretending that I hadn't noticed them, I carried on out into the hotel's foyer and through into the bar that was open to residents.
I'd been safely hiding in the resident's bar for some time when Millie found me.
"What-ya doing in here, Luvver?" Millie asked dropping in the seat beside me.
"Hiding. What-ya think? Millie, I've spent most of the day replaying the story of the last two years of my life to relatives that I ain't going to see again for donkey's years. And one of the first thing most of them, asked is how is Lindsey? Now they are going to spot her in there and wonder what the fuck is going on."
"Well, you've only yourself to blame, maybe you should have visited home a few times, Mack!"
"Millie, let's not go there please; I just ain't in the mood!"
"Fine, I'll mind my own business, Mr Misery, but only if you dance with me. You haven't asked me to dance yet and that should get them wondering what's going on."
"Where's Phil? I thought he'd be dancing with you."
"Yeah, well, he did, but for the last hour him and Laurence have been chatting; I think they are cooking something up between them. Billie's getting a bit narked about them as well."
Millie and I did our thing on the dance floor for a while - well, until Billie spotted us; it was pretty obvious to me that she manoeuvred Griff over to where Millie and I were dancing. Then she ditched Griff, and grabbed hold of me for the next dance.
"You can have him for this one, Luvver. But if I can't find our husbands, I'm having 'im back for the next!" Millie said to Billie as we glided away from her.
"What's with Laurence and Phil?" I asked Billie at the first opportunity.
"Don't know. Some big secret they're cooking up, I think. I'm not sure if it's a surprise for Millie or me they are planning. When I asked them, they both got little boy grins on their faces."
"Well, providing it isn't a surprise for me, I don't mind," I replied. "You seem to have hit it off well with Millie."
"Yeah, she's great fun. I wish I'd met up with her years ago. She's like having a sister; we have the same sense of humour."
"Yeah, I noticed."
"And we have the same big brother."
'What the hell are you talking about now, Billie?' I thought, but I just said, "Pardon?"
"You, you great lump. Having you about was like having a brother," she said, grinning at me again.
I'm not sure what expression came on my face, but Billie must have read a lot more from it than I intended.
"Oh, shit, you didn't, did you? Christ, that was almost incest! --- Oh damn, now I'm jealous of my newest best friend. How come you never took me into your bed?"
"It's nothing of the kind, Billie. I'm no relation to Millie."
"You might not be but I told you she's like a sister to me now. And you bedded her. How many times?"
"Wilhelmena, can we please change the subject?" The use of Billie's given name, I was pretty sure, would bring her back under control.
"All right, providing you don't start calling me that all the time. Okay, what do you make of him?" Billie asked.
"Who?" I asked. I had no idea if she was talking about Laurence or Philip.
"Lynn's new fella," Billie said.
"Haven't seen him," I lied. "Are they here?"
"You're a piss poor liar, Mack, you always were. You know full well that Lynn is sitting over there with Conway and his wife. And I know you've checked out the guy she's with. I watched you when you went out earlier."
"I might have seen them, now that you mention it. But I really didn't take any notice."
"Okay, have it your way, but there's really no sense in lying to yourself, Mack. You know that neither of you will be able to move on until you've talked over this thing that came between you, don't you?"



"Billie, I can't see that there is anything to talk out. And Lindsey can go out with whoever she likes. I don't give a monkey's."
"You really are a piss poor liar, Mack. You're dancing with me, remember? You lost all coordination when you said that. If I hadn't been nimble on my feet, you'd have stamped all over them."
Possibly Billie was telling the truth. I was aware that our feet had collided.
"Don't be silly. I'm just a little worn out, that's all. It is the middle of our busy season. I've been worked off my feet for weeks."
"Have it your way, Mack, but I don't believe you!"
Millie seemed to arrive beside us as the band took a break, and I used the opportunity to slip away from the terrible two. That was a nickname that I was to give the pair of them not long after, and they still share to this day.
I think I was talking to my father a little while later when I caught sight of Lindsey and the new fella she was with out on the dance floor; it was a slow number and they were holding each other pretty tight.
Did it bother me? Well, I told myself it didn't. Then Billie and Millie, dancing with their respective husbands and sharing a big joke about something, took my attention. During the number they changed partners and apparently exchanged quick kisses with their new partner before switching back again.
When they passed by near where I was standing both girls waved at me and blew me kisses as well. Whatever my facial expression was this time, it caused all four of them to break out in laughter. I figured I was probably the butt of one of the girl's joke.
The next half hour or so was spent explaining to relatives where I'd been for the last couple of years and it was beginning to wear me down again; so as subtly as I could, I made my way towards one of the exits, heading for the residents bar again. I was almost at the door when who should sweep into view on the crowded dance floor just for a moment but Millie. The thing that took me completely by surprise was that she was dancing with Conway.
This was such a shock for me to see that I stopped in the foyer to replay the scene in my mind and convince myself that I hadn't been mistaken. While I was standing there the music stopped, so I went to the other door into the function room arriving there just in time to see Millie sitting down beside the woman who I assumed was Mrs Conway. It could be no one else; her two children were sitting with her.
Realising that if I stood there much longer, someone -- especially Lindsey and her fella -- might spot me watching when they returned to the table, I headed into the residents' bar for a drink and found my old table in the corner still empty. I slipped into my seat and the barman arrived with my Rum and Coke with a couple of ice cubs floating in it; I'd organised my drinks order with him early. When the rum was gone he placed a pint in front of me. I looked up at him.
"I think you've had enough of the hard stuff, Mack. It's not even ten yet!" He smiled down at me.
I just nodded in return. How many times had I noticed that a customer was hitting it a bit on the hard side? Having realised that the barman was telling the truth, I sat there and nursed my pint. I was trying to figure out where my life was going now. In a few weeks Michelle would be leaving for her Uni course down in Southampton. The pub would get quiet as it always did in the winter, George, Bev and Patricia with John and Millie's help could run the place quite happily. I was wondering what I should do.
'Maybe,' I thought, 'I could go down to Southampton and find a job in a pub down that way. I could see Michelle... but no, Michelle and I were 'friends with benefits', as she had so aptly put it. There was no real chemistry between us; by being around I would cramp her style.' Oh, shit, you know what I mean.
Where the idea of backpacking came into my head from, god alone knows. But suddenly I was thinking of ditching the old car and hitchhiking around Europe, or to be precise southern Europe, probably a bit warmer down there. I might even stray into North Africa, you know Morocco and those kinds of places. To be honest I was totally lost in my thoughts when I became aware of a voice saying.
"...Mack, isn't it? May I join you for a few minutes?"
I looked up to see Conway's wife standing there. A quick scan of the room and I noticed Conway standing by the bar watching.
I don't think I answered the lady; I believe that I just gestured with my hands by removing them from the pint glass that I was holding onto as if it would run away on its own.
"Thank you!" she said, as she sat on the seat opposite me and placed her glass on the table.
"I'm sorry," she said, then took a sip from her drink. "I've met your friend Millie this evening and I'm afraid that you were the subject of our conversation. Well, you and Lindsey."
I think it was the fact the she said Lindsey that made me look into her eyes. It appeared that everyone was calling her Lynn now. So this woman saying Lindsey was telling me that she'd known her for sometime; well, that's what my mind made of it.
"Millie tells me that you are under the impression that my husband and Lindsey were having an affair. I'm here to tell you that that is untrue. Conway was having an affair with a girl in his office, but it was not Lindsey. I'd known Lindsey since she first moved up to town and I'd trust her with my children's lives."
I think I mumbled something here but I can't recall what was; probably something like "more fool you then." Something on those lines anyway. But Conway's wife couldn't make out what I'd said.
"Sorry?" she asked.
"It's of no importance," I replied.
"Anyway, Lindsey challenged Conway about his affair and made him confess it to me. I'm afraid I didn't take it quietly and threw Conway out. Poor Lindsey, the silly girl, blamed herself for our marriage breaking up and, well, eventually when I'd calmed down she persuaded me to take Conway back."
I don't know what made me look round at Conway, who was sitting on a stool at the bar by then, watching us intently. I couldn't read the expression on his face though.
"Conway would like the opportunity to apologise to you," his wife was saying.
"What for?"
"Well, you know he's quite attached to Lindsey, almost treats her like a little sister. You must understand that it was the influence she has over him that made him confess his affair to me. Well, since you and Lindsey broke up he held it against you. Apparently he insulted Millie and you at that public house you both work in. Conway has apologised to Millie and he'd like to do the same to you, if you'll let him."
"I can't see that there's much point, because I shall be leaving the country in a few weeks so it's doubtful we'll ever run into each other again," I replied.
I have no idea why I expressed my tentative plans to Conway's wife. Perhaps it was another of the knee-jerk reactions that seemed to govern my life. Whatever, it took her completely off guard; I could see the look of surprise in her face.
"Oh, we weren't aware of your plans. No one mentioned them," she said after regaining her composure a couple of seconds later. "But really, Mack, for everyone's sake, please let Conway apologise to you! It will let his conscience rest if nothing else; I know he feels awkward when your name crops up when we are with Brian and Stephanie."
I told her that if Conway wanted to apologise then let him. It really made no difference to me. She nodded in Conway's direction and he came over and said his piece. He started saying something about being annoyed about the way I'd walked out on Lindsey, but his wife stopped him, reminding him the Lindsey had asked him to stay out of her problems. So he dropped it and apologised for any insinuation or disparaging remarks he'd made about Mille and myself, then said something about not bearing any grudges. I showed my dislike of the man, by not rising to my feet to shake his hand. We did shake hands but in the sitting position. After a somewhat awkward and embarrassing few minutes, Conway and his wife left me in peace.
It didn't take me long to discover I'd put my foot in my mouth by telling Conway's wife about my idea of going backpacking though. Julia was the first one to grab me when I decided to show my face for a short while in the function room on my way back from the gents.
"What's this I hear about you leaving the country?" she demanded.
"I'm thinking of spending the winter in Europe," I told her, trying to make it sound like a normal everyday thing to do.
"Well, what about us?" she demanded.
"Well, if you want to tag along, there's nothing I can do to stop you!" I was quite proud of that comeback. But it was wasted on Julia.
"I mean when did you intend to let the family in on this little jaunt of yours?"
"Julia, I've only just thought of the idea. I haven't worked out the logistics or anything yet. The pub gets quiet during the winter and I just thought hitchhiking around Europe would be fun."
"But what about Michelle?"
"What the hell has Michelle got to do with anything; she'll be at university anyway. Not that her being anywhere would make any difference to my mind," I lied.
If Michelle had been staying at the pub, I doubt I would have thought of going anywhere else for the winter. As I've said there was no real romance between Michelle and me but we had some bloody good fun in bed. I suppose more than one relationship has survived on less.
Julia had an exasperated look on her face. For a moment she looked like she was going to say something further, then she turned and stomped away.
Two more relatives collared me in the next few minutes asking about my proposed backpacking trip. I managed to fob them off by explaining that it was still in the planning stage and retreated out of the function room and headed for the residents' bar again. But as I got close to the door, I spotted Millie and Billie in there talking to the barman. Just from his body language it was apparent they were asking if he knew where I was. I saw him point to the table I'd been using.
I'd also noticed that both girls looked agitated about something and I had the nastiest feeling that they also had heard the news about my trip, and they planned to lay into me.
'Bugger this,' I thought 'I'm going for a walk until the smoke clears.' And left the hotel by the front door.
I knew the area the hotel was in pretty well and strolled around the locality for half an hour or so. It was as I was walking towards the hotel's car park on my way back that I noted two people come out the front door of the hotel; one obviously following the other. The girl was Lindsey and I knew immediately that the guy was Conway. Lindsey was striding along and Conway was calling after her; she didn't stop so he sprinted a few yards, caught up with her and grabbed her arm making her swing around to face him.
Staying in the shadows I continued closing the gap between us. I think I was planning on passing the other side of a few parked cars hoping they wouldn't see me.
"There's nothing you can do. I can't understand why you just don't get on with your life. It's obvious that he doesn't give a monkey's about you or how you feel about him," I heard Conway saying as I got closer.
"But I love him, Conway, I just don't know what I did to drive him away," Lindsey replied.
They turned a little then, Lindsey was pacing backwards and forwards with Conway keeping pace with her. Even though I was a lot closer I couldn't hear what they said while they were turned away from me.
"He loved me, I know he did!" was the next thing I caught from Lindsey.
"You've got to face it, girl. Any man who walks away from a woman because she won't sleep with him before they are married isn't worth all the heartache you're putting yourself through."
"But if that is the reason he left me, as you are so convinced it was, why did he stay with me for that year? And why was Millie so convinced that I was sleeping with you? She didn't know either of us. Why would she think that we were sleeping together?"
"Did she tell you that?" Conway asked.
"Yes, she told me earlier this evening."
"Oh, shit!" Conway literally shouted. "Damn it, if Mack thought that, then I bet I know what his bloody problem is."
Lindsey had suddenly stopped walking and had she been looking to her front she would have seen me standing there less than twenty feet away. But she was looking at Conway.
"Oh, bugger, how the hell are we going to get around this one?" Conway was saying to himself, I think. Lindsey was standing there staring at him and waiting.
Now Conway began pacing. "Yeah, now I can understand why Mack went off the deep end. I think I would have done the same if I thought my girl had done the same to me."
"Done what?" Lindsey asked him.
"Lindsey, think about it. What reason did you give Mack for not sleeping with him?"
"You know I told you a long time ago, I promised my mother I'd be a virgin on my wedding night."
"And now we find out that Mack for some reason is convinced that you and I were sleeping together."
"So?"
"Christ, Lynn, if Mack thought you were sleeping with someone else whilst denying him, it wouldn't do much for his damned ego, would it? He'd have to re-evaluate his feelings for you and the feelings you claimed to have for hi...m." The end of Conway's sentence dragged to a close. "Oh, shit! Angela!"
"Angela? What's Angela got to do with Mack?"
I could remember Angela; she was one of the girls who'd always been at those parties Lindsey used to take me.
"When Angela and I were... you know."
"Having your affair!" Lindsey said with a cold tone to her voice.
"Yeah, well, when we first got together, she had that boyfriend - I can't remember his name."
"Neither can I!"
"It's not important, but what is, is that she strung him along for a long time just to keep anyone from suspecting that she and I were..."
"Oh, god!" Lindsey said, "You don't think Mack thought that...?"
"Can you think of a better reason for him to just piss-off like that?"
"But why didn't he speak me, say something?"
"Oh, yeah, I can see him doing that! Think about it, Lindsey. I don't know why, but Mack gets it into his head that you are having sex with me and refusing to have sex with him. Shit, just him thinking about you having sex with me would be enough reason for him to dump you. But if he thought that you were using him as cover, like Angela did that guy of hers... only I think she was shagging that guy. Anyway I doubt it did Mack's ego any good at all. If he's convinced that you've been lying to him, he's hardly going to think there's much point in discussing it with you, is he?"
"So he just goes off without a word."
"Oh, from what Brian told me there were a few words bandied about at home. They thought he'd dumped you because you wouldn't have sex with him, remember? Poor sod was between a rock and a hard place, if you ask me!"
"But why would he think I was having sex with anyone? I've been asking myself that question ever since he dumped me. You know I've never... don't you?"
"Well, you tell me that you haven't and I've no reason to believe that you're lying Lynn. But for some reason Mack does."
"I don't understand why," Lindsey said, and then burst into tears. Conway put his arms around her and I will say it was plainly a brotherly embrace. Slowly he began to lead Lindsey back towards the building.
I stood there beside a tree, watching them go.
"Discovered what you needed to know?" a voice asked from out of the shadows on the other side of the tree.
I turned to my right and saw Conway's wife emerging from a deeper shadow than I had hid myself in.
"Oh, I saw Conway going outside, but I didn't realise he was following Lindsey. I trust Lindsey, but I don't completely trust Conway yet. I came out by the side door. When I saw he was with her I was about to go back inside when I noticed you standing there in the shadows."
"I didn't mean to eavesdrop. They were just between me and the door."
"Yeah I know, but what are your feelings about what you heard, and why are you so convinced that Lindsey was sleeping with someone else in the first place? She tells me that she's a virgin and I believe her. Why don't you?"
"She wasn't home one day when I called to see her. It was something I found in her flat." I have no idea why I said that to Conway's wife.
"Something you found in her flat that would lead you to believe that Lindsey was in a sexual relationship with someone. Specifically a man I assume?"
"Yes."
"I've known Lindsey a long time, Mack, and I've got a good idea what you found. You discovered she's taking the birth control pills, am I right?"
I didn't answer her.
"I am right!" she said with a strangely happy tone in her voice. "Mack, women don't only take the pill for its birth control properties. Yeah, that's what it was invented for, but doctors also prescribe it to some women who have irregular cycles. You know that it's called the curse, don't you? Some women have a real bad time of it. Their periods don't come like clockwork and when they do have one ... well, they can feel bloody rotten. The longer between periods the more ratty they can get just before them as well. You've heard of PMT, haven't you? Christ, most guys crack jokes about it when their wives and girlfriends are feeling ratty when they've got a touch of the PMT's."
"Yeah, I think I have. Millie said something about it once," I told her.
"Well, I can tell you that when Lindsey was in college she was having a hell of a time. She was a late developer, you know and ... well, she nearly flunked out of college until Vera - she was one of Lindsey's teachers and a friend of mine when I was in college - anyway Vera suggested that Lindsey go to a female doctor about her problems with her periods. She put Lindsey onto the pill and her troubles were almost over."
"Almost?"
"Yeah, some silly sod found her pills and assumed she was getting laid by half the guys in the country. Mack, Lindsey's a virgin, take my word for it!"
Now, to most folks that revelation of Conway's wife would have been enough to make them dash back into the hotel, find Lindsey and beg her forgiveness for mistrusting her. Regretfully when you've based the last couple of years of your life on one premise, it isn't that easy to change horses. But Mrs Conway could see that I was wavering, we stood there talking for god knows how long. Me relating my concerns and her shooting them down one after the other. The fact that she had been cheated on and had some idea how I felt when I first got suspicious seemed to help us.
"Now you're really stumped, aren't you?" she finally said. "I'll tell you what; you come with me. I'll find Lindsey and explain what happened and, well, we'll see what develops from there, shall we?"
"I'm not..."
"Come on, we'll go in by the side door. No one will see us. There's a library just inside that door; I doubt anyone will be in there at this time of night so you and Lindsey can talk in there."
I somewhat sheepishly followed her back into the hotel by the side door.
"You wait in there and I'll go find Lindsey," she said, pointing at a nearby door and then disappearing down the corridor.
I opened the door slowly; I'm not sure why, probably just in case the room was occupied and someone was reading in there. Doubtful at that time of night, but not an impossibility.
The room was lit by a single table lamp, or reading lamp, I didn't get a close enough look to identify which. And I discovered that it was occupied as well; there was a young man down on one knee in front of one of the Chesterfields. He was holding something out in his hand to a young woman who was sitting on the Chesterfield. I saw the lamplight reflected in the diamonds facets. The young woman? She had long dark hair and was wearing a red dress; she had one hand up as if to take the ring from the young man's hand.



The extra light entering the room from the open door must have attracted their attention and they both stopped mid-move and looked in my direction. I saw the recognition on Lindsey's face at about the same instant that I realised that it was she. Her eyes seemed to get very large before they vanished as I closed the door again as quietly as I had opened it.
With determination in my step I followed the same route Conway's wife had taken down the corridor. Only I didn't turn into the function room, I headed for the reception desk where I retrieved my key and told the girl behind it that I was not to be disturbed, unless World War Three broke out, or the hotel was burning down.
Then I went to my room vaulting up the stairs, three at a time. Once inside I locked the door retrieved the bottle of Rum I'd brought with me, just in case, and then turned out the light.
End of chapter 6



        Mack's Progress Ch. 07

        A Wanderer tale about a young man blundering through Life.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/macks-progress-ch-07

Title: Mack's Progress Ch. 07

Author: Denham_Forrest

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: A Wanderer tale about a young man blundering through Life.

Tags: 

Series: Mack's Progress


I think it must have been about midnight when I broke the seal on that bottle of rum. I wasn't bad enough to drink straight from the bottle though and I poured a decent shot of the liquid into one of the tooth glasses I'd retrieved from the bathroom. God knows how long I lay there, trying to understand where my life was going.
And what was it about Lindsey that she kept bugging me like she did. Christ, I'd dumped her two years ago and I'd had relationships of sorts with Millie, Patricia and Michelle, not to mention Bev. But none of them had gotten under my skin as much as Lindsey had. The girl was the bane of my life; every time someone mentioned her damned name, I got this damned lump in my throat. I knew that I had to force myself to get over her somehow
Why the hell had I listened to Conway's wife. She'd convinced me I'd been wrong about Lindsey, but in my befuddled brain I'd forgotten that over two years had passed since the last time she'd told me she loved me. And in those two years, I'd treated her like shit. Was Lindsey taking her revenge on me for doing so?
Was that it? Was the whole charade that day to prove to me that I'd been wrong and then stomp on me whilst I was down. Come to that, had Conway and Lindsey's little speech in the car park all been choreographed out for me to hear? Maybe even Conway's wife being in the shadows was a set-up. Had I been conned again? Was I supposed to walk into that library and see the woman that I loved accepting a proposal of marriage from another man?
I couldn't understand how they could have known that I was going to be in that car park at that particular time. But I had to think that that was somehow a possibility. Perhaps they had been watching me, waiting for the perfect opportunity.
If that was the case, had what was said by anyone that day been the truth? And if it was, why did I find that jerk proposing to Lindsey?
"No!" I told myself. When they had come out of the hotel, I was much too far too far away for them to see me, let alone recognise me. All of these jumbled thoughts were going around in my brain, and to be honest I couldn't make head or tail of any of it.
Whether I'd fallen asleep or was lost in my thoughts, I don't know. But someone knocked on my door about half twelve. I ignored the knocks and I could hear the sound of a muffled discussion going on about whether or not I was in the room. But I couldn't distinguish who was speaking. After knocking several more times and trying the door handle whoever they were went away.
A very similar thing happened again about two AM. But this time I quite plainly heard someone saying, "The occupant of that room has left specific instructions that he was not to be disturbed." There was some further muffled conversation then it went quiet again.
The next thing I remember the telephone was ringing.
"Your morning call, sir," the girl said first when I answered it. "I'm afraid I'm a few minutes early but there's a lady on the line insisting that she speak to you. She claims to be your sister, sir."
Julia, I assumed rightly, was going to lay into me for going to bed without saying good night to anyone. I was correct; when the girl put her through, she went bonkers about not saying goodnight to anyone.
Then she asked in an angry tone of voice, "What did you say to Lynn this time that upset her so much?"
"I never spoke to Lindsey at all yesterday, Julia!" I replied.
"You must have done. Joan was looking for you because she said she'd arranged for you and Lindsey to sit down and talk."
"Joan?"
"Yes, Conway's wife."
"Oh, is that her name? I didn't know. Well, whatever Joan was planning, I never actually got to speak to Lindsey. I saw her, but we never said a word to each other."
"Why ever not?"
"She was too busy, Julia. Busy talking with that guy she came with yesterday, if you understand me," I explained.
"That doesn't make sense. When we saw her she was crying; Conway and Joan were taking her home. Come to think of it, I didn't see that guy leaving with them."
"Well, the last I saw of them, Lindsey and that guy were having a very intimate conversation in the hotel library, not the sort of conversation anyone would want to interrupt!"
"Oh, shit! How intimate?" Julia asked.
"Very intimate," I replied.
"Embarrassingly, they weren't at it, were they?"
"No, I wouldn't have said that. More a conversation that most people would think impolite to interrupt," I explained.
"Then they weren't... you know?" Julia asked.
"No, Julia. That guy, whoever he was, was proposing to Lindsey."
"Holy shit! Surely she didn't accept?"
"I have no idea, Julia, but I should imagine so. It looked to me as if that guy was waving the bleeding Koh-I-Noor diamond under Lindsey's nose and I'd say that she was taking it from him when I walked in on them. I just got my arse the hell out of there, as quickly as I could. I was pretty upset at the time; bloody Conway's wife had just conned me into believing that Lindsey and I might be able to put things back... No, Julia, this is all just too upsetting for me; I don't want to go there. If you don't mind, I don't want to hear or talk about that woman ever again. The further I stay away from her, the happier I'll be!"
"No, Mack, you must have it all wrong again somehow. I spoke to Lindsey yesterday; she's still just as hooked on you as she's ever been. I know it!"
"Julia, everyone keeps telling me how much Lindsey loves me, but I stopped believing any of that crap before I left town; I have no idea why she's still keeping up this stupid pretence. I just can't figure out what kind of silly game she's playing or why. But guys don't go out and buy an f-ing great diamond ring like that bleeding thing he had in his hand last night on the off chance! As far as I'm concerned, Lindsey doesn't exist in my universe and I have no wish to ever hear about her again."
I got more than a little angry after that and reminded Julia that I had blanked her before when she had kept harping on about Lindsey and that I was quite prepared to do the same again. Then I ended the discussion by saying that I was going down for my breakfast.
Millie and Philip joined me at my table almost as soon as I got into the dining room. Millie began to say something about Lindsey, but I stopped her very quickly, reminding her that I was about to drive both of them back home and I could very easily travel alone. Luckily the newly weds arrived at that moment and Billie had news that was more important to everyone than Lindsey.
"Guess what, Mack. We're going to be your neighbours!" Billie gushed the moment she arrived at the table, "Philip's offered Laurence a job on his farm and we're going to live in a cottage in the village."
I quickly learnt that whilst Laurence and Philip had been talking at the wedding, the subject of where Billie and Laurence were going to live came up. They had planned to stay with Billie's parents until they'd found a flat or something that they could afford. Laurence is a mechanic of sorts and - as I've said he and Philip seemed to get on pretty good together - so Phil had offered Laurence a job with a tied cottage on the farm. That's what all the intrigue between the boys had been about at the reception. Although Laurence was a city boy, it was apparent that the plan was for Philip to teach him how to become a farmer in the long term.
Right after breakfast Brian turned up to drive the newlyweds to the airport, so there was no time for anyone to say anything much. Then the three of us headed back up to Norfolk. Conversation on the journey was a little strained. Mostly Millie was breaking the silence by talking to Philip about what needed doing to Bert's cottage, where Billie and Laurence were going to live.
-------------------------
"She was at the wedding, wasn't she?" Beverley said to me in the cellar a few days after we got back.
"If you mean Lindsey then, yes, she was. But I'd prefer not to talk about her," I replied.
"But did you talk to her?"
"Nope, I was going to, but there wasn't much point. I stumbled upon them whilst her fella was proposing to her."
"Oh!" Beverley said quietly.
"Yeah, very much, Oh! I think I was well and truly set up!"
"Sorry. How?"
"You remember that arsehole Conway?"
"Yeah, was he there?"
"Sure was, and he had his wife with him as well."
"But I thought they were divorced or heading that way."
"So did I. But it seems they are not. The story I got was that Lindsey had talked them into getting back together; anyway that's of no importance. What is, is that Conway's wife Joan, or whatever her name is, talked me into meeting Lindsey in the hotel library; but when I walked in there, the wanker that Lindsey had turned up at the wedding with was in the middle of proposing to her."
"Oh, shit! Did Lindsey accept?"
"Buggered if I hung about long enough to find out, Bev. I should imagine so though. That bloody diamond ring he was giving her was the size of a bleeding golf ball. What woman's going to turn down that kind of dough?"
"Oh!" Beverley said again, and then she stood there for a few moments, obviously thinking about what she was going to say next. "And you think that it was a set-up then, this Joan woman was cruel enough to send you in there so you could witness this guy proposing to Lindsey?"
"Yeah that's about it. All too much of a coincidence to be anything else. I mean, how did that Joan woman know that the library was even there; it's only open to guests and it's tucked away a bit. Neither Conway and his wife, or Lindsey were staying overnight at the hotel, so strictly speaking, none of them should have been in there anyway."
I went on to explain to Beverley the fine details of my talk with Conway's wife and the strange circumstances the meeting had taken place in. She, like myself, couldn't understand how it could have been pre-planned and Bev suggested that it must have been coincidental.
"Mack, maybe this guy had a crush on Lindsey and just picked an inopportune moment as far as you were concerned. Think about it, Mack. A wedding is a pretty good place to propose to someone, isn't it?" Beverley suggested.
"Guys don't go buying rings like that on the off chance, Bev!"
"Maybe you don't, but there's lots of guys out there who do. I knew a guy once who carried a bleeding great diamond ring around in his pocket. Well, he claimed if it was a diamond. I suspect that it was paste really; he pretended he was very rich and used to ask girls to marry him just to get them into bed. There's more than one greedy woman in this village who fell for his line of shit. You say it was a big diamond! Remember that old song 'diamonds are a girl's best friend'; well, there's plenty women who get married for money, you know. And there's plenty of men with money who will try to use it to get the woman they want."
"What? Are you trying to kid me that the guy asked Lindsey to marry him out of the blue?"
"Yeah, it's a possibility, Mack. I've had a few guys propose to me at the drop of a hat over the years; this pub is worth a good few bob, you know. Perhaps that guy thought Lindsey would marry him for his money. It's pretty obvious that the man she does love isn't going to marry her in a hurry."
I had a problem getting my head around that last comment of Beverley's, so I didn't reply whilst I tried to work out what she meant by it. Beverley must have seen the confusion on my face.
"Come off it, Mack. That woman's stuck on you and you're stuck on her. Mind, why she's still interested after the way you've behaved, I'm buggered if I know."
"You lost me, Bev!"
"Damn it, Mack, Lindsey has been waiting for you to come back to her. I don't know what the hell was going on when you saw her in that hotel library, but I'll stake my girls on the fact that Lindsey wouldn't have accepted any proposal of marriage from that guy."
"Why?"
"Millie told me that she was crying when she saw them leave the reception and that there was no other guy aground; just the Conway guy and his wife. Millie had had a long chat with Conway's wife during the evening and she told Millie that Lindsey just can't get you out of her system."
"Don't make much sense, Bev, if that was the case. Why did Lindsey turn up with that guy in the first place?"
"I have no idea, Mack. Perhaps she wanted to avoid being embarrassed about being there alone when you weren't; remember that Michelle had been invited to the wedding as well as your guest."
"No, I don't buy it, Bev; that guy was all over Lindsey right from the start."
"Just remember what George is always saying, Mack. What you see isn't always what you get. Have another chat with your sister Julia, see if she knows what really went on, on Saturday evening."
-------------------------------------
I did speak to Julia the following weekend. And she had obviously had a long chat with Lindsey and Julia assured me that the guy's proposal to Lindsey had come completely out of the blue. The guy worked in the same company as Conway and Lindsey, and had been somewhat besotted with her for a year or so. Lindsey apparently liked the guy and they'd gone out for the odd meal together, but she'd told him that there was no chance of a romance between them; or so Lindsey had claimed to Julia.
Julia tried to talk me into going back to town to meet up with Lindsey, "just for a chat," she said, and I told her that I'd think about it. This seemed to please Julia and just about everyone else in the pub. Someone must have been either eavesdropping or have spoken to Julia on the phone shortly after I did.
But then things took an unexpected turn. Word had quickly gone around the pub that I was thinking of taking off for warmer climes for a few months during the quiet season, and Craig - one of the guys who worked in the boat yard - approached me at the bar that same evening.
"I hear you're thinking of taking off for a few months, Mack," he said as I handed him his pint.
"Yeah, I've been toying with the idea of backpacking around Europe before I get too old," I replied.
"You do sail, don't you?"
"Yeah, I've done a fair bit, mostly little craft."
"Any big stuff, out at sea?"
"Well, I've crewed on some big racing yachts on occasions, yeah. Mostly on the south coast. Why the interest?"
"Well, there's this guy. He's bought this ketch rig motor-sailor. Sort of cross between a cabin cruiser and a proper yacht. Anyway he's asked me to sail the thing down to Med for him, Majorca somewhere and I'm looking for a second crewman to come with me. One of the guys in the yard was coming along, but he's dropped out; the job don't pay enough for him. I thought that if you wanted a change of scenery and I know you like pissing about in boats..."
"I'm interested, yeah. When do you need to know by?"
"Like yesterday, mate. I'm supposed to kick off next week."
I'm not sure how enthusiastic I sounded when he said that. There were still a couple of weeks of the season left to run.
-------------------------------
"But what about Lindsey?" Bev asked, when I mentioned the trip to her later.
"What about her, Bev? She had her chance at the wedding and she dragged that gink (geek) along with her."
"I think the boy should go if he wants, Bev; it'll be a new experience for him," George piped up from behind us somewhere.
"George, stay out of this please. Mack's become like a son to me and... Oh, I don't know, I think he really needs to sort things out with Lindsey before he does anything."
"Bev, it's been two years and Mack here is old enough to make his own decisions."
"Like you were when you asked Polly to marry you?" Bev threw back at George with an edge to her voice.
This was getting out of hand; I couldn't have Bev and George arguing over me.
"Stop it, you two. Look, Bev, I've appreciated everything that you've done for me, you giving me a job, and a home here when I needed. But... shit, I really don't think there's any chance that Lindsey and me are going to get back together."
"Are you sure, Mack?"
"I can't see it happening, Bev. I'll admit that I still miss her, but... well, as George just said, it's been over two years."
"Mack, you don't know. But George and I... well, when we were young, we were both pretty stupid. We were together for years until... well, we fell out over something bloody stupid, didn't we, George?"
George made a noise that I took to mean he agreed with Beverley.
"Well, like a couple of donuts, we tried to make each other jealous. I took up with the son of the man who owned the Willows and George took up with Polly. We both got jealous all right; even more than jealous, we got even angrier at each other. Then things got completely out of hand, we tried to out do each other. Eventually we ran into each other out by the old windmill; it had always been our special place and completely independently we'd both gone out there to think things over."
Beverley looked at George who put his arms around her.
"Mack, we saw each other and well... The next thing you know, we're rolling around on the grass together like we'd never been apart." Beverley kissed her husband. "But then it all went to shit on us. That night Polly told George that she was pregnant with Jean. This is a small and pretty conservative community, Mack; well, it was back then. If George hadn't married Polly, then he'd have never lived it down."
"Then I discovered that I was pregnant with the twins, so I married Tom. The point I'm making, Mack, is that George was always the love of my life and every bugger in town always knew it. And even Polly knew that George loved me; that's why we were always at loggerheads with each other. Mack, I'm pretty convinced that Lindsey's got under your skin like George has always been under mine. Two years or twenty years, it ain't going to make any difference. You'll never get over her, and from what people tell me, I very much doubt that she will ever get over you either."
Beverley and George stood there staring at me, waiting for me to say something in reply. It had taken some nerve for Bev to tell me how they'd buggered their lives up all those years ago.
"I think that you may be right, Beverley. I can't seem to get her out of my system. I'll call her tomorrow evening when she gets home from work and then maybe drive down to town the next day if she really wants to talk."
"In the two years you've been here, that's the most sensible decision that you've made, Mack!" Beverley said, and then she kissed me on the cheek.
That night I lay in bed, still wondering whether I was doing the right thing by deciding to cut all the crap and call Lindsey. Eventually I decided we really did need to sit down and talk to each other no matter what had happened in the previous two years.
------------------------------------
As always in my life things didn't go as I'd planned. I got no answer from Lindsey's flat the following evening. Kind-of brought back memories of when I'd pretended to call Lindsey from my mother's house that day; perhaps fate was repaying me? I kept trying Lindsey's number most of the evening. It must have been gone eleven when I finally decided to call Julia to ask her if by any faint chance she knew where Lindsey was.
Julia sounded extremely excited when I told her why I'd called. She had no idea where Lindsey was and told me that she'd make some enquires and call me back.
"She's out of the country, Mack. I just spoke to Joan and she says that Lindsey has gone off with her cousin and her husband; you know Jeffrey the soldier. Joan thinks that they are over in America somewhere, but she has no idea exactly where; the west coast somewhere. Conway thinks he heard mention of San Francisco when they were planning the trip, but he couldn't be sure. They invited Lindsey to join them, to cheer her up after..."



"Yeah, don't say it, I know. Have you any idea when she's due back?"
"Joan thinks in about ten or twelve days, but it might be longer, apparently it was all very last minute. They flew out there last weekend."
"Surely someone must have an address out there, a hotel or something where they are staying, where I could call her."
"I'll try asking Lindsey's mother tomorrow, Mack. It's a bit late to call her tonight. I'm afraid you are not the flavour of the month with any of Lindsey's family, so I can't even tell her why I'm asking."
------------------------------------
"Sorry, Mack, you're out of luck. I found out that they are away for a month; driving around somewhere over there in one of those motor-home things. No one seems to have any way of getting in touch with them until they arrive in San Francisco in a couple of weeks time," Julia told when she called me back the following day.
"Bugger, I'm going to be gone by then."
"Why? Where are you going?"
"I've been invited to crew a yacht down to southern Spain. Then I was planning on spending the winter kicking around down there, unless Lindsey and I..."
"Lindsey and you what...? Got back together? Christ, Mack, if Lindsey was to hear you say that, she'd be on her way up there tonight and I doubt you'd finish up sailing down to Spain."
"I've got no choice now, Julia; I've committed myself and we have to leave Lowestoft on Tuesday at the latest. Look, I'll see you tomorrow; I was coming down to town to say good-bye to everyone before I went anyway. I was planning on kicking around down that way for the winter."
"But what about Lindsey?"
"She ain't there, Julia, is she? I'd planned on talking to her before I went and well... I'd see how the land laid. But I'm not going to assume anything. I'll try and call when we get down there. Once Lindsey and I have talked on the telephone, I'll see how I feel then; in the mean time I'm not going to change my plans."
--------------------------------
I had a long chat with Bev about what my long term plans were. After asking if I was intending to return for the following season and I told her that was my plan, if she wanted me back. Bev insisted that I leave all the stuff I wasn't taking with me in my room.
My short two days in town went very well really. I suppose Julia had told everyone that I'd at last decided that Lindsey and I were going to sit down and talk things over properly; the only mention of Lindsey anyone made was my mother saying that it was a shame that she was away on holiday.
They threw a party at the Willows the night before I left. And Michelle joined me during the night for what was to be our last ever night together; she woke me in the morning with her crying. I felt like crying as well, Michelle held a place in my heart as I held a place in hers, but we both knew that we didn't really love each other.
----------------------------------
Tameron was a really nice little craft. Something just under fifty feet long, she didn't look like the racing yachts that I'd crewed on before. But she was the kind of boat that you could happily set off around the world in. I wondered whether there was going to be enough ventilation below decks for the hot summers in the Med, but that wasn't my problem.
Craig turned up at Lowestoft with two other guys. We were giving them a lift down to Brest, where they were picking up a bleeding great catamaran that they were sailing over to the Caribbean for its owner.
The run down the coast and through the Channel was in perfect sailing weather. Well, not racing weather but really good cruising weather for the Tameron; she slipped along very nicely. The four of us did hit the booze a bit though and when we finally got to Brest, Craig and I had to stock up again.
The bay took its reputation seriously giving us some stick and very little sleep. But the bad weather only lasted for about twenty-four hours, then things turned very nice again. Although we lost over a day when we joined in the search for a French fisherman who'd gone over board from his boat during the storm. We didn't find him but our two friends on the cat did.
When we'd left Brest they had disappeared over the horizon towards the Azores - their next port of call - like a bleeding greyhound in that cat of theirs and they'd left us in poor little Tameron standing. But they'd had teething problems with the new craft's rigging during the storm and had turned back to Brest for repairs. One of the guys had been up the mast trying to free whatever had jammed on them and he spotted the French guy in the water. There were ships and helicopters of all sizes looking for the guy and the boat that finds him wasn't actually taking part in the search.
We'd just resumed our course when Craig realised that they weren't very far way from us in the Cat, so we changed course and rendezvoused with them. The French Frigate that raced past us going to collect the fisherman from the Cat raced back past us less than twenty minutes later having collected him. Eventually we heaved to near each other, Craig went across to the cat and shimmied up her mast like a monkey, ten minutes later he had the problem fixed. He did try to explain it to me, but he lost me quite early on that one.
After that the Cat resumed its course and we resumed ours for Vigo in Spain, where we were planning a stopover for a day or so. I think it was about that time that I worked out Craig's master plan for these stopovers; he liked them to last at least two nights. As he'd done in Brest, the first night we'd gone out, Craig had got blind drunk. So drunk in fact that the bit of fluff he'd brought back to the Tameron - I thought - required him to have a pretty strong stomach. Whatever he shagged the arse off of it all the following day in the master cabin. Before going out with it and getting drunk yet again; but maybe just drunk enough that he didn't notice what a dog he'd picked up. He'd bed her for most of that night before kicking her off the boat before we sailed in the morning.
Then Craig would spend the next couple of days at sea -- storms and rescue searches permitting -- nipping below deck to check that his dick was still there and that it hadn't turned green or anything nasty like that.
I left Craig consuming far more of the local brew than was prudent in a bar in Vigo and went off to track down a telephone I could call home on... well, the Willows anyway. In the end I used the phone in a small, very questionable looking hotel. But the people there were very nice and extremely helpful; of course there is the chance that they had ripped me off on the cost of the call, but by then I was trying not to be a pessimist about people's intentions anymore.
When I got back to the bar there was no sign of Craig. I had a couple of beers before switching to the local cheap plonk and chatted with some Dutch people, who were also on their way to the Med with a yacht, or they might have been on the reverse journey. We did have a bit of a language problem or then again it could have been the effect that the cheap plonk was having on my brain. Around ten-ish - I think - I headed back to the Tameron to get a good night's sleep for a change.
God alone knows what time Craig returned, but I was awoken by one hell of a party going on in the main cabin, making sleep an impossibility. I struggled back into my shorts after deciding that I'd might as well join the party, as I lay there listening to it. Besides I was wondering what kind of dog Craig had picked up this time. I was sure I could hear German voices; although it could have been my Dutch friends, one of them was a real cracker.
In the cockpit I found two Americans: one female and giving a blowjob to her male companion. He said hi, she never missed a beat. Down in the cabin there were four more American girls, one other American guy who was sitting there with his arm around one of two German guys. And a very pissed Craig who was in the arms of a grand mother, by the looks of things. I never did discover what nationality she was.
Am I being fair there? Well, I doubt it; Craig's bit of stuff was just a few years older than the four American girls. They only looked about eighteen at first glance. It was as I was debating this fact with myself that one of the American girls who'd had her back to me turned around to see who'd entered the cabin and that's when the world stopped turning!
The girl looked up into my eyes and I saw the stars in hers. One look from that girl and all thoughts of Lindsey or any other girl I'd ever known in my life were banished from my mind.
"You must be Mack. My names Codi!" she said, the sound of her voice being like music to my ears. "Craig's been telling us all about you."
"Nothing defamatory, I hope?" I replied.
"No, mate, I wouldn't do that to you. I was just telling them that you're the greatest stud in the whole of East Anglia."
I gave Craig a questioning look and wondered what the hell he'd said to these folks about me.
"Come on, Mack, surely you don't expect us to believe that you lived in the pub with three of the most fuckable chicks in the county and you didn't lay a one of the buggers. I know they all had smiles on their faces after you turned up there anyway."
"Craig!" I said. I wasn't sure how to shut him up without confirming or denying his accusation but I didn't get the chance.
"Anyway your performance with them three chicks from the Midlands has become legend around the village."
"What the fuck are you raving on about now, Craig?" I demanded.
"Those three chicks you took care of on the boat last summer," Craig explained.
I still had no idea what he was talking about and it must have showed in my face.
"Some of the lads were walking down to the Willows one night and they spy's this cruiser that they know three little darlings have hired. They crept up and sneaked a peek through one of the windows, hoping they might catch them changing or something. What they got was a grandstand view of Mack the super stud giving all three of the girls the biggest seeing to that they'd probably ever had in their lives."
"What? They watched us?"
"From the way I hear it told, you were bloody lucky none of the boys had a video camera on them or you'd be a Dutch porn star by now mate. Haven't you ever noticed how the guys all get nervous when you talk to their girlfriends? Word is that you're really something in bed, and half the girls in the village would give their right arm to get a chance with you. That's a point, mate; how come you've never taken any of them up on their offers?"
The subject was off of my girls at the Willows, so I relaxed a little. "There's an old saying Craig, 'never shit on your own doorstep'."
"Explains a lot, but how did you manage to keep your hands off those tits of Millie's? I know I'd die for a chance at those buggers."
"Phil's a big guy, Craig!"
"Yeah, he is, isn't he? Self preservation, I suppose."
"That always has to be added into the equation, if you want to live a long life." I smiled back at him.
I was pleased with how a conversation that had started so badly for me had quietly turned itself around. Craig would completely pooh-pooh any suggestion that anything untoward had ever happened between my girls and me, when he returned to the village.
I was glad when Craig then stopped talking and returned to snogging his slut, who'd he'd been blatantly feeling up during all of the brief conversation. It meant that I could get on with chatting with Codi; no one else in the cabin held any interest for me.
I grabbed two bottles of beer from the sink that was serving as an ice bucket, flipped the top off of one and held it out to Codi. She smiled and took it from me, standing up at the same time. This I took as an invitation, flipped the top off of my bottle, turned around and climbed the few stairs into the cockpit; as I'd hoped that she would, Codi followed me.
"Jees, Marge, couldn't you find somewhere a little less public?" Codi said to the still bobbing head of the girl, as she followed me out of the cockpit and around onto Tameron's foredeck, where we settled ourselves on the roof of the cabin."
"And what brings a nice girl like you to this god forsaken neck of the woods?" I asked Codi once we were comfortably seated.
"I got fed up with college and decided to take a year touring the hot spots of Europe," she replied, with a sarcastic tone to her voice.
"Really?" I asked.
Codi took a swig of her beer and then looked right into my eyes. "Truth?" she asked.
"I should hope so?"
"I 'was' over here trying to forget a man."
"Was?" I replied, picking up on the emphasis she'd placed on the word.
"Oh, yeah, very much was." She smiled at me. "I do believe that I might have met someone today who's going to banish him from my memory forever."
"I wonder who that could possibly be?" I smiled back.
Now, I know that some folks will say that there ain't no such thing as love at first sight. Well, maybe they are right; maybe it's the lust that hits you first. I knew from the moment Codi and my eyes first met that I wanted this woman more than anything else I'd ever wanted in my life before. What's more I'd read in her eyes that she wanted me as well.
Who actually kissed who first? I have no idea. I can't even tell you how long it was before we adjourned from the foredeck to the privacy of my cabin. I do remember sliding into her for the first time though and I remember every sound that she made as well. Every word of encouragement that she whispered into my ear!
It was a long night. The interesting thing was that we'd drift off to sleep only to be woken by Craig's slut screaming encouragement at him in the adjoining cabin. That had the effect of starting Codi and me off again. Well, I don't think we needed encouragement, we just needed to be woken from our exhausted slumber.
I have no idea what time it was when I made my way into the main cabin to put some coffee on in the galley area. Codi was dead to the world and no sound was coming from the other rear cabin where Craig had been entertaining his slut. Sorry but I'd only seen the guy with two women on this trip; they had both looked and behaved like complete sluts to me, letting him blatantly feel them up in front of all and sundry.
The main cabin - or saloon I suppose you would call it - was a multi-purpose area. It contained the sitting and eating area, with the galley in one corner. The table of the dining area folded either away, or down to make the seats flanking it into a double bed. Craig and I had not bothered converting it during the cruise. But apparently someone else had during the night and the girl Marge and one of the other American girls was stretched out on it, both stark naked. There appeared to be no one else left on the craft. God knows who'd shagged the pair of them, but someone obviously had; come to that, I should imagine several people had.
I must have woken Marge and the other girl clearing enough room in the sink to fit the kettle under the drinking water tap.
"What's the time?" one of them asked.
"No idea, girl, and I don't very much care," I replied, probably a little off-handedly.
"Have you seen Codi?" Marge asked.
"Yeah, she's asleep in my cabin."
"Ooh, she got to try the stud out, did she? Trust Codi. Are you as good in bed as Craig says you are?" the other girl asked
"I wouldn't know, girl, but I've never had any complaints."
"Wanna show me what you can do?" Marge asked.
"You got to be kidding, girl. How many guys did you screw during the night?"
"I'm not sure. Dick and the two Germans, I think," Marge replied with a straight face.
"And that guy from the bar last night. He had you against the wall in that alley; I saw you," the other girl reminded her.
"Oh, yeah, and a Spaniard at the bar," Marge added.
"And did you take any kind of precautions against disease with any of them? This is a sea port, you know; you could pick up just about anything around here."
"Oh, don't be an old stick in the mud? Did you take any precautions with Codi?" Marge replied.
"Yes, he did actually and you should know me better than that, Marge," Codi's voice came from the cabin door way. "How's that coffee going, Mack, or are you making English tea?"
"Coffee, very strong and very black. How do you like yours?"
"I'll have some cream, if you've got any."
"Powdered."
"Make it black then, please."
Eventually Codi told the other two to put some clothes on, which they did after I showed them how the shower worked. Then Codi and I managed to squeeze in there together; that led us into another session in my cabin and when we came out again the other two girls had gone.
Craig and his tart still hadn't showed by the time Codi and I went out to find something to eat. After that we went to the cheap hotel Codi was staying in to retrieve her backpack; apparently Codi was travelling light.
I really don't think anything was actually said; it just seemed to be the natural thing to do for Codi to join the Tameron for the rest of the trip. She sat all of my watches with me and we spent most of the rest of the time either sunbathing together or making out below.
I learnt that Codi had been in college on the East Coast of the States somewhere. She did say the name of the place but I can't recall it now; she also led me to believe that it was a bleeding expensive place to study. Not that I took that much notice. She'd actually followed her school sweetheart to the college; apparently they'd sworn undying love to each other when they were quite young. Everything had been a rose garden until that spring when she'd discovered the bugger shagging her flatmate one afternoon.
There had been an altercation and Codi had jumped on the next plane home. Her parents were just about to depart for a vacation in Paris; Codi decided to join them. In Paris she'd met up with Marge - who was backpacking around Europe with the other girls - outside a café near the Eiffel Tower. On a whim and very much against her Judge father's wishes, Codi had joined the little band of female travellers and several months later met up with a very drunk, mad English guy in a bar in Vigo and finished up in my bed.
To tell you the truth I forgot all about phoning Lindsey when we got to Gibraltar. I didn't actually phone back to anyone in the UK, but I did send out a lot of postcards, as I had done from Brest, Vigo and Lisbon. I did the same thing when we finally arrived at Palma and handed the boat over to its owner.
Craig flew straight home from there, I believe. Codi and I stuck around on the island for a few days, then took the ferry to Ibiza; then a few days later, another ferry to Alicante. There we finally found jobs in an English bar; the jobs came with a small room in a flat in the block above the bar.
We worked at the bar for a couple of weeks. I don't think either of us enjoyed the work very much but we enjoyed our off duty time together. I think it was one rainy morning in the bar, when Codi and I decided to move along the coast. Over the next month or so we slowly hopped from one coastal town to the next until we found ourselves in Nice. It was in Nice that we met an English guy who owned several large ski chalets in the Alps. He offered Codi and me the job of looking after one of them for the ski season.
It wasn't very good money and you had to nursemaid some of the guests, but you could get plenty of skiing in most days; not that I had ever skied before I got there, but Codi spent many hours teaching me how to. The other plus was that we had use of an old Citroen car.
I sent postcards to everyone back home regularly and I mentioned Codi in them. I was surprised that when I received a couple of letters back, from Julia and Beverley they didn't ask any questions about Codi at all. I would have thought both those two nosy women would have been curious about my relationship with Codi but they never even commented when I sent them some pictures of Codi and me together.



We'd given up on the French Letters when we'd been in Alicante; Codi seemed to have a never ending supply of birth control pills hidden away somewhere. We'd both assured each other that we were clear of any sexual diseases, which turned out to be true. Codi said that she hadn't been as promiscuous as the other girls in the back packing party and I believed her. Often she claimed that she found their outrageous behaviour embarrassing most of the time.
"You were quick enough to jump into my bed," I pointed out to her one evening.
"You were different than the other guys," she replied.
"Oh, in what way?" I asked.
"Well, Craig was doing a lot of talking. And he said for a guy with the stud reputation that you have, you were avoiding women like the plague. I figured that he had you wrong and you were shy or something. Then you walked into that cabin and my heart nearly jumped into my throat, I just knew that you were the guy I was going to marry. So I threw caution to the wind; I figured that I had one night to get my hooks into you."
"Well, you hooked me, girl, there's no mistake about that."
By Christmas Codi and I were discussing where and when we were going to get married. Whether we should wed in Indiana or in the UK; eventually the decision was made to marry in the UK. Codi's extended family was much smaller than mine and she thought that they would nearly all be able to afford the airfare. Whereas I doubted many of my family could afford to fly to the US for the occasion.
By the middle of January Codi's father had sent us open tickets back to the States. Having talked to the guy several times on the phone, I gathered he was chaffing at the bit to meet his future son-in-law. Although I'm not sure that he was that enamoured about my profession in the UK. Codi and I were planning on trying for a pub tenancy somewhere in the UK after we were married.
Those months that Codi and were together I was in a different world to the one I'd lived in most of my life. When I had Lindsey I hadn't had a satisfying sex life. When I'd been at the Willows my sex life had been out of this world but I hadn't had anyone to really love. With Codi I had it all, the love of a beautiful woman, who also turned out to be as crazy about sex as Millie was.
Codi told me that she and her boyfriend had sex regularly, but she claimed she'd only learnt to really enjoy sex in all its connotations after we'd got together. From the odd comment she made her sex life with her ex sounded a little repressed to me. But then who was I to talk? I'd had a completely repressed sex life with Lindsey.
Late February and the end of the skiing season was in sight. Codi and I were trying to organise our flight to the States so that I could meet her family, when a letter came from Beverley asking me whether I was planning on returning to the Willows for the season. I hadn't got around to replying when my life turned to shit again.
End of chapter 07
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Late February and the end of the skiing season was in sight. Codi and I were trying to organise our flight to the States so that I could meet her family, when a letter came from Beverley, asking me whether I was planning on returning to the Willows for the season. I hadn't got around to replying, when my life turned to shit again.
They were all but the last booking for the chalet. They booked up rather late really and Codi and I didn't know they were coming until the night before they arrived. We'd been looking forward to an easy week to ourselves.
They were supposedly travelling incognito and I was uncomfortable with their presence from the moment they stepped out of their car. Thespians, my mother would have called them; Wankers, I prefer to call them. As a matter of fact I shall refer to one in particular as the Wanker so that I can't be sued if anyone recognises my description of the bugger.
There were two women; one I was to learn was a model-come-actress or rather she was a want to be actress. The other was a medico pop singer who got a couple of crap songs into the lower end of the charts and who'd also turned to acting and made several films. I think her main claim to fame with the films was that she was quite happy to bare all for the camera, if it was artistically important to the script. Well, that's what she'd told the reporter in the one interview I'd see her do on the TV; I'd never actually seen any of her films.
Of the two guys, one was one of those faces that we all know from the TV and films. A regular supporting actor who's face everyone can recall having seen somewhere but who's name was always too far down the cast list for us to remember reading. And then there was the Wanker. Yep, you've all seen him a few times and you'd know his face anywhere. About twenty-eight or thirty he has a very young -- and I suppose handsome -- face. At that time he tended to play romantic young leads; teenagers even, well below his actual age.
Their main topic of conversation -- beside self-adulation -- appeared to be staying out of sight of the paparazzo. Although I sensed a certain amount of disappointment in them, that the press - or any fans - hadn't discovered their little hideaway. Their extremely high profile behaviour around the ski slopes ensured that that situation didn't remain that way for very long. Not that many people hung around out side the chalet very much unless the Wanker was in the house. Then a small crowd of fans would hang around at the end of the chalet's short driveway, hoping to get the Wanker's autograph or a picture of him.
The thing that really upset me was that I immediately recognised that Codi was in awe of our celebrity guests. Me, I figured that they were a crowd of wanker's who had far too high an opinion of themselves. Fuck me; if they were anything special, then they wouldn't have been staying in our little fleapit of a ski chalet.
I'll admit that they didn't come over as all high and mighty with me, although they loved to play to the gallery whenever one was available. What I didn't like was Codi's behaviour around the Wanker, and the fact that she talked about him nearly all the time. It was obvious to me that she equated him personally with some of the characters he'd played in films. One thing I knew for sure was that he must have used plenty of stunt doubles and maybe a few body doubles in his films.
The geezer was a cack-handed, bleeding wimp as far as I was concerned and I definitely didn't like the way he looked at Codi sometimes or the way I'd caught him quietly talking to her alone a couple of times.
They'd been there about four days when by chance I was coming down from upstairs and I overheard the wanker telling his sycophantic friend in the lounge, "fuck the arse off of that little tart before we leave here," was all I heard him say. But as he was sleeping every night with his high profile wife, I could think of no reason for him to say those words about her. The Model was his friend's regular bed partner, so I doubted that he was talking about her either. That only left Codi as his intended target, as far as I could see.
"Codi, I do believe that your new film star friend is intent on adding your name to those notches on his belt!" I told her in bed that evening.
"Mack, do you really think that I would do that to you?" she replied.
"Codi, I don't think that you would intentionally do anything like that, but you are a little infatuated with the bugger."
"Oh, don't be so silly. I think he's a great actor and I'm very happy to have met him personally. But... well, I love you; I wouldn't do anything to put our relationship in any danger. Trust me please?"
"Well, there, that's our problem, Codi, isn't it? Trusting people. And remember that you trusted your ex back in the States as well, didn't you?"
"Mack, I'm disappointed in you. How could you even think that I'd do such a thing?" The look on Codi's face was one of disappointment.
"Codi, I've come to the conclusion that I can't tell what anyone could do in the right circumstances. I'm not a mind reader; I can only take people by my perception of their actions. I don't believe that you'd intentionally jump into the guy's bed," a horrified expression came over Codi's face. "But then I have to take into account that he's acted the part of seducer in several of his films. I would hazard to suggest that he could remember his lines very well."
"I'm sorry I don't understand what you're trying to say?" Codi said, looking confused.
"I'm just warning you to watch yourself around that bugger, Codi. He might be more adept with the old charm than you realise!"
With that the conversation ended with Codi sulking for a while. I felt Codi was annoyed with me for suggesting that she might fall for the Wanker's charms.
--------------------------------
I'd seen a lot since I'd first moved to the Willows. As a barman you find that you study people and the way they behave quite closely. I'd watched many a hopeful young stud holidaymaker trying to seduce Pat and Michelle, and some female holidaymakers, not counting some of the other girls from the village as well. I thought by then that I could read the buggers intentions like a bloody book. And I was pretty sure that the Wanker was after my girl.
After breakfast the following morning I came in with a basket of logs for the fire, to see the Wanker standing at the bottom of the stairs, plainly blocking any further advance that Codi could make down them. They were talking but I didn't hear what he was saying to Codi or her reply. The instant he became aware of my presence he stepped aside to allow Codi to pass.
Codi gave me what I can only describe as a nervous look and continued on her way into the kitchen.
That night after the evening meal both of the male guests were in the lounge together as I was making up the open fire. None of the females were present; I believe they were upstairs changing. So I thought I'd take the opportunity of warning the bugger off.
"You know something? There's some blokes who get very attached to their women. Do you understand what I'm getting at?" I said, turning from the fire to look at them with a large log in my hand.
"Sorry, Mack, I'm afraid you've lost me there, my friend?" the Wanker replied.
"I was just pointing out that some folks tend to turn violent if anyone trespasses on what they consider their territory."
"Mack, if you're trying to insinuate that I would lay a hand on Codi, I find it insulting. I'm a married man, remember?"
"I remember, but I have to wonder how good your memory is on occasions. You seem to find a lot to talk about with Codi."
"Oh, this morning! I was just complimenting her on the wonderful breakfast she'd prepared, that's all. Don't worry, my friend, she told all about your marriage plans."
"I'll bet she has," I said as I left the room. My anger would not let me stay in there with them any longer. The Wanker had had a mocking expression on his face during the short conversation.
That night in bed I brought the subject up again with Codi. "What was the Wanker saying to you on the stairs this morning?" I asked her.
"Well, he was just complimenting me on the breakfast, that's all."
"And was that all he complimented you on?"
"Mack, you're acting very paranoid lately. I'm not sure that I like it. But no, he complimented me on how nice I looked again. He always does that almost everyday. He's just being nice, that's all; he doesn't mean anything by it. I find it quite flattering, having a film star telling me how beautiful I am. You know XXXX (name removed for legal reasons) says I've got the looks to be an actress."
"Jesus, Codi, the guy's a bleeding slime ball. Can't you see it? Haven't you ever heard of the casting couch? I tell you the guy's after getting into your knickers before the week's out."
"He'll be out of luck then, won't he? You're my man, you know that!"
"But does he, Codi?"
"Oh, give over and kiss me, Mack, before I loose my temper with you."
---------------------------------
The following morning at breakfast the Wanker asked me if I'd book them a table for dinner that night at a restaurant at the other end of the valley. They even invited Codi and me to join them for the meal.
Their plan was to spend the whole day skiing from the top of one lift to the bottom of the next. They'd work their way slowly down the valley to the restaurant at the far end; it was not an unusual thing for our guests to do.
This pleased me some, because that day I was heading over to the other side of the valley to another of our employer's chalets. That chalet was closing for the season and I'd been asked to run the couple who'd been managing it to the airport.
Codi was going to accompany me, but when we heard our guests were going to be away all day, she changed her mind. We still had another booking for the following week, and there was some preparation that we hadn't found time to do. The party was larger and the rooms that hadn't been used recently would have to be prepared for them, as they tended to get a little damp smelling when they were closed up all the time.
I dropped the guests at the lift and then went back to have a coffee with Codi before setting off for the other chalet. Codi came out to kiss me good-bye, told me to be careful on the road and that she loved me. Standard procedure for when I went off somewhere in that old Citroen.
As I came out of the other chalet with the couple that I was taking to the airport, the French taxi driver we always used pulled up and signalled me over to have a word. We tended to use the same driver all the time and we knew that we could rely on him to pick our clients up late at night from the nightspots around the village and the valley. In return we got a kick back from him - in the form of a free trip - whenever Codi and I went out drinking.
He seemed perturbed that one of the other drivers had been booked to pick up at our chalet at one o'clock and take a fare to a ski lift halfway down the valley.
"Javier, lend me those binoculars that you carry in your taxi," I demanded.
Javier's English was as about as good as my French, but we usually appeared to understand each other. He didn't ask me why I wanted them; he just pulled them from the glove box and handed them to me. I trained them on our chalet across the other side of the valley. Sure enough there were several of the Wanker's regular fans and a couple of photographers standing in the road outside the chalet. That could only mean one thing: the Wanker was in there with Codi.
I handed the binoculars back to Javier, asked him to drive my friends to the airport, and agreed to pay the fare. Then I climbed into the old Citroen and took off at breakneck speed - considering the road conditions -- back across the valley.
I didn't pull into our own chalet's drive, but into the drive of the empty chalet next door, then set out across the snow for the rear door of our own one.
Entering as quietly as I could, I found the ground floor deserted, as were the clients' two bedrooms. Eventually I realised that I could hear noises coming from one of the rooms that Codi was supposed to be changing the linen on and airing out.
Gently trying the door handle, I found the room locked. Someone had thought they'd made sure that they wouldn't be disturbed in a hurry; but I had the master key on my ring.
Codi was on her back on the bed, her knickers and jeans still hanging from her left ankle which, like her right, was pointing up at the ceiling. Between Codi's legs was the Wanker shagging Codi as hard as he knew how.
I do believe Codi actually saw me a second before my fist made its first attempt to fuck that pretty face of the Wanker's up good and proper. I'm sure that he was completely unaware of what had hit him or where the blow had come from.
For a few seconds he lay on the floor where he'd landed, obviously trying to work out what the fuck had just happened. Then his eyes focused and he saw me standing there.
For a few seconds, I watched as his mind scrolled through the few options he had available to him. He dared to take a quick look at Codi, I suppose to see if she was intending to try to have any influence on the situation.
He was wasting his time. Codi who hadn't uttered a sound since she'd spotted me, was trying to do a balancing act on the headboard of the bed. I do believe that she was trying to get physically as far away from both of us as she possibly could in that room.
I watched the Wanker grab hold of his trousers that were down around his knees; he'd obviously been in a hurry to get started and hadn't bothered to remove them. The muscles of his chest rippled when he tried to pull them up as he struggled to his feet; the only way out of that room was past me and he was well aware of the fact by then.
I had to admit that he did have an impressive chest on him. I'd seen it many times during the week he'd been in residence; because he was proud of his physique and liked to show it off, even going outside to sign the fans autographs bare-chested sometimes. The thought crossed my mind that he must have removed his shirt before he'd tracked Codi down in the room she'd been preparing, probably to impress her.
I know it sounds strange to say it, but then things got slightly comical to my mind; the guy was an actor and he began to act his bleeding heart out.
Maybe that's what made me realise that for all his muscles I wasn't going to have any trouble handling him; luckily for him really, because I didn't have to resort to any emergency measures.
On his feet at last he took up a marshal arts stance and made some inane comment, which struck me as so funny that I honestly can't tell you how I managed not to laugh out loud. The familiar line he used was a famous one from one of his films. I Should imagine it was the line that was the cue for his body double stuntman to takeover and take part in the actual fighting.
"I warn you, I'm a black..." he began to add.
"I don't give a fuck what you claim to be, arsehole. You don't scare me in the slightest. Let's see if you can cut the mustard when you ain't play fighting on a fucking film set, shall we?"
"I'll warn you, if you hurt me, I'll sue you for every penny you have."
"That's handy because I'm fucking broke. Come on, shit-face, show me what a black belt can do."
Actually he did land a couple of real doozies, but I landed a fuck sight more than he did, and in the end he rolled up into a ball on the floor and actually begged me to stop hitting him.
I'd made my point and there wasn't much sense in going to jail over the fucker, or Codi come to that. I took one more, quick look at Codi who was still balancing on the bed's headboard and walked out of the room.
Half way down the stairs I met the couple who were supposed have been flying home to the UK, on their way up. They'd decided that whatever had made me take off like I did, just had to be investigated.
I poured myself a large drink and settled myself at the kitchen table, to await whatever ramifications were to come. A few minutes later Javier came in and took a seat opposite me. I pushed the bottle of Scotch in his direction but he refused it and grabbed an open bottle of wine and a glass from the side counter.
"With Codi?" he asked.
"Yep!" I replied.
"You hurt him bad?"
"Fucked if I care, Javier."
"Women!" Javier replied, with one of his usual shrugs. Then we both sat there in silence drinking our chosen poison.
I have no idea who called the doctor or the police, but they both turned up and Javier and my friends from the other chalet dealt with them. The doctor came to look at me a little later, all the time jabbering away to Javier so fast that I couldn't understand a word he said. He shone a torch in my eyes and waved a pen in front of them as well, then apparently satisfied that I was going to live, he poured himself a glass of wine and left the kitchen. But not before giving me the thumbs up sign and a pat on the back.
A little later a police officer entered the kitchen and took a seat beside Javier, who promptly poured him a glass of the same plonk as he himself had been drinking. Javier indicated that the bottle was empty and I indicated to the cupboard where he could retrieve another bottle.
Then followed what must have been one of the strangest police interviews ever recorded, where Javier answered almost all of the questions although he had little or no idea of what had actually taken place in that bedroom. But the words "crime passionnel" were bandied about almost as freely as the glasses of plonk were consumed. Then the police officer left after shaking my hand and babbling something in French, which I could make neither head nor tale of.
Exactly when the Wanker's tart arrived back at the chalet, I have no idea. Nor do I have any idea how she found out that I'd kicked the shit out of her loving(?) husband. She came into the kitchen to see me and seemed more concerned that the incident didn't become tomorrow's headlines in the newspapers than anything else; that included the fact that her husband had been unfaithful to her.
"What are you going to do about Codi?" she finally asked me.
"Nothing. Its over!" I replied.
"But it wasn't her fault. You know he's an arsehole. He can be very persuasive when he wants to be."
"I warned her what he was planning and she didn't listen. What we had is gone. Why the hell do you put up with that kind of behaviour?"
"In a word, Mack, money. Have you any idea how much that magazine paid for exclusive photographic rights to our wedding. No, well, I'll tell you, three million. There's just one reason I'm married to the little shit and that's publicity and the cash it puts into my bank accounts. In a year or so we'll separate, very publicly, of course, and we'll both do the talk show rounds on the strength of it. And, of course, reap the financial rewards that come with that publicity."
"A bit hypocritical, isn't it?" I said.
"It's all about cash, Mack. I'm sorry, I know that you loved Codi, try to forgive her please."
"Not going to happen, XXX. I'm not made that way."
I'm sorry, Mack; I should have known the bugger was up to something when he said he'd twisted his ankle this morning. He didn't look in enough pain to me."
She didn't say good-bye; she just got up and walked out of the kitchen. Five minutes later Javier returned and told me all four guests had left in another taxi. I asked him why he hadn't driven them and he explained with some difficulty - I said neither of us were good with each others language -- that he didn't act as chauffer to his friend's enemies.
Then Javier cracked open his third bottle of plonk that afternoon, and poured me a glass, after placing the bottle of Scotch out of my reach. I looked up at him as he did so.



"Demain est un autre jour et la vie doit continuer," he said, smiling at me. I still have no idea what it means; then he left the room again.
"Can I come in, Mack?" Codi's voice asked nervously from the doorway.
"You've as much right to be in here as I have," I replied.
"You won't turn violent or anything?"
I turned to look at her; she quite obviously had spent most of the afternoon crying; I could see that by her puffy red eyes.
"Did I raise a hand to you when I was angry earlier?" I asked.
"No, but you made a mess of...."
"Don't say his name!" I cut her off.
"I'm sorry, Mack, I have no idea what came over me."
"You don't! Well, I do! I knew what was going to happen the first evening he was here. I watched the way you drooled over his every word; he had you running around like a tit with your knickers on fire. You were so overawed that a so-called celebrity was paying you compliments that you could hardly contain yourself. He knew he'd get you, I knew he'd get you. Fucking hell, even that tart he's married to knew he had every intention of shagging you."
"I warned you what the prick was after, and you swore blind to me that he wouldn't succeed. But that was a lie, wasn't it, Codi; you had every intention of submitting to him. You couldn't pass up the chance to shag a fucking film star, could you? And you thought that I'd be none the wiser. You told him I'd be gone for most of the morning. Didn't you think that I'd get suspicious when you decided that airing the rooms was more important than coming to the airport with me."
"I'm sorry, Mack. Is there any chance that you'll forgive me?"
"Yeah, Codi, I'll forgive you. But it's of no consequence; I no longer have any intention of marrying you. I couldn't go through life wondering when the next film or pop star was going to catch your eye."
Codi began to cry again then turned and left the room. I poured myself another glass of that crap plonk and knocked it back.
Shortly Javier returned again, looked at the almost empty bottle and recovered yet another from the wine cupboard.
"Jesus, Javier, are you still here? Haven't you got a home to go to?"
"I cannot leave my friends at this sad time!" he replied in the plainest English that I'd ever heard him use.
"Thanks, Javier," I said.
Then he went on to tell me that Codi had asked him to drive her to the station in the morning. She was catching a train to Paris and a plane from there back to the States. He waited but I made no comment.
Shortly our two friends came in and after some discussion they agreed to run Codi and my chalet until it closed for the year. Then I went up to our room and packed my bag. I noticed that all Codi's stuff was gone; I assumed that she had moved it into another room and was sleeping in there.
Throwing my rucksack on my shoulder, I went down and asked Javier if he'd mind driving me into Lyon. He just shrugged and got to his feet. I said good-bye to my two friends, handed them the keys to the chalet; then Javier and I left the chalet for good.
It was many years before I laid eyes on Codi again.
End of chapter eight.
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It was a long way to Lyon, but when we eventually got there Javier adamantly refused any payment for the trip. I had no idea how the train timetable ran so I was taking potluck. I'd chosen to set off from Lyon because that way my starting point would be much further down the line than Cody's so I had it figured I'd be well ahead of her; that way there was little chance of us running into each other during the journey.
Javier stayed at the station with me until the first train to Paris arrived and when it did, he wished me a safe journey the way only a Frenchman could another male. Somewhat embarrassing for my repressed English character to get accustomed to.
The express train took me directly to Paris, where I jumped on the Euro-Star to Waterloo. Then it was the underground system to the station closest to my parent's house where, I'm pleased to say, I was received like the prodigal son.
I noted that my father took a quick look up and down the road, as if he was expecting someone -- I assumed Codi -- to be with me; but if it was, he made no comment concerning her absence. It was embarrassingly obvious to me that all of my family avoided mentioning or asking questions about Codi at all though. At the time I assumed that there was something about my demeanour that told them that Codi was history; whatever she was not mentioned by anyone.
It was to be sometime before I worked out the reason she was never mentioned, and I've chosen to never broach the subject with any of them.
Julia arrived at the house shortly after I had and I got the distinct impression that she'd turned up especially to see me. But that idea I had trouble understanding, because even if someone had called her the second I'd arrived at the house to tell her that I was home, she hadn't had the time to drive over from her own house.
All the family appeared to have assumed -- correctly -- that I'd stopped off to see them on my way back to the Willows.
"Have you called Bev to let her know that you're coming?" my mother asked.
The familiar name that my mother used for Beverley didn't really surprise me. I was well aware by then that the two women had been in regular contact with each other for years. Later I learnt that my parents had been up to stay with Bev and George for a few days, more than once, while I'd been away.
"No, I figured that I'd surprise everyone up there, like I did you lot," I replied. "Bev wrote me a letter last week and invited me back for the season so I planned on just turning up."
"You don't know then?" my father asked.
"Know what?" I replied, but before my father could say anything further my mother cut him off.
"No, father, it's Beverley's surprise; don't you dare go interfering!"
My dad clammed up after that and no matter how much I pushed him; he wouldn't elaborate on the comment he'd made. He just gave me the kind of smile that he had always reserved for my eldest brother in the past. I'm not sure how to describe it, but for once in my life I got the idea that my father was proud of me. Pride was something that I had never known him show where I was concerned before. Considering what a fuck up I'd made of just about everything in my life up to that point, I had some trouble understanding that smile.
That night as a family, we all went out for a meal together, after which some heavy drinking took place. It might sound odd - and I got a few strange looks from the family of beer drinkers - but I found myself drinking quite a bit of wine during the evening, a habit that I'd picked up in France. Although it was nice to get back to some decent beer for a change.
I know that I consumed a little more than I usually did and I'd been mixing my drinks a lot more than is prudent, but it was a family celebration after all. Anyway even in my inebriated state, I did feel that there was something not quite normal about the atmosphere and almost every one of my relatives' behaviour. They obviously asked me about my travels, but not one of them ever mentioned Codi by name. As a matter of fact not one of them mentioned her at all, unless I related a story to them.
Not that I was going into any detail about what had happened in the previous few days. I figured I'd let them assume I'd returned to the country because of the letter Beverley had sent me, asking me if I was returning to the pub for the season. After the way I'd fucked things up so completely with Lindsey and got everything all arse about face, I could just imagine what they'd make of me telling them that Codi had done the dirty on me. Can you imagine it? 'Mack's cried Wolf again!'
The other strange thing that for some time I was to have some difficulty understanding was that Lindsey's name didn't crop up in conversation either. For any of my relatives to talk to me for more than ten minutes without Lindsey's name being slipped into the conversation eventually had been very out of character for all of them for some years. In the end I figured that they were trying to keep the whole of my debacle with Lindsey and, possibly women in general, out of the conversation.
By coincidence later on some of my old mates turned up in the pub that we'd ensconced ourselves in, and they joined the party.
By an even greater coincidence, one of my mate's sisters worked in the same office building as Lindsey. Consequently later -- and I never did understand why - when I found myself standing at the next urinal to his, I found myself dropping a question that I really didn't intend to; well, consciously anyway.
"Cathy still work with Lindsey?" I asked, wishing that I hadn't asked even as the words were coming out of my mouth.
"No, mate, as I heard it Lindsey threw the job in last year. About the time you went sailing, I believe."
"Oh, do you know what happened to her?" I still couldn't understand why I persisted in asking him about her.
"Ain't got the faintest idea, Mack; Meg and Lindsey never were too pally. I think Meg said that she went back down Bristol way, where her parents live, but I can't be sure. To be honest I never took much notice when Meg mentioned it; I know Lindsey hasn't got that flat of hers anymore though. A guy from my office lives there now. Why, what's up, you missing her?"
"No, not really Nick." I lied, "Just curious about what happened to her, that's all."
"I hear tell you shacked yourself up with a right little babe out in Spain," he commented. "American, weren't she?"
Just where Nick had heard about Codi from, I had no idea, but from his statement it was apparent that her existence was common knowledge. I wondered how the word had gotten around.
"Yeah, we had a good thing going there for a while. But how come you know about her?"
"Can't remember exactly who told me, Mack. Christ, you know how the rumour mill works, mate. Supposed to be American and a real looker, so the story went. But then, you always did manage to hook the good-looking birds. Never could understand why; it ain't like you're no oil painting or nothin'," he jibed.
"Codi could take your breath away when she put a bikini on, I can promise you that," I replied, trying as hard as I could to put a convincing smile on my face.
I really didn't want to discuss Codi with anyone, but I couldn't let on that she'd shit all over me to my friends, so I had to act casually about her; as if I didn't really care.
"What happened to her?" he enquired.
"Ah, she's gone back to the States. She was only over in Europe on a gap year from college."
Now that wasn't really an untruth. Codi had been intending to return to college, until we'd started talking about marriage. Now that I was out of the picture, I thought that it was safe to assume that she'd return to her original plan. It would also cover my arse quite nicely in the rumour mill.
"You going back to that Pub of yours up on the Broads, Mack?"
"Yeah, that's the basic plan."
"I heard that you were the manager there. How come you got the time off to go gallivanting around the Med?"
"Nah, I was just a barman, but I enjoyed myself working there."
"Well, if you can live on the money, that's what you really want; a job that you enjoy doing. Shit, I hate getting up most mornings when all I've got to look forward to is that fucking office. Wish I had the guts to do what you did and just chuck it all in and find a job I enjoyed doing; even if the money was crap. But I'm getting married come September, so I can't afford the indulgence. Fuck it, can't even afford to go sea fishing anymore!"
By that time we were re-entering the noisy bar, so the conversation abruptly ended. Much to my relief, if I'm being honest.
-----------------------------
Two days later and after a very early start; I climbed off the mid-morning bus in the village. Several folks who saw me, gave me a cheery wave of acknowledgement as I began my walk towards the lane that leads to the Willows.
I could have gone by the towpath, that would have been a shorter walk, but I could easily have been spotted some distance off. I was planning on making a surprise appearance, so I went via the car park.
It was still reasonably early so I wasn't expecting that there would be any customers in the pub at that time on a cold March morning.
When I eventually entered the car park I got a disquieting shock; my car was missing and I at first thought that it had been stolen. But then I remembered that I'd left the keys with Bev and told her that, as it was taxed and insured (I hadn't had the time to cash either in before I left) and providing the driver was insured to drive it, then they could have use of the vehicle if it was required.
Beverley and George's cars were parked there and so was the old banger that Patricia drove around in. There was, however, a gap between two of them from which I assumed that my car had been removed.
The bar was very dark when I entered, far darker than it should have been. What light there was in the place was coming from a single light over the bar itself, the flames from the roaring fire in one of the grates and some light spilling out from the open cellar door.
Down in the cellar somewhere, I could hear someone moving crates and barrels around.
I went around behind the bar and looked down into the cellar, where I thought I could detect the noises that George makes when he's humping barrels about. I almost went down to join him but changed my mind.
Because my arrival had gone undetected so far, I thought that it might be fun, to pour myself a pint of keg and then settle in a seat by the fire to see how long it would take for anyone to discover me. It had to be keg because if I'd used one of the pumps, George would surely have heard the sound or noticed the slight movement in the plastic pipes.
Settling back, safely out of sight in one of the big club chairs, I stared into the flickering flames in the fire. I felt strangely content and relaxed to be back home again. All thoughts of Codi and what might have been banished from my mind.
I must have felt so warm and cosy sitting there after my long cold walk that pretty quickly I must have fallen asleep. That's when I suddenly found myself entering the Willow's for the first time again; but it was a dream of course.
Millie came walking in from the garden, straight over to me and kissed me on the lips. Then Pat, Michele, Bev, and finally (and completely inexplicably) Lindsey came in and did the same thing; they didn't speak to me, they just kissed me. The next thing I realised was that all of the girls were stood at the bar and had began to cut cards to see which one was going to be the first to take me to bed.
It was all very strange and confusing, but then dreams usually are. Then the dream got as crazy as most dreams eventually do. Mary, the three birds from Manchester and even Codi put in an appearance somewhere along the line as my subconscious mind played its little game with my sanity.
Then suddenly my cousin Billie was sitting on my lap kissing me. "See, he ain't dead!" she exclaimed as she broke the kiss. "Still kisses as good as he ever did anyway. You wanna go, Pat?"
"I'd love too, but I don't think John would appreciate the idea very much."
"Ah, don't be a spoil sport, snog the bugger while he still don't know what's going on." Billie laughed.
"Cut it out, Billie. Or we'll have a queue from here to kingdom come," Bev's voice said.
That's when I realised that I was awake again and not dreaming any more. I looked around to find a group of my friends standing around looking down at me. They all started laughing at the surprised expression on my face.
"We were hiding from you in the kitchen, Mack. We intended dashing out on you when you rang the bell. We were sure that you would do that. But you didn't, or come looking for us either; you just sat yourself down and fell asleep instead," Beverley informed me, smiling. "We thought that you must be tired and decided not to wake you. We were hoping that Millie might be back before you woke up, but she's got held up and... well, we can't creep about on tip toe in here all day waiting for her."
"Hi, folks!" I replied after I'd finally got myself orientated again. That dream had unsettled me some; but isn't that what dreams -- when you can remember them -- usually do.
"I was planning on creeping up on you all, but it looks like someone let you know that I was coming. Where is Millie by the way?" I asked, trying to act as casual as I could under the circumstances.
"She's gone over to the..." George began to say, but Bev cut him off.
"Millie's running an errand for me. She should be back before too long. They've taken your car. I hope you don't mind?"
"Millie's finally taken her driving test then, about bloody time too," I commented.
"Not exactly, Mack, only she is taking driving lessons now. No, the new barmaid's driving her. That's all right, isn't it? You did say that providing the driver's insured to drive the car then we could use it when we needed to."
"If she's insured, then there's no problem; better that it's used than sitting out there rotting in the car park."
"Oh, yeah, she's insured all right. Some people are very lax about their paperwork," Billie, who was still sitting on my lap, commented with a giggle; for some reason, everyone else found her comment funny as well.
Whatever the joke had been, it went completely over my head. I was about to ask what was so funny when Bev suddenly decided that it was time for me to see the refitted kitchen; it had had a full makeover whilst I'd been away.
The kitchen had never been my domain, so at the time I did wonder why Bev thought it was so important that I saw it at that particular time; but I had to admit that it was impressive. Bev is very proud of her pub.
Mille still hadn't returned by the time we got back into the bar, but a good few of the locals had started to turn up and an impromptu celebration of my return ensued. Well, I suppose it was impromptu, although someone might have done some planning or put the word out locally. After all, it was obvious that my arrival had been expected.
Almost everyone insisted on welcoming me back personally and usually with a pint or a short. After an hour or so I was feeling the effect a little, and Bev decided that steak and chips was called for, to soak up some of the booze; I was instructed to sit at one of the tables and eat it.
Bev and George sat themselves down opposite me and almost everyone else in the pub suddenly moved away from the chosen table tucked away in a corner, to the other side of the bar.
I'm not really as daft as I sometimes behave. It was clear to me that Bev and George had something they wanted to talk to me about. Well, let's be honest Bev obviously had a bone or two to pick with me.
"There've been some changes around here whilst you've been gone, Mack," Beverley began as I ate. "George and me started thinking about the future; not that we intend to retire in any hurry or anything. But Sammy Grave wanted to call it a day; so George cashed in his pension and I liquidated some of my shares and... well, Mack, to cut a long story short, George and I have bought the Wherry off him and we were hoping that you'd go in there as manager."
The village had two waterside pubs, one at each end of the village beside the river: Beverley's pub, The Willow's Ferry, and The Wherry, about a mile or so away as the river goes at the other end of the village. Sammy Grave had been in friendly competition with Beverley for years, but he was getting on in years and the place had gone downhill some. Beverley's offer took me completely by surprise.
"I don't know what to say, Bev," was all that I could think to say in reply.
"Only for a few years, Mack, until we get the place sorted, that is. Then eventually and before George and I retire, we thought that you might like to take the place on as a tenancy, and even with a view to buy in the long term, if you'd like."
"What about Michelle and Pat? Surely they might want to..."
"Michelle's got her eye on running this place eventually. Patricia enjoys serving behind the bar but she has never wanted the hassle of running a pub herself. I think the plan is that the two girls will keep the place on but Michelle will take over as publican. But that's all in the future, Mack; George and I have plenty of life left in us yet. Anyway how'd you fancy the idea of being the publican at the Wherry?"
"I'll need some decent staff. Those buggers Sammy had working for him were bleeding useless."
"No problems there, Mack. Millie and Phil's house is nearer to the Wherry than here, so she'll be working for you. And then this new barmaid we've got, she will most likely live in the Wherry with you; that should be right up your street!" Bev giggled and got an expression that I was extremely familiar with on her face.
I think I might have blushed a little myself as I smiled back at her, enjoying her sly joke. I don't think George picked up on the inference, but he might have. George, when he wanted to, could be very poker faced.
"Who is this new girl?" I asked. I figured it must be one of the young girls from the village who'd only just left school. It wasn't that big a village and I knew most of them by sight if nothing else.
"Oh, she's a nice girl. I'm sure you'll get along like a house on fire," Bev replied.
"It's going to be a real balls-up if you don't!" George commented rather quietly, almost under his breath. So quietly in fact that I wasn't at all sure that I'd heard him correctly.
"She hasn't been in the business very long, Mack," Bev quickly went on, ignoring George's interruption, "but she's picked it up almost as quickly as you did. Mind, you'll have to have a long talk with her first; perhaps you can sit down for a chat with her later when they get back. The Wherry's closed for the time being, whilst the builders tidy the place up a bit. Millie and the new barmaid are watching that the workmen aren't pilfering all the stock and seeing what needs to be done in the staff quarters."
"Yeah, I'll do that. The sooner the better I suppose, if we are going to work together."
"Mack, you're not exactly going to be working together. We hope she's going to be working for you as an employee remember; you're going to be the publican."
George muttered something again. I think he said, "For the minute anyway!" Which confused me at the time, but I couldn't be sure.
Bev did give him one hell of a dig in the ribs with her elbow though, before she continued.
"And because that will be the situation, you have to realise that it's your choice whether to take her on or not. She can always stay here and work for us, if you think it'll be awkward having her at the Wherry with you."
I did wonder why Beverley seemed to think that I might not get on with the girl. I was an easygoing bloke when it came to working with people, providing they had some common sense and got on with the job. I'd never clashed with any of the part-time staff she'd hired at the Willow's.



"If she can do the job all right, and she's pretty," I added with a smile, to lighten the air a little; Bev was sounding very serious. "Then I can't foresee any problems, Beverley."
"Oh, I'm sure you'll think she's pretty," George commented.
Bev gave him a look that would have scared the pants off of any lesser man. But George just grinned back at her.
"Look, what's going on between you two?" I asked. They were behaving very strangely to my way of thinking.
"Nothing, Mack, we're just all very happy to have you back, that's all," Bev replied.
George by then had developed a stupid smile on his face, like he was feeling very smug about something and being silly at the same time. For some reason it reminded me of the expression that Stan Laurel was famous for making when things went wrong in their films.
After I'd finished eating, I returned to the bar area where several more old friends had arrived. One of them was Craig who now seemed to enjoy referring to me as Super Stud and revelled in telling all and sundry about the hot American chick that I'd picked up on the Tameron. It very soon became apparent that everyone in the village was already aware that the beautiful Codi and I had become an item, and eventually one of the guys asked what had become of her.
For some reason, possibly because my mind was still on the fact that I was about to become the manager of the Wherry and that was a big responsibility for a young man, I didn't immediately come back with an answer.
"Codi has gone back to college in America," Billie blurted out before I could get my act together.
This shocked me some because I couldn't figure out how Billie could possibly know that Codi had returned to the US. She could well have heard that Codi and I weren't together anymore from Julia, who - I suspected - had warned the Willow's that I was on my way up. But I'd said nothing at all to any of my family about Codi. Billie quickly realised that she'd said too much and very smartly disappeared amongst the crowd. And I began to wonder what the hell had been going on.
A little later I was still waiting for the chance to get Billie alone and ask her how she knew about Codi going back to the States, when two arms sneaked around my waist from behind and I felt the familiar sensation of those big knockers pressing into my lower back.
I spun around to say hello, only to have Millie pull my head down and clamp her mouth over mine, then she tried to suck my tonsils out. I wouldn't say that I was as over-enamoured about that as I could have been. Millie's husband, Phil, was standing at the bar, not six feet away.
"Welcome back, luvver! I've missed you," Millie said when she finally let me breathe again.
"Take it easy, Millie. Your old man's around here somewhere; he might get jealous and get that shotgun of his out," I said, trying to make light of the over-enthusiastic welcome Millie had just given me.
"I have his permission, Luvver, don't you worry!" Millie replied, still grinning and then she kissed me again.
Whilst she was trying to asphyxiate me this second time, I glanced in Phil's direction, intent on gauging his reaction to Millie's welcome. It was with some surprise that I saw the big grin on his face. Then I realised that all was not as kosher as it should be and I was being set-up for something. Phillip, although apparently watching his wife kiss me, was actually looking at something going on behind me. What's more a quick look at Millie's eyes told me that she was trying to watch the same thing.
When I tried to turn the pair of us so that I could see what they were watching -- there was no way I was going to be able to break free until she decided that I could - Millie took me by surprise and pre-empted my turning motion by turning us in the other direction.
"Okay, what's the score, Millie?" I demanded, when she finally released me from her clutches.
"Don't know what you're talking about, Mack. I've missed you that's all."
"Millie, that snog had nothing to do with you missing me or welcoming me back home. You were keeping me occupied whilst something happened behind me," I said, turning around to scrutinise the faces of everyone who had been stood behind us when Millie kissed me. "Frank... John, what the hell just happened that I wasn't supposed to see, fellas?" I demanded of the two girls' husbands who were stood there, trying to look innocent.
But they both just shrugged back at me. Feeling annoyed that I was being made a fool of, I scanned the bar looking for anything out of the ordinary, and noted that Beverley and Billie were both missing.
But then I spotted Beverley coming through the kitchen door; our eyes met and she gestured for me to go over to her.
"What's all this bloody pantomime about, Beverley?" I demanded when I got over to her.
"Take it easy and calm down, Mack. We didn't know how this was going to go and we didn't want any kind of a confrontation in the bar," Bev replied very quietly.
"Confrontation?" I asked.
"Mack, the new barmaid's in the kitchen. Why don't you go in there and have that chat with her now?"
"Sure thing, Bev. But when I figure out what you buggers were up to, sparks are going fly!" I smiled back at her, to let Bev know that I had my emotions under control.
Bev smiled back at me and gestured towards the kitchen door, which I opened. Then Bev gave me a shove inside, because the shock of what -- or should I say who - I'd seen sitting at the table had virtually rooted me to the spot.
"Hi, Mack," Lindsey said, with tears running down her face.
"Lynn... What... Why...?" was as much as I could manage to get out.
However Lindsey obviously had her well-rehearsed little speech prepared. Once she started I daren't stop her until she'd finished. I could see and hear that she was struggling.
"I came to the mountain once, Mack, and finished up chickening out, when I..." she faltered. I thought that Lindsey was going to crack, but she took a deep breath and continued. "Then Joan actually talked the mountain into coming to me, and that bloody idiot chose the wrong moment to make his ridiculous marriage proposal." She gave a sigh. "Honestly, Mack, I'd told him that we could never be anything but friends. Well then, after my disappointment at Billie's wedding, Julia told me that the mountain still wanted to talk, so I thought I'd better come up and see him." She stopped for another breath and a little sob. "But by the time I got here, you'd already gone."
"Beverley told me that they thought that you were coming back this year, so I decided to stay and wait until you got here. I've been working here at the Willow's ever since."
Whilst Lindsey had been talking, I'd sat myself in the seat opposite her at the table.
"Lindsey," I said reaching out to take her hand, "You do realise that..."
"I know all about Codi, Mack. Craig made sure everyone in bloody Norfolk knows all about Mack and his beautiful American girl."
"Shit, I'm sorry you heard about her, Lindsey. That guy's got a big mouth."
"I would have heard about Codi anyway, Mack! If not from Craig, then from Billie or the detective," she said.
"Detective?" I asked completely confused.
"Codi's father is a very important and I should imagine very rich judge in America, Mack," Billie, who I hadn't even realised was in the room, said. "He had your background investigated when he thought you two were going to get married. He even came over himself, to talk to Beverley and George."
"Bleeding hell!" I commented.
"And he called Beverley on Thursday morning to tell her what had happened in France. He's a nice man; he and his wife were quite worried about you, when you ran off from the chalet. Codi had no idea where you'd gone, you know?"
"Shit, Javier must not have told her."
"Javier?" Billie asked.
"A friend of mine over there. He's a cab driver. He drove me to Lyon. I assumed he would tell Codi that I'd left for England, but apparently he didn't. I wonder why the other two never told her."
"From what Codi's father told Beverley, we think Codi's persona-non-gratis among your friends down there."
"Oh, shit, poor Codi!"
"Why poor Codi? She did what Lindsey didn't do, didn't she? She's made her bed, she asked for everything she's got. But, Mack, Lindsey didn't!" Billie very pointedly, pointed out.
"Oh, god, yeah, I'm so sorry about all that, Lindsey. I kind-a got hold of the wrong end of the stick for a while there. I can only say that I'm sorry for being such a bloody arsehole," I said to Lindsey as apologetically as I knew how.
Lindsey, however, didn't reply. She just placed a large manila envelope on the table and pulled a file of papers from it.
"I thought that you might like to read this, Mack; that's if you can make any sense of it. The Doctor's handwriting is pretty abysmal," she said.
"What is it?" I asked.
"My medical records, right back from before I went on the pill. If you can understand it, it explains that my going on the birth control pill had nothing to do with my wanting to have sex with anyone. It was because of my irregular periods and the chronic pains they caused me."
"Christ, Lindsey, I don't need to see that."
"Maybe not but you do need to see this." She said pushing another piece of paper at me. "Although it's some months old now, I had the examination back in September just before I came up here; I'll have another done this week."
"What the hell is it?"
"Briefly I says that I'm still medically a virgin and that I have never had sexual intercourse with anyone."
"Shit, Lynn, what did you get that for?"
"To convince you that I have never given to any man anything that I hadn't offered to you. Mack, I told you that I intend to walk down the aisle a virgin and I still intend to do so. And when it comes to the time I was hoping that you might possibly be the one who took my virginity."
"Lindsey, I don't know what to say. Look, you must understand that I almost married Codi."
"I understand completely, Mack. And I don't want to catch you on the rebound from her either; I can assure you of that. Mack, I don't want you to get the idea that I haven't gone out with other guys since... Oh, you know. But I will tell you that none of them stood up to... Oh, bugger, you know what I mean. I couldn't get as close to any of them, as we had been."
"I'm sorry, Lindsey, I was a bloody fool."
"Christ, Mack, stop saying that you're sorry. The time to have been sorry was three years ago. You have to understand something, Mack, which might not make much sense to you. I'm not in love with you anymore - anymore than you're in love with me either. If you were, then you would never have been able to ask Codi to marry you."
Lindsey looked me straight in the eyes. I have no idea what she read into my expression because I really can't relate what I was feeling myself at the time; I was pretty overwhelmed by the occasion.
"However," Lindsey went on, "I do still love you and I haven't been able to find anyone else that I feel that I could fall in love with. I'm not sure but I think... or rather, I'm hoping that you will feel the same way; that we can fall in love with each other again, eventually. We've got plenty of time; maybe when you've got Codi out of your system, we might date or something."
"Lynn, at this moment I would marry you tomorrow. But you are right, I'm still all mixed up in my mind, what with all that has happened - you know, with Codi and all that. I'm very flattered that you are prepared to give me... well, us - a chance. Although dating could be a problem, since you'd have to get time off from your boss and as I understand it, he's a real arsehole."
Lindsey smiled, "So we'll see what the future brings then, shall we? I'm sure that I can talk my boss around. He's a pain in the arse sometimes; but when it comes down to it, he's my pain in the arse. Well, I hope he will be."
"Hey, girl, don't go turning all kinky on me."
"Oh, Mack, there's one thing that you'd better know up front. My friend, Millie, and I do a lot of reminiscing together behind the bar when the pub's quiet."
"Jesus, what's she been saying?"
"Wouldn't you like to know? Let's just say we commiserate with each other and Millie's been teaching me more than just how to be a bar maid."
"Should I be worried?"
"Well, we'll see, shall we - eventually." Lindsey grinned.
Damn, the expression that appeared on Lindsey's face came straight out of my cousin Billie and Millie's repartee.
I had to wonder exactly how much about our relationship Millie had told Lindsey. Pretty much 'everything' I was to discover over the years. I was also to discover that Lindsey knew most of the intimate details of my relationships with Patricia and Michelle as well.
All four women have a kind of weird bond between them. Any of them can all but reduce me to an embarrassed wreck with one sly comment to any of the others. Sometimes I have to wonder how much they've told Billie as well, because she always appears to get the joke. I don't think that any of them have let on to Lindsey about Beverley and me, though. Well, there's never been any suggestive jokes in that direction.
--------------------------------
It was a month or so before we reopened the Wherry. The opening was done without any real ceremony. Oh, yeah, we had a little party for the locals but that was about all. The holiday season was rushing up on us and we were too busy getting everything ready. All the gardens had to be redone; Sammy had really let them go.
Back in those days what catering we did, besides the odd grilled steak, was limited to chicken and chips in a basket kind of stuff. But it still took time to prepare; Lindsey took charge of that side of things.
One of the things about the Wherry that I was really pleased about was that Sammy had expanded into small boat hire at one time in the past. He'd bought the tiny boat yard next-door to the pub and hired out small launches by the hour. Now all that remained of the launches were lying -- all but derelict - in an old corrugated iron boat shed on the land. The land itself - well, most of it - Bev hoped eventually to incorporate into the Wherry's gardens, but for the time being we just cleaned the place up a bit and had some local lads slap a coat of paint on the iron shed.
Craig and some of his mates were persuaded to look the old wooden launches over and, with Laurence's help, the best two we managed to get serviceable quite quickly. From then on we used the boats for transport between the two pubs, the village shop and - time permitting - the local town on shopping expeditions; sure made a change from getting the car out. We never had any plans of hiring them out to the general public.
Bev gave one of the other launches to Millie and Phil. Phil, with Laurence's help, got sorted out. Then eventually -- once Phil got the short length of canal that led up to the farm cleared - Millie used it like most folks use a car; Millie to my knowledge never has passed her driving test. Although, I have seen her driving tractors and cars around the farm.
For a long time Lindsey and I just worked together as friends. Millie had taught her well. Maybe a little better than I would have liked, because as soon as the warm weather came along; Lindsey began to appear in the bar with an almost indecently short pair of cut offs and with her blouse tied under her breasts, much in the manner that Pat and Michelle were in the habit of wearing behind the bar.
I was amazed at how much cash Lindsey raked in, in tips from the holidaymakers. I had never realised what kind of money those girls were raking in on the quiet. Lindsey was quite happy to count her tips out in front of me on the bar after closing time, though; the other girls never had. I commented on the fact one day in the late summer.
"Not much point in keeping it a secret from you. What's mine will be ours before very much longer," Lindsey replied, taking me by surprise.
"You think so?" I answered wondering if it was the desired reply.
"I know so!" Lindsey said as she swept the pile of cash into a bag, gave me one of those, 'I know what I'm talking about looks' then disappeared in the direction of her room.
God knows how long I stood there, trying to work out what move, if any, I was expected to make then. Eventually - after weighing up all the options - I chickened out of doing anything. I was too scared of fucking things up again with Lindsey by moving too early. Yeah, just being around Lindsey everyday had made me fall head over heels in love with her again.
I think it must have been the following Monday. I was alone in the pub because Lindsey had gone off early to do some shopping at the supermarket in town. Millie and Billie, who were both on shift that day, hadn't turned up after dropping their babies off at the crèche in the Village Hall yet.
Actually I was crouched down behind the bar, tidying and restocking the bottom shelf; the one where we kept the less popular and therefore rarely asked for drinks. It tended to get in a right state.
Anyway I suddenly heard the door open, and realised that Lindsey must have returned. Obviously she was carrying some shopping and I soon realised that Millie and Billie were with her. As the girls were always playing jokes on me, I thought I'd stay down behind the bar where they couldn't see me, and then jump up to make them jump when they passed close to the bar.
They must have put some of the shopping on a handy table and then gone back out to the car for the rest. When eventually they returned, they were all giggling about something, although I couldn't really hear that well what they were saying; however I did pick up the gist of it.
"This one?" I heard Lindsey ask.
"No, this one's more like it," Millie replied.
"Christ. Are you sure? That's damned big, isn't it? I keep reaching and choking with these little ones," Lindsey commented.
"Yeah, you'll get it eventually, Lynn; it's just a matter pf practice and mind control. We all got the retching reflex to start with; but with time and practice you'll find you will be able to overcome that, won't she, Billie?"
'What the hell are these women discussing?' I thought to myself, and sneaked my head up a little, hoping that I'd be able to see between the pump handles and that the girls would not see me.
"Look, it's easy once you get the hang of it. Watch?" Mille said.
And I watched wide-eyed as Millie pealed the skin from a fair sized banana and then, tilting her head back, took almost the whole thing into her mouth and down her throat. Then she pulled it out again and grinned at Lindsey.
"See, easy. The real trick to learn and the one that really will drive him crazy is to swallow while you've got it in there. God knows what sensation they get when you do that. But it drives them wild when your throat muscles grab hold of it," Millie said.
"Yeah, you should see how Francis jumps around when I do it to him. Watch this!" Billie said, and then proceeded to give Lindsey the same demonstration that Mille had done. Only I could clearly make out Billie's throat muscles working. Billie eventually pulled the banana out of her mouth and grinned at the other two.
Jesus, Millie and Billie were teaching Lindsey how to deep throat! I had to wonder how long this kind of thing had been going on. But knowing Millie and Billie like I did, I figured that it had probably been quite some time. Oh, this was, of course, well before I realised that Millie had told Lindsey the intimate details of our relationship.
I ducked down behind the bar again and very quietly and carefully crawled towards the hatch in the floor, which led down to the cellar. I had no intention that any of the girls were going to learn what I had just witnessed. But I was reassured that, when Lindsey and I eventually did get our relationship going again, it looked like I was going to be in for an interesting sex life. Something I had worried about, what with Lindsey's apparently repressed views on sex.



Shortly I clattered about as I apparently climbed up from the cellar, and acted surprised that I found the girls carrying the shopping into the kitchen. Like a gentleman - and I hoped - without too large a grin on my face, I gallantly helped carry the rest.
---------------------------------------
The Wherry was doing well, better than any of us expected, I think. Having been tidied up, especially the gardens and riverside moorings, we had plenty of hire cruisers stopping by. I had been worried that we'd take trade from the Willow's but there proved to be plenty of customers to go around. In the season, that is; in the winter we hadn't expected to do much more than tick over anyway.
Julia and her mob came up to stay in our couple of letting rooms a few times; we weren't really into bed and breakfast, being so busy with the pub. My parents visited quite a few times as well and even Conway and Joan stayed a few days. The atmosphere was what can only be described as tense between Conway and me at first, but we did warm to each other eventually. Conway was very helpful around the place actually; he unloaded the dray one day almost single handed, because we were busy in the bar, and he appeared to be fascinated with all the pipes and what have you in the cellar. Could be that Conway is a frustrated publican on the quiet.
Once the season was over, it fell to Jean, George's daughter, to give - very publicly as is her habit - Lindsey and I the shove that she felt we needed. The evening in question was what you might call a publican's night at the Willow's.
During the quiet season, groups of publicans get together to chew the fat and moan about everything from the breweries to the customers. It's a kind of meeting where we can show our pubs off to each other and at the same time communally commiserate about the downside of the job.
Millie was looking after the Wherry that night with a part timer. Lindsey had always come to these things with me. Not that we'd been to many, what with the season only just having ended.
We were playing darts, Landlords against Landladies; Lindsey, of course, was acting as the Wherry's Landlady. Anyway something happened and Bev had to nip off into the kitchen to sort out some imminent disaster with the meal she was laying on for us all. Jean temporarily took her place in the landladies dart team.
I'd just played and having extracted my darts from the board handed them to Lindsey who used mine because she didn't have any of her own. But we must have... well, I know now that it did take a fraction of a second longer to place them in Lindsey's hands than was necessary.
Remember although Lindsey and I worked together all day almost every day, we were both dancing around each other like we were walking on eggshells. We hadn't so much as kissed each other all the time we'd been at the Wherry. So when our hands did touch to exchange the darts, I think we both cherished the moment and maybe our hands stayed in contact a little longer than necessary.
"God, give me strength!" Jean yelled at the top of her voice, and everyone in the pub, including Lindsey and I, turned to look at her.
"Jesus!" Jean said, looking directly at Lindsey and me. "You two are even worse than Bev and dad were. When are you going to stop pretending and get bloody married? We could do with a bloody good party."
I went to say something in reply - I'm not sure what now - but in doing so I tried to move a little. The problem there was I found that I was still holding onto Lindsey hands; or she was holding onto mine. Whatever, the whole pub burst into howls of laughter that brought Beverley from the kitchen to investigate.
"What's going on?" Bev demanded.
"These two silly sods, will you look at them? I just told them we could do with a party to liven things up before Christmas," Jean told her.
Then Bev began to laugh as well. I looked back at Lindsey and at the same time realised that we were still holding hands. I attempted to pull my hands away but Lindsey held them tight. So tight she crushed the flights on two of my darts.
"What am I supposed to say?" I asked Lindsey, who smiled back at me shyly.
She didn't get a chance to answer because someone started chanting "down on one knee, Mack!" and everyone else joined in.
"Do you want me to?" I asked Lindsey.
"Yes, Mack," she replied very quietly.
"But I haven't got a ring."
"Yes, you have." Lindsey suddenly sprung into life and released my hands, the darts falling to the floor as she did so. From her handbag she retrieved a little red jeweller's box and held it out to me. I knew what it contained; not an engagement ring; but the first present I'd ever given Lindsey, a friendship ring.
"This will do nicely for now," she said as she handed it to me.
Yeah, well, I did the one knee bit in front of everyone, feeling like a prize chump actually. Well, when you have half the village, all of your friends and peers standing around cheering you on, you do feel like an idiot on these occasions.
Having put the ring on Lindsey's finger, we kissed for the first time in god knows how many years. Somehow we ignored the cheering and shouting going on all around us; except for the noise, as far as Lindsey and I were concerned we were the only people there. Anyway after that the darts game was abandoned, I believe; Lindsey and I took no further part in it anyway and we even left the Willow's before Beverley had served up the food.
Down at the launch, I helped Lindsey climb aboard and, whilst she started the engine, I cast off then jumped aboard myself. Then Lindsey took me by surprise, instead of heading up river towards the Wherry, she turned off into the short canal that lead to Phil and Millie's farm; then when we were in the still water Lindsey cut engine and lights, then swung the bow into the reeds; where the boat came to a gentle halt.
"And what have you got in mind now, Lindsey?" I asked.
"Just an hour or so alone with my man. You realise that someone will have called Millie at the Wherry and they'll all be waiting for us, don't you?"
"Yeah, you have a good point there," I replied.
Anyway it was a little different making out with your girl in a launch in the moonlight. Although I'll point out that it was September and not what you call a warm evening. Lindsey and I kept each other warm though.
End of chapter 9
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As Lindsey had suggested there would be, there was a welcoming committee waiting for us at the Wherry. The riverside lights were on and a couple of the lads were waiting on the riverbank, ready to take the launch in hand and moor her securely for us. And, of course, to be the first at the Wherry to congratulate us on our engagement.
There was a party atmosphere for the rest of the evening with lots of hugs and kisses and congratulations for Lindsey and me from all of our regulars and their women. Although as soon as Lindsey got the chance she slipped into the kitchen to call her mother on the extension and give her the news.
When I eventually found time to call my mother, you'd have thought she'd been told that I'd won the pools or something. She went blabbering on listing everyone that she was going to have to call to give the news to, until my father came on the phone and told me that it was about time, that Lindsey was something special.
After that the telephone would ring again almost the second that it was put down, with either Lindsey's or my relatives and friends calling to congratulate us and to ask if we'd set a date for the wedding. Neither Lindsey nor I had had a chance to contemplate the date at the time.
"You might want to think about late January or early Feb, luvver," Millie suggested after she'd heard me tell the umpteenth caller that we hadn't fixed a date yet. "I think Beverley's got some plans to rehash the private accommodation upstairs once you two stopped dancing around each other." She went on, "Be kind-a handy if it was done when you're away on honeymoon, wouldn't it? You know the pub's going to be quiet then as well."
I looked at Lindsey who smiled back at me and without much more discussion, the date was selected as the third Saturday in January.
The venue for the wedding was the next problem that had to be solved. After the pub closed that evening, Lindsey and I sat in the bar and talked on the subject long and hard; but we always returned to the obvious choice, what was now our local village church.
Lindsey's folks lived around the Bristol and Bath area. Most of my folks lived in and around London. If we got married in either of those places, the other's families would have to travel and most likely most of our close friends in the village wouldn't be able to attend because we had two pubs to look after there.
We were also pretty sure that because it was out of the season, we could turn up plenty of cheap accommodation for everyone around the village as well.
Having solved that problem to our mutual satisfaction - and after a kiss and cuddle - Lindsey went up to her room, whilst I went around to check the doors were all locked and then turned out the lights.
As I entered my room I heard Lindsey in the shower. I took my shower in the other bathroom. Bev's plans, I knew, were to make the owner's suite more private and install en suite facilities in all of the other bedrooms. The Wherry was a very old building and that was going to call for some major works. Beverley had broached the subject with me a couple of times and Millie was most likely correct - Bev probably was planning to have as much of the work as possible undertaken when Lindsey and I were on honeymoon.
I heard Lindsey leave the other bathroom whilst I was still in the shower. "Night, Lindsey," I called as I passed her room, but I was a little disappointed to find that she didn't reply. I almost opened her door and repeated myself, but thought better of it.
But then when I entered my own room, I discovered why Lindsey hadn't replied; she was lying there on my bed.
I'm not sure how long I stood there staring at her, without saying a word.
"Well, are you coming to bed, or are you going to stand there with your mouth open all might?" she finally asked.
"Lindsey, I thought that you didn't want to... you know, until we are married."
"And I still would like to be a virgin when I make my vows to you, Mack. But that doesn't mean that I don't want to sleep in the same bed as you. If you want to take me now, you can have me willingly. But Millie and Billie have been teaching me all kinds of things that we can do together without actually doing it."
"Teaching?" I asked smiling and probably in a questioning tone to my voice.
Remember, I was well aware of what Millie and the twins had got up to over the years. Apparently, so was Lindsey by then.
"Whoops, no sorry, I take that back." Lindsey smiled sheepishly. "Millie and Billie have explained all sorts of things about sex to me in the last few months. Mack, Millie is the only person I know who's bi-sexual... except maybe for the twins. Oh, bugger... you know what I mean. Don't look at me like that, Mack, please."
I have no idea what expression I had on my face by then. But it was obviously embarrassing Lindsey. I laughed, and went over to the bed to lie down beside her and kiss her.
"Sorry, kiddo, but you talked yourself into that."
She didn't answer; she just pulled me close and hugged me tightly.
I lay there hugging Lindsey, somewhat annoyed with myself. I'd let the conversation go in a direction that had embarrassed her and that prevented me from asking the one question that had been uppermost in my mind for months. The opportunity missed, I'd have to wait until the right situation cropped up again.
Lindsey's and my sex life developed by leaps and bounds over the following few weeks. We did just about everything except the actual deed itself, but, hell, I wasn't complaining. I'm going to admit to you that a couple of times we did come very close, but one or the other of us would shy off at the last minute. Lindsey wanted to be a virgin when she said, "I do!" and I was more than happy to oblige her by then.
I did have to demonstrate to her how to use her new razor though. Although thinking about it, I do believe she enjoyed having me carry out the operation for her, because she has insisted that I always do it for -- or to -- her ever since. Thinking logically, Lindsey must have been shaving under her arms and her legs, etc. for years. Possibly she enjoyed what I did right after the operation was over, much as Millie and the twins had done.
Lindsey happily demonstrated to me that Millie - and Billie, the terrible two were much like a single entity by then - had instructed her very well in the art of fellatio and she developed her skills very quickly once she started to practice them. Well, they say that practice makes perfect, don't they? Lindsey got in a lot of practice over the next few weeks and I noticed the very rapid improvement in her technique. She also very vocally praised me for some of the skills I'd developed in the preceding couple of years. But no mention was ever made of with whom I'd developed those skills.
Well, not in the bedroom anyway. The odd comment did fly around between all of the girls in the bar on occasion - usually when it was exceptionally quiet, and designed, I was sure, to embarrass me most of the time. And possibly when Lindsey made them, to show that she wasn't bearing any grudges. Jealousy developing on Lindsey's part - concerning what I'd done with Millie and the girls -- was something that I had begun to worry about.
Eventually one evening, on a customer's birthday, Lindsey had imbibed a little more than she normally did. Jesus, Lindsey rarely got tipsy, but that night she was off duty, and somehow managed to get herself really tanked up. I think that possibly Millie and Billie had a hand in that. Millie was working that night, but Billie had hit the booze harder than she usually did as well.
Anyway I summoned up the courage to broach the subject of jealousy with Lindsey whilst we were clearing up. Well, to be precise I was clearing up; Lindsey was making a pretty half-hearted job of it. I'm afraid the confusing conversation that developed between us went in directions I hadn't intended it to. But it did clear the air some.
Excess of alcohol affects different people in different ways. Some it turns into fighters, others into sex-starved lovers; and some people start spewing out verbal diarrhoea. Because Lindsey was usually very conservative in her drinking habits, I can't say that I'd ever noticed that she was a talker before.
Well, that's not exactly true; I had noticed that when Lindsey got tipsy she'd talk a lot. But because of the situations we'd generally found ourselves in when she'd got tipsy, I'd always assumed that it was because alcohol lowered her sexual inhibitions a little. For some reason I'd always taken the chat for nervous talk. I told you there were a few times when Lindsey would happily let me get her tits out and would even go as far as to give me a hand job. So I'd put all her talking down to her nervously trying to distract me from taking things any further. Well, that evening, Lindsey was to prove to me that I was wrong on that assumption.
"Jealous! Christ, Mack, of course I was bloody jealous of them. Why do you think I rushed out of the Willow's like that, that day! Jesus, when I saw you standing there with those four women, I knew that you'd... gotten laid, that's the word you use, isn't it? Of course I was bloody jealous. I just couldn't stay and had to get as far away from you and them as I could."
"I'm sorry, Lindsey. Look, if you want, after we're married we can move right away from here."
"Don't be stupid, Mack. I said 'I was' jealous of them, but I'm not any more. They are my very good friends now; I know that not one of them, or you, would... oh, Mack, you know what I mean. Look, all of these women look at life - well, sex anyway - differently to how I used to look at things. I don't know, I was repressed I suppose; I always thought the real purpose of sex was to make babies."
"Some of my friends back at college seemed to enjoy having sex with their boyfriends. But most of them treated it as a chore they only did to keep their boyfriends from straying. I never did think that was much of a basis to build a long term relationship on."
Lindsey stopped wiping the table she was standing over, turned around and sat on it, looking at me with an embarrassed expression on her face.
"Look, Mack, most of the guys at college only wanted a girl who let them... oh, you know what I mean. If a girl had sex with too many different blokes, she soon got a reputation. She found that she had plenty of guys chatting her up all the time, but we all know it wasn't for the intellectual quality of her conversation, or her looks either. So that sort of reinforced the promise I'd made to myself that I would remain a virgin until I got married."
"Most guys didn't hang around me for very long when they found out that I had no intention of letting them... and then I met you, Mack. You were something different, kind of special. Yeah, you liked to sneak the odd grope in now and again when my defences were down. But you didn't make a big thing out of it when I told you of my plans to be a virgin bride. If I remember correctly, you just smiled."
"I did?" I commented in surprise, I thought that I'd been pretty disappointed at the time.
"And then can you remember what you did?" she asked.
"Eh, well, knowing my penchant for the dramatic, I should imagine I said something pretty memorable. But not so memorable that I can recall exactly what now, Lindsey."
"It wasn't what you said, Mack, so much as what you did. You rather ceremoniously took a pack of condoms out of your pocket and threw them in the waist bin!"
"I did?" I said trying to pretend that I couldn't recall the incident. But it had quickly jumped back into my mind. That was nearly two quid that I'd discarded that night, remember? Throwing cash away was not something I'd be likely to forget in a hurry.
"Yes, you said that we wouldn't be needing them and that you were quite happy to wait."
"Must have had too much to drink that night!" I quipped, trying to make light of the occasion.
"I don't think so, Mack. I took it as you telling me that you were willing to wait until I was ready. It told me that you were not with me for what you could get from me; but that you had genuine feelings for me!"
"Never believe in empty gestures, Lindsey. There's a condom dispenser in most pub gents, you know."
"And quite a few of the ladies conveniences as well, Mack. It was a nice gesture anyway, even if you did grow more arms than an octopus sometimes, when you got excited. I felt safe with you and I knew that I could trust you. I knew that night that you were the man I was going to marry... well, I thought I knew, until it all went wrong."
"Ah, yeah, well, I fucked up big time, didn't I? But why the hell didn't you tell me that you were on the bloody pill in the first place? God, I got it all arse about face when I found those buggers in your flat."
Lindsey walked over to the bar and refilled her glass from the optic on the wall behind it. Then after sitting on one of the bar stools and taking a sip of her Scotch, she smiled at me.
"Well, Mack, you know that I had this stupid plan to walk down the aisle a virgin."
"It isn't a stupid plan, Lindsey. You've got the perfect right to do as your conscience guides you."
I was beginning to get the feeling that Lindsey had consumed a lot more than I'd thought she had that night. She was quite definitely much more vocal than usual and I was sure that it was the alcohol doing most of the talking. But even if Lindsey was my intended, I had my barman's hat on and let her talk.
"Let me finish what I was saying, Mack. I'm having enough trouble explaining this to you as it is. You know now - well, I hope you know - that once I'd told you about my stupid plan, that I trusted you not to pressure me too hard in that direction. I also knew, because you'd mentioned it so often that you would never place yourself in a compromising situation."
"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked. Christ alone knew what kind of a tangent Lindsey had gone off onto then.
"Ah, well, as I remember it you were very vocal about not having sex with anyone, unless you or they had taken precautions to prevent an unwanted pregnancy. Jesus, you were like a bloody preacher with all your friends!" Lindsey explained, with a contrite look on her face.
"Ah, yeah, but what's that got to do with the price of bread?" I commented. Not really having much clue as to what point Lindsey was trying to make.
"Stop taking the piss out of me, Mack. You know what I'm saying is true. I was there in the room with Billie when she told you that she was pregnant. I heard you giving her what-for for not taking precautions."
"You were there!" I was surprised to hear that Billie and Lindsey were that close when I'd been away.
"Yes, of course, she was at my flat; she was a little scared to go home and tell her parents. She called you for some moral support and... and, well, after the way you went off at her, telling her parents was a cakewalk."
"Oh, bugger, did I upset her that much?"
"No, not really, but I think she was more worried about how you would take the news than anyone else. That's why you were the first in your family to know. You do realise that she looks on you as her big brother, don't you?"
"Yeah, she's a good kid."
"She's not a kid anymore, Mack. She's a wife and a mother; and a damned good one too. Anyway I've gotten off the subject. You wanted to know why I never told you about those damned birth control pills of mine. Well, it was because I didn't trust myself!"
By then she had lost me completely. What did she mean; she couldn't trust herself not to let some other bugger shag her? That didn't make much sense; Lindsey must have seen the confusion on my face.
"Mack, when you used to stay over at my place after we'd been out drinking, things got a little heavy sometimes... well, heavy for me anyway. Damn... look, I had trouble controlling my emotions sometimes, it's not only you guys who have hormones, you know. If you had pushed hard enough, then I probably would have... oh, shit, look I knew that you wouldn't because you thought that I wasn't on birth control."
They weren't Lindsey's exact words and it all took some unravelling in my mind; but I got the gist of the idea that Lindsey had relied on my phobia about unwanted - or rather unplanned - pregnancies to make sure that she'd remained a virgin.
"Lindsey, you relied on my self-control. You were pushing your luck a bit, weren't you?" I finally retorted.
"No, I knew my man... well, I thought I did. There was my phobia about letting myself go as well. That meant that you never pushed me very hard to start with. But there were a couple of times when I'd drunk a damned sight more that I should have done... oh, and I might point out, than I wouldn't have done if I'd been with anyone else but you. But more than once, I'd have happily let you take me! I just abdicated my responsibilities and left it up to you."
"Jesus, you really pushed your bleeding luck girl."
"Maybe I did, but I was right in my judgement of my man, wasn't I? You've had every opportunity in the last few weeks and you still haven't disappointed me."
"Well, we'll be married in a couple of months; not that there's much we haven't' tried in the meantime; I suppose we have to save something for the big day."
"Or night! Are you coming to bed now?" she said after emptying her glass then giving me her 'I'm in the mood to play' look.
"No, I've still got clearing up to do. You go and sleep off some of that booze you've drunk this evening."
Lindsey slid off her stool and kissed me. "Look, Mack, whilst we were apart everyone told me to forget you and move on with my life. I tried, but I couldn't because you were the best thing that's ever happened to me. I was in a kind of limbo for a long time, I didn't know what I'd done wrong, and I had no idea how to put it right again."
Lindsey suddenly burst into tears and hung onto me very tightly.
"Then I came up here looking for you and that Craig guy told everyone in the village about you and Codi and I really thought I'd lost you. I don't know what I'd thought up to then, but somehow I'd been convinced that someday we'd finish up together again. I was really on the verge of giving up and going back home when that American detective turned up and started asking questions about you all around the village. Word soon went around about why he was asking questions. You know, he was employed by Codi's father checking whether you were a suitable marriage candidate for his daughter."
"When Codi's dad turned up to see Beverley, I really did think it was a done deal and actually went up to my room and got my stuff packed whilst he, Beverley and George were talking in the bar."
I couldn't see Lindsey's face whilst she was talking, but my shirt was getting very wet from her tears. She'd gone quiet for a few seconds, so I asked, "How come you were still here when I arrived then?"
"I wouldn't have been if Codi had been with you. Beverley talked me into staying; for some reason she seemed convinced that you'd more likely than not arrive back at the Willow's alone. But she wouldn't explain why! Anyway she said that if you did arrive alone then she thought that I needed to be here. If you had Codi tagging along, then Julia would tip her the wink."
Lindsey lifted her head and looked into my eyes. "Anyway Beverley told me that she thought that I should stay in the village, for a little while at least. Bev told me that I should stay and fight Codi for you; oh, not in the literal sense. But Beverley said that she'd messed up and made a big mistake when she was young; she told me that she didn't want us - you and me - to make the same one. Has she ever told you about her and George?"
"Yeah, I doubt there's many in the village who don't know the tale. I doubt that there's many who don't know the intricate details of our relationship either. This is a small community and they gossip a lot."



"They know who's won though, Mack. Come on, let's go to bed now please. We can leave this lot until the morning."
"Alright, but none of your funny stuff; I know what you sex mad women are like."
--------------------------------------
Lindsey and I had to have two engagement parties, one at my parent's house and one at a hotel just outside Bath. I can't say that I was particularly flavour of the month with Lindsey's relatives; but then I really didn't expect that I would be. Even less so, after Lindsey had informed them of where the wedding was to be held. My folks had taken that news a little more... stoically.
As Christmas approached I began to realise and understand Beverley's long term plans for the two pubs; but it was something that Michelle did that made me see how far into the future Beverley was looking.
Not two months into her course at Southampton, Michelle had suddenly changed horses big style. She had been taking media studies down there, but she suddenly left the college completely and moved herself up to London, where she lodged with Julia and entered Chiswick College studying hotel and catering.
It was when I expressed my surprise at Michelle's change of direction that Beverley sat me down and filled me in on her plans. She saw the two pubs developing differently. The Wherry she saw as going down the young persons and music road. The Willow's she intended moving more in the restaurant direction.
"The worlds changing, Mack, and pubs are going to have to move with the times. What with the breathalyser nowadays, out of season we are only just covering our overheads. A nice restaurant by the river should bring in some more out of season custom here, and a live band or two should pull the youngsters into the Wherry."
"We should be able to increase our mark-ups as well during the summer months, if we can lay on all the trimmings!" Beverley sat back with a satisfied smile on her face.
-------------------------
Christmas and New Year came and went with their usual flurries in trade and a good few loud party nights at both pubs. Builders and architects turned up to offer their suggestions to Beverley on what sort of structural work would be required on the two pubs to fit in with her long term plans. And guys from the local council-planning department also visited to argue with Beverley over those same plans. Most of Beverley's plans were not going to happen right away, but she wanted to make sure that anything she did at the beginning would fit into the master plan. There was no point in making any changes twice.
---------------------------
Lindsey and my wedding day was upon us almost before we realised. The day dawned sunny and without the wind that often roars into Norfolk from the North Sea. But it was bleeding cold.
Guests had arrived from all over and were scattered about in different hotels and B & B establishments. Some were even accommodated on Holiday Cruisers that had been pressed into service and were moored on the river, by the Willows.
The reception was held in the village hall as Millie and Phillip's had been. But there were a damned sight more people there, what with our families as well as just about every soul in the district.
Around midnight Lindsey and I were packed off in a limousine for our first night as man and wife together. This was a surprise because we had intended spending our first official night together at the Wherry. I still don't know who organised our night at the Hotel Nelson in Norwich, or who paid for it. Lindsey and I have spent the night of almost every wedding anniversary in the same room there ever since. We usually try to re-enact the first time we did the actual deed proper every year. We like to pretend that it's the same bed as well; but the hotel has changed hands and been given the once over several times since that first night.
These re-enactments are performed with a lot of giggling and are usually accompanied by the consumption of copious quantities of Champagne on someone's part; personally it doesn't do much for me.
We honeymooned for two weeks in Malta and for the most part really enjoyed ourselves. I hired a car that, surprisingly, only had 64 miles -- or maybe they were kilometres, we were just surprised at the low reading - on the clock and we toured every corner of the island.
The one down point - or maybe it was just that it was embarrassing to me - was on the trip we took to Gozo. We hadn't been off of the ferry long and were sitting in a small bar, when Codi's friend Marge appeared from out of nowhere, did a quick double take to assure herself that it was me and then approached us.
"Hi, Mack. What happened to tight arse?" she asked casually, although I should imagine that she had actually said tight ass.
"Hello, Marge. This is my wife, Lindsey," I replied, hoping to shut her up quickly. Marge was just about the last person that I wanted to meet or talk to.
"I figured that somehow," she replied, then turned to look at Lindsey. "Hi, Lindsey, congratulations. From what I've heard, you've caught yourself a real stud."
"He's not too bad and I don't intend to throw him back in a hurry," Lindsey replied with laughter in her voice, somewhat surprising to me.
Without being invited Marge settled her fat arse into one of the other chairs at the table, the last thing I wanted. I was beginning to think that I'd have to get rude with her before she'd leave us alone.
"Please excuse me, Lynn, but I was wondering. What happened with you and..." she asked turning back to me.
I was at least pleased that Marge stopped speaking before she mentioned Codi's name.
"She found herself a film star," I replied.
"Oh, shit... silly bitch! You mean to tell me she couldn't keep her legs crossed."
"That's about it!"
"Silly bitch, and she was always lecturing me. Sorry, Lynn, but she was such a goody two shoes until Mack here came along. I can't understand the bitch. From what the grapevine said, she was nuts about you, Mack."
"Not nuts enough apparently," I replied.
"Could be that you had a lucky escape, Mack. I don't think the girl was right in the head. I'm right in taking it that you two are on honeymoon, aren't I?"
"You assume correctly," I answered in my best 'get lost' voice.
"I thought so. Keep him under a tight rein, Lindsey. Sorry to have imposed on you, but my curiosity got the better of me. Ciao." Then she was gone almost as quickly as she had appeared.
"I'm sorry about that," I said to my wife, leaning across to kiss her.
"Don't be, Mack. Codi existed in our lives for a while, but she's gone now."
I'm not sure but later in the week, it might have been Marge who I saw talking to Lindsey as they came out of a store in Valencia. I was waiting in a bar down across the road whilst Lindsey picked up a surprise for me. If it was Marge, Lindsey never mentioned that she'd seen her again to me and I chose not to enquire.
End of Chapter 10
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"See, told you. I'll bet she is!" I heard Millie exclaim to Billie when they met us at the airport arrivals gate."
"Is what?" Francis - who'd brought the terrible two along with him for the ride - asked.
"Preggers, dummy," Billie retorted. "Millie reckons that she's got a sixth sense when it comes to spotting pregnancies.
"Jesus wept already?" Francis retorted.
"Well, you should know how easily these things can happen, Luvver," Billie told him, giving him a hug. "Anyway, we got the wedding timed dead right for Lindsey's fertile time of the month."
"Umm," I said, looking from one to the other of the three women and the bemused looking Francis.
"Well, Millie's probably being a bit premature, but you always said that you wanted children. I came off the pill the day you asked me to marry you." Lindsey smiled at me. "Not angry I hope?"
"Making sure that I wasn't going to get away again, were you?" I said as I kissed her. I'm not quite as daft as I sometimes look; I had noted that I hadn't seen Lindsey taking any birth control pills during the honeymoon.
"Yeah, I should have done that several years ago. I would have saved myself a lot of heartache."
"Both of us." I replied, "But do you really think you could be pregnant already?"
"I doubt it, Mack. Getting pregnant isn't that easy. Jeff and Rachael tried for three years before..." Lindsey broke off in mid sentence and started laughing quietly to herself.
"What's so funny?" I asked.
"I was just thinking that it was Rachael's pregnancy that started everything off, wasn't it. If she hadn't been pregnant, then I'd have been at home that night, wouldn't I?" Lindsey kissed me. "Have you ever wondered where we'd have been now, if I had been home that evening, Mack?"
"I'm not with you, Lindsey; I suppose we would have been married a couple of years ago."
"You think. I'm not so sure. God moves in mysterious ways sometimes," she said, giving a Millie a hug.
"I'm not following you, Lindsey."
"Never mind, Mack. It doesn't really matter now. We'll just have to wait and see what happens in the next week or so, to see whether he's decided that it's the right time for me to have a baby."
-----------------------------------
As it turned out Lindsey was pregnant and she delivered me of our first daughter late that autumn, and to cap that the following autumn, Lindsey added a second daughter. Then the following year, James Ellery Mackenzie was to join the family.
Well, why did you think everybody called me Mack? Can I help it if my mother was into crime stories? The point is anyone with their head screwed on right didn't go through a city school with a name like Ellery; well, they didn't when I was a lad.
After James came along, Lindsey and I were to figure that three children were enough, so she went back onto the pill permanently. Did something for her general demeanour at times as well. Not that her tantrums ever bothered me much; if you know the root cause of someone's odd fits of temper then they are pretty easy to overlook.
Both Millie and Billie had a son each in the same period of time, Millie dropping another (unplanned) daughter about five years later.
Bugger, I've got ahead of myself a little. Michelle came home from College that first year with Quinn in tow. Tarquin to be precise, but he probably suffered from the same sort of problems that I'd had at school; anyway he went by the name of Quinn. Quinn was studying to become a chef, curiously handy that was to turn out to be in the long term. Whatever, Michelle was in love with him and he followed her around like a lost puppy.
When I met Quinn, my first impression was that he was a pleasant enough guy, but a real wanker. Christ, the guy was clumsy and appeared to be totally inept at just about anything. That was, until he stepped into a kitchen, where you could only describe him as a bleeding genius. Knowing Michelle's appetite for sex, I can only assume that he must have cut the mustard in the bedroom as well; I never heard Michelle complain anyway.
They were married right after their final exams and returned to the Willows, where Quinn's skills in the kitchen soon became famous far and wide. Michelle, who - it became obvious to everyone - wore the trousers in that relationship eventually bore him four children.
Beverley's plans for both pubs came to fruition a lot quicker than I had imagined they would. In the year following my marriage to Lindsey, major structural changes were made during the winter months to both pubs, to accommodate their intended new roles.
At the Wherry, we had local bands in several nights a week that kept the place fairly crowded most of the year round. And after a year or so, tables had to be reserved at the Willow's most nights during the summer months and every Friday and Saturday night throughout the year.
------------------------
The years seemed to race passed. Our three children grew into fine teenagers and seemed to enjoy village life and living in a public house. As they matured, Louise and Natalie were drawing far too much attention from the boys for my liking. And James - who everyone insisted was his father's son; whatever that's supposed to mean -- was growing into a handsome young man, who had quite a few of the young girls in the village hanging on his every word. I thought he was a great kid, even if he did tend to jump to conclusions a little too quickly for my liking; and he could be damned stubborn on occasions as well.
-----------------------
Louise - Lindsey and my eldest -- had been about ten when my brother Brian moved up to Broad land. Brian had quietly bought into the local holiday boat hire company and eventually took it over completely. Very soon after he moved into the district Julia and her brood moved into the village as well.
Julia worked for Brian part time, and the rest of the time with her husband in the art gallery that he had opened in the village. That was the first inclination that I'd got that Julia's husband was quite an artist on the quiet. Julia swears blind that she was never the model for any of his popular and very erotic nude studies. But I don't believe her, and I doubt anyone else in the village does either.
Lindsey and I had been married for about twelve years, when Beverley formed the company. Michelle, Lindsey and I were called together at Beverley's house for a meeting one day. She and George had moved out of the Willows and it had become -- in all but name -- Michelle's pub by then; besides being her, Quinn and their children's home.
Anyway that day Beverley informed us all that she was setting up a private limited company that would run the two pubs and the micro brewery that John had set up with Bev and George's financial backing. We had all been aware that Beverley and George had financed John's venture.
Shares in the new company were distributed equally between Beverley, George, Michelle, Patricia and myself. Before I had a chance to say anything, Bev told me that she and the twins considered that I was part of their family, and the twins adopted brother, and that I was not to argue. I've told you before that it wasn't wise to argue with Beverley, especially when she had the twins behind her.
-----------------------------
Louise must have been nineteen... yeah, it was just before she got engaged, that I got a completely unexpected visitor whose arrival gave me the biggest shock of my life.
It was a fairly quiet morning in early June; James and I were down in the cellar sorting the place out after the delivery dray had made an early call.
As we climbed the stairs back into the bar, I picked up on the end of a conversation that Lindsey was having on the telephone.
"Are you sure?" she asked. Then she listened for a few seconds. "Oh, bugger, how long do you think it will be before they get here?" There was another pause. "No, I'm fine and I agree with you, Bev; I'll say nothing and thanks for the heads up... Oh, hi, Mack!"
I'm not that dumb, the "Hi, Mack" comment was said very loud, so that Beverley would know that I'd entered the bar. Lindsey looked guilty about something as well. She rapidly ended her conversation with Bev and hung up the telephone.
I stood there with what I hoped was an expectant look on my face. But Lindsey didn't bite. Considering that I'd just heard her tell Bev that she was going to say nothing, I wasn't at all surprised when she made some lame excuse and headed for the kitchen.
"Are you expecting anyone, dad?" James asked. He'd obviously overheard the end of Lindsey's conversation as well.
"Not that I'm aware of, son. But I know better than to ask your mother about it, if it's supposed to be a surprise."
James didn't reply but went over to the window that overlooked the car park. Apparently seeing nothing he shrugged and then went out into the garden by the river. I presumed he was on a glass hunt from the previous evening. It was still well before opening time so there were no bar customers around yet.
Although I must add, James had been eyeing up a young teenager from one of the holiday boats the evening before, so he might have gone prowling. Turning out to be a real a chip of the old block was my son.
Shortly Millie arrived for work in her launch. Millie had her eldest daughter with her and I was already aware that she, Louise and my other daughter Natalie were planning on going off to town in the launch that morning. The point was that a little later I noted that all three girls were still kicking around out in the garden chatting with James.
It fell to Millie to take the towels off the pumps at opening time. She and Lindsey were on duty so I went upstairs to change and have a break before I joined them later when the bar got busy. I suppose I'd only been up there for about ten or twenty minutes when the assistance light started flashing.
We have a button by the till that, when pushed, flashed lamps up in Lindsey and my private quarters to warn us that the bar staff were busy and/or needed assistance.
A glimpse out of the window of our private lounge told me that the gardens weren't very full, so I thought that the bar couldn't be that busy yet. As I headed down the stairs - through another window - I noted that there were only a few cars in the car park, one of them Julia's. So by the time I got to the bottom of the stairs, I was well aware that it was more likely that whoever Lindsey and Bev had been discussing on the telephone earlier had finally arrived.
The main bar was very quiet when I stepped in to it. Lindsey was behind the bar and I noted that she gestured in my direction to a young man she was in conversation with.
He must have stood about six feet tall and despite the warm weather that day, was wearing a formal and rather smart dark grey whistle. As he turned to look in my direction, I noted his very close cropped hair and that for an instant he looked down to check out his appearance, before he took a couple of smart paces in my direction.
"Mr Mackenzie, sir?" he asked, his right arm beginning to make a movement that he quickly checked, and changed to offering his hand for me to shake.
An American, from his accent, about twenty-five years old and in the forces from his body language, I quickly deduced. He'd actually gone to give me a salute, before he had realised what he was doing and from that I guessed that he was nervous about something, but I couldn't figure out what.
Come on, I had two very good-looking teenage daughters and I also had the reputation as a tough pub landlord and father, who didn't suffer fools lightly; so I'd seen quite a few nervous young suitors by then. But both my daughters had steady -- thoroughly vetted and suitably terrified - boyfriends at the time, so I couldn't figure out why this young Yank looked so worried.
"That's right, and what can I do for you, young man?" I replied, surprised that the young man seemed to shrink, the moment I opened my mouth.
"Joseph Conrad Junior, sir," he replied pulling himself to his full height again.
"Well, Joseph, what can I do for you?"
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted that Lindsey had stepped out from behind the bar and was making her way slowly in our direction. And that Millie, the three girls and James were all stood in the doorway to the garden, watching the proceedings.
"Well, sir... Um, it's like this..." Joseph had a quick look around the bar, then took a deep breath. "It's my girl, sir. She says that I've got to ask her father's permission before she'll agree to marry me."
"So, what's that got to do with me, son?" I asked.
But it was Lindsey who I suppose had taken pity on the guy who replied. "Quite a lot, Mack." Both Joseph and I turned to look at her. "Codi had trouble with a tooth when you were together in France, didn't she?"
"Yes," I said remembering having to take Codi to the local dentist. But wondering how Lindsey had known that and just what kind of tangent my loving wife was going off on this time.
Lindsey does have a talent for going all around the world before she gets to the point.
"Well, my guess is that the dentist prescribed Codi some antibiotics or something. Can you remember?"
"What's going on here?" I asked.
"Antibiotics interfere with birth control pills, Mack," Lindsey said matter-of-factly. "Actually they can often negate the pills effects completely. It appears that our children have a half-sister, Mack. Her name's Mackenzie and I assume that she's out in the car park with her mother."
I looked at the young man again.
"I... I'm afraid that's correct, sir," he said, looking even more nervous than he had before. "Mackenzie insisted that I ask you for your consent to marry her."
I looked back at Lindsey, probably with questioning eyes.
"Today was the first I knew about it honestly!" she replied, to my unasked question. Then added, "Beverley called and told me earlier."
I'm not sure how long I stood there looking from Lindsey to Joseph and back again, and quite honestly, wondering what I was supposed to do next. I had another daughter that for some reason Codi had never told me about. I think I was angry and inexplicably happy at the same time. Angry that Codi had never told me about the child, but then pleased that I had another offspring. A drink was called for, a strong one!
I headed for the bar only to find that Millie, in her usual mind reading way, had beaten me to it and she handed me a large straight rum when I got there. "Another, Millie," I said, knocking it back in one and sagging down onto my usual stool.
Lindsey had followed me over and gave me a quick hug. "You'd better go bring her in, Joseph. Oh, and Codi too, whilst he's still in shock and lost for words," she told the young man.
But before Joe made it to the door, Louise and Natalie came through it dragging a young woman who had to be Mackenzie along between them.
Obviously the thought had crossed my mind that she might not be mine, but those thoughts were quickly dispelled the moment I clapped eyes on her. It could have been a young Julia standing there.
Disengaging herself from my two daughters, Mackenzie took Joseph's hand and he led her over to me. I could see that she looked even more nervous than poor Joe had done.
"I'm sure your half-sisters have told you that I don't bite," I said, smiling and holding my arms out to her. Well, what else could I do?
Mackenzie let go of Joe's hand, stepped into my outstretched arms and we hugged each other.
"Hello, father. I've been waiting all my life to meet you," she whispered into my ear. "But, I didn't know how to approach you. We... I didn't know how you'd react when you heard that I'd been born."
"Silly girl, how could anyone not be overjoyed to know that they had a beautiful daughter like you? Now where's you mother? I think I've got a bone to pick with her." I was trying to inject as much humour into the situation as I could muster with my voice.
"I think she's gone back to the Willows with Aunt Julia, dad," Louise informed everyone. "She seemed worried about meeting you and mum."
I looked over at Lindsey, who had a big grin on her face. It wasn't necessary to say anything; we'd been married long enough to know each other's mind. Lindsey picked up the telephone and began to call the Willows. I knocked back my second rum then got to my feet.
A few short minutes were spent formally introducing Mackenzie and Joe to her half-siblings and Lindsey, although Lindsey was talking to Beverley or George on the phone at the time. Eventually Lindsey gave me the nod that told me Julia and Codi had arrived back at the Willows.
Wrapping my new daughter's hand around my arm, I asked everyone to please excuse us, then, with another look and gesturing nod of the head to Lindsey that she returned, led Mackenzie out into the garden and down to our launch. I wanted to get to know Mackenzie in private for a little while. She asked Joe to get her purse from the car as we went and he delivered it to us at the launch.
I pulled the launch out into the current then throttled back so we were only just maintaining steerage way and headed towards the Willows. At that speed Mackenzie and I would have a good half an hour or so to talk. I knew that Beverley would bring Joe along in the car.
"Your intended seems like quite a nice lad," I commented, using Joe to break the ice.
"Yeah, he's great, and very patient with me, and mother. Mother can get a bit screwy and very possessive at times."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."
"You shouldn't be, father, it wasn't your fault. The Judge wouldn't go into details, but he told me that mother screwed things up between you and her completely."
"The Judge?"
"Yeah, grandfather; everyone calls him the Judge, even his wife and mother. Look, I don't know exactly what happened, but I've got a good idea. Mother's got some photographs of you and her together hidden away and I found them a long time ago. Oh, she'd shown me some of them, of course, but I've always had one of you and her together on a yacht beside my bed and I've got another of you skiing as well. But mother has kept a lot of them hidden in the closet in her room. I think she gets them out sometimes when she locks herself away in there."
"Oh!" I think was all I could come up with at that point.
"The Judge wouldn't go into details, but from what he did say I worked out that when I was born, they thought that there was a possibility that someone else might have been my father. It doesn't take a brain surgeon to work out that mother cheated on you and you found out about it, does it?"
"Well, you're on the right lines, Mackenzie. Jesus, everyone doesn't call you Mackenzie all the time, do they? Surely you have a nickname."
"No, mother insists on Mackenzie. No one gets away with calling me Mack when mother's around, for obvious reasons."
I made no comment to that.
"The Judge had to organise for mother to go into a clinic when she got back home from Europe and it was whilst she was in there that they discovered that she was pregnant. From what I can make out, the clinic suggested that I should be aborted, but neither the Judge nor mother would allow that. Not that I think mother had much say about anything at the time; reading between the lines mother was..." Lindsey stopped speaking for a few seconds. "She's had a couple of relapses since. Normally after one of her marriages broke up; the Judge tries to make sure that she doesn't get involved with too many men anymore."



"Christ, I'm sorry, Mackenzie."
"Why? It wasn't anything that you did. The Judge said that at the time he hoped that you and mother would get back together eventually but... Look, he never approached you when mother was first ill, because well... for one they weren't sure that you were my father. He didn't know why but mother always insisted to everyone that only you could be. Do you know why?"
I looked across at Mackenzie. "Opportune timing, I should imagine. I thumped the guy before..."
"Oh, god, you didn't catch them whilst they were..?" she interrupted me, with a shocked expression on her face, but didn't complete the question.
I nodded.
"Oh, my, no wonder mother's too embarrassed to face you. And that's probably why she had her breakdown. She loved you a hell of lot you know."
"I loved her at the time. But Codi had a strange way of returning that love!" I commented.
Mackenzie reached out and took my hand. "God only knows what goes on in mother's mind sometimes, father. Anyway by the time mother was right enough in the head for the Judge to approach you to tell you about me, you were married to Lindsey and she was expecting your first child. Louise, isn't it?"
I nodded.
"The Judge didn't think it was fair to risk damaging your marriage."
Mackenzie released my hand, then dug around in her handbag and pulled out some papers.
"Look, there's you listed as my father on my birth certificate; I have dual nationality, you know; the Judge insisted. The judge managed to have them name you as my father on my British birth certificate that he got from the embassy as well."
"I thought only British citizens could do that. The registration I mean."
"I think that the Judge can do just about anything he wants to, when he sets his mind to it, father," she said, handing some papers to me for me to read.
They were copies of two birth certificates, one American and one issued by the British embassy in Washington. Both listed Ellery Mackenzie as the father of Mackenzie Mackenzie and they gave my address as the Wherry.
"Mackenzie Mackenzie!" I read out loud. Probably with a shocked tone to my voice.
Mackenzie giggled, "Mother wanted to make sure that no one forgot who my father was. I think she was still a little... you know, at the time. The Judge didn't want to risk upsetting her, so he went along. I've always found it quite amusing myself. Grandfather's the only person who calls me Mack, by the way; but never when mother's around."
That was the only time that Mackenzie ever referred to her Grandfather as anything other than the Judge.
"So what made you decide to come and find me now, after all these years?"
"Mother and the Judge have always been worried about doing anything that might upset your marriage. They have never gone into details, but I assumed they had their reasons to believe that if my existence became known, it might have caused some trouble between you and your wife."
"I can't understand why."
"Who knows what they were thinking, father? Perhaps they worried you might try to take me from them when I was younger. But I insisted that I wanted to at least see you before I got married. I had always hoped that my real father would be present at my wedding."
"Your real father?"
"Yeah, mother has been married twice. And if you must know, I don't think they stood up to her idea of the perfect husband, or father for me. Neither of them lasted very long. Although I got on with them both pretty well."
"We came over last week and stayed in London. Mother has always wanted to see the Willows, so we drove up and went there for a meal last night. The ladies there, Beverley and Michelle, they were looking at us very strangely. Eventually Beverley... she kept staring at me, and well, she guessed who I was first when Joe called me by name, and then she worked out who mother was, of course. We stayed there last night and she sent us over here this morning.
"Yeah, I knew something was going on because she called Lindsey to warn her that you were coming, but that was hours ago."
"Oh, yeah, well, mother was very nervous about meeting you and your wife. Well, we both were, so we stopped in that little art gallery in the village for a coffee. Of course we had no idea that your sister Julia owned it. She worked out who we were quicker than Beverley had. Your sister's very nice; she came with us to your pub."
"And she's taken Codi back here to the Willows, probably so that we could meet on neutral ground," I replied, as the launch nudged up against the bank.
Beverley was waiting at the garden entranced to meet us. "She's upstairs in our lounge with Julia and Lindsey, Mack. Maybe you should have a word with Lindsey first."
As I'd hoped she would, Lindsey had driven over to the Willows herself as soon as Mackenzie and I had left the Wherry in the launch. She met me at the top of the stairs and gave me a big hug.
"Be gentle with her, Mack. She's very frightened and I think a little delicate as well."
"Yeah, Mackenzie has explained about her mental condition."
"Maybe that's got something to do with what she did in France," Lindsey offered. "You know, she's self-destructive or something. Anyway that was all a long time ago Mack, so please go easy on her."
"I'm more concerned that I wasn't told about Mackenzie than anything else, Lynn."
"Of course you are, but look at it from Codi's family's point of view. Their only daughter has a tendency to be... unstable. Mackenzie is their only grandchild and her father lives on the other side of the world. If you had claimed custody of Mackenzie through the courts, citing Codi's mental problems and won. Well... they'd rarely see her, would they, and what kind of effect could that have had on Codi? She's worried enough now that you'll take her daughter away from her."
I think I could understand the logic of what Lindsey was saying. Although I can't say that I've been happy about the way things had gone. Whatever, I decided that what was done was done and there was little point in arguing about it. It would surely just cause Mackenzie a lot of pain if Codi and I were at loggerheads.
"I can be magnanimous when I need to be, sweetheart." I winked at Lindsey.
"Thanks, Mack, and give her a hug when you get in there." I looked her in the eyes. "Don't worry, I know that you love me and I told her that I'd scratch her eyes out before she'd steal you away from me again." She laughed.
I gave my wife another hug before I entered Beverley's lounge. Actually it was Michelle's lounge but for some reason I've always thought of the Willows as Beverley's place. Lindsey following me to the door from where she gestured to Julia to leave with her as I entered.
The years hadn't been as kind to Codi as they had been to Lindsey; maybe that's why she didn't seem worried about this meeting. As Codi hurriedly jumped to her feet I could see that she'd retained her figure, but the skin of her face showed those all too obvious signs of a face lift. And inexplicably to me there was a look of real fear in her eyes.
"Hi, Codi, long time no see." Stupid statement, but the best I could come up with at the time. She didn't reply; she just looked even more frightened and took a step back. A rabbit caught in a car's headlights is about the most apt description I can give.
So I tried again. "Mackenzie's a beautiful girl. You must be proud of her."
"I'm sorry about Mackenzie. I... We... and then it was too late. I should have told you, but I wasn't..." Codi's words were only just audible.
Seeing Codi's reaction to my presence and knowing what Mackenzie had explained me about her mental condition, I had little choice but pretend that I wasn't upset about the situation.
"Codi, sometimes we do the wrong things with the best of intentions, Mackenzie's told me all about it and I think that I can understand the way the wind was blowing at the time. I'm not happy about it... Christ, I can never be happy about what happened back then. But I'm way too old to worry about that now, or let bygones risk any future relationship I might have with Mackenzie. Or you!" I added on reflection.
"But it was all so stupid. I loved you and I destroyed everything." Codi was crying by then and she looked so pitiful standing there. "They wanted me to abort her, you know. God, I was such a fool."
There's not much point in trying to repeat the rest of the conversation here because it got rather complicated and completely confusing even for me at the time; Codi was trying to apologise for not telling me about Mackenzie and at the same time for what she'd done with the Wanker in France. It took some unravelling, I can assure you.
Years later - and well after her mother's demise - Mackenzie and I came to some mutual conclusions about why Codi did some of the things that she did do, but they would take too long to explain here. I'll try and get back to them later.
Eventually that morning Codi and I signed a peace pact of sorts, and the past was never mentioned when she was around again. Oh and I did give her the little hug that Lindsey had asked me to.
-------------------------
"Codi's a very troubled woman," Lindsey said, later that evening. Which I took to mean that she agreed with me that Codi was balancing on a tightrope and was only just maintaining her sanity.
Codi appeared to relax a lot after our chat together, but of course it was awkward; I think we got through the rest of her, Mackenzie and Joe's visit without very much trauma.
I got to know Joe well during that visit and grew to like him very much. He was about to be discharged from the forces and under the Judge's guidance - I believe - he went on to take up Law. Eventually he finished up as a business attorney over there and a pretty successful one as far as I'm aware.
Strange though that Joe still seems unsure of himself around me; especially when he was so at ease around the Judge, in who's company I never did feel comfortable.
The three of them stayed in the UK for four weeks altogether, Codi and Joe lodging at the Willows, and Mackenzie staying with us at the Wherry. It was Joe's idea that he lodged at the Willows; he said it would allow Mackenzie to get to know Lindsey, our children and me better if he wasn't around all of the time.
Remarkably quickly really, Mackenzie bonded with her half siblings and the rest of her newly extended family: Julia, Billie, Brian and their families. Plus of course my parents and my other brother and his family came up for quick visits as well.
It was a sad day for all of us when they left to fly home. I missed Mackenzie much more than I expected I would.
It was early the following January that we flew out to the States for Mackenzie and Joe's wedding. The girls enjoyed being her bridesmaids and James tried his best to play the English gentleman usher; especially round the younger ladies present, several of whom he wrote to for some time afterwards.
Lindsey and I met the Judge and his wife, who I'd better point out wasn't Codi's mother. The tension between the Judge's wife and Codi was hidden quite well, but both Lindsey and I picked up on it very quickly.
It's an odd thing to try to explain but one thing I found very surprising was that Codi appeared to want to be with Lindsey all the time. Almost from the moment we arrived at the judge's house, if I found Lindsey, Codi would be with her. The two girls went on shopping trips and fussed around the wedding arrangements together as well. I mentioned it to Lindsey in bed one evening.
"Yeah, it's strange, isn't it?" Lindsey replied. "You know I was worried that Codi might make a play for you when we came over here. You know, that she'd feel that she had you on her home ground. But she's insisting that I have a say in everything about this wedding; strange, it's as if she's trying to push Mackenzie and me together."
Mackenzie and Joe took to coming over to the UK at least a couple of times a year, although until Joe was qualified I think the Judge financed their visits. They brought Codi with them a couple of times as well after they had their first child. They also attended all three of Mackenzie's half-siblings weddings, Mackenzie playing maid of honour at the two girls weddings.
Lindsey and I tended to spend a couple of weeks in the States every year, but usually during the winter months. As the Judge got older, I was to feel a little more relaxed in his company. I think I was pretty cut up when Lindsey and I had to fly out there at short notice for his funeral. He was getting on a bit, but he had always seemed a pretty tough old bugger; a heart attack took him at some formal dinner.
It was only just over four months after the Judge went, that I received an urgent call from Joe. That morning Codi's body had been found floating in the swimming pool of the Judge's house where she'd been living with her stepmother. We didn't arrive in time to attend the inquest and I sense there was a reluctance to talk about the Coroner's findings, which I believe found Codi's death to have been accidental.
Although later, I was to learn that the autopsy revealed that Codi's system was loaded with what were euphemistically described as prescription drugs, I took them to have been the antidepressants - that I was well aware she'd been on for years - and alcohol, which as a publican, I knew was not recommended. I gathered that some interesting questions had been asked about why Codi had been in the pool in the first place, because she was not in the habit of taking a swim late at night.
Lindsey and I had to rush back over to the States with the children for the funeral. Mackenzie as you'd expect was pretty cut up about losing her mother and she clung very tightly to Lindsey and me most of the time that we were there.
I think that that was when I realised that Codi's death couldn't possibly have been an accident, and that she had been planning it for sometime. I had always known that she couldn't abide her stepmother and I honestly believe she had delayed taking her own life until after the Judge had passed on.
I deduced from what the attorney who handled Codi's estate said, that she'd been very busy in the intervening months between The Judge and her own demise, making sure that Mackenzie was to get her fair share of the Judge's estate that had been originally divided between the three of them.
Codi's death hit me very hard, harder than I thought it would; although I tried not to show exactly how hard at the time. But I believe Lindsey and Mackenzie both knew. As did Beverley when we returned home again. Beverley and I spent a lot of time talking about the unwarranted - as Beverley termed them - feelings of guilt that I felt over Codi's death.
After Codi's death, I gathered that Mackenzie had little contact with the Judge's widow, who sold his house and moved down to Florida.
Mackenzie began to spend a lot more time in the UK, flying over several times a year. Always with her children and normally accompanied by Joe, who eventually bought a house in the village. It's a bit large to call a holiday home and I think that he might have ideas along the lines of settling over here. He seems to be doing a lot of work with American companies in London in the last year or so and that's increased the frequency of their visits to the UK.
Well that about brings you up to date; how things will go on from here is anybodies guess.
Life goes on
Epilogue
Well that just about brings things up to date, although it wouldn't hurt to add that Mackenzie and I have discussed Codi, and the weird things she did, very often since she's been gone. Mackenzie has come to her own conclusions about why Codi behaved as she did and has tried to explain them to me many times.
It appears -- or so Mackenzie has been trying to convince me -- that Codi really did love me, but she had always had a sort of self-destructive streak. She'd been an extremely rebellious child who'd driven the poor old Judge almost to distraction on many occasions.
Eventually She (Mackenzie) came to the conclusion that Codi's little tryst with the Wanker actor had nothing to do with me at all; it had more to do with the Judge being happy with her choice of me to marry, or rather his enthusiasm for the marriage.
Let me try to explain it as Mackenzie tried to explain it to me. Apparently it all went back to when Codi's mother had passed away and the Judge had remarried.
Codi had been about six years old and she had not taken her mother's death well. She had been even more upset that the Judge had remarried quite quickly, apparently within the year. What's more his choice of new bride had been a woman who Codi knew that her mother disliked intensely.
Mackenzie seems to have come to the conclusion that there might have been something going on between the Judge and his second wife, whilst her grandmother was still alive and what's more she's convinced that Codi was aware of the relationship. Mackenzie even went so far as to suggest that Codi's mother's death might not have been from natural causes, that the Judge's second wife might possibly have had a hand in things.
When I asked why Mackenzie would think such a thing. She replied that the thoughts came from odd comments that Codi had made over the years. None of which you could call a definite accusation, more a sort of inference.
Anyway, Mackenzie thought that in retaliation for what she believed, as she'd got older, Codi had purposely set about becoming a real pain in the backside to the Judge and her stepmother. She was always getting into trouble at school, although she was a reasonably good student academically.
Codi just appears to have gone out of her way, to do anything that she could think of to upset her father and stepmother. I won't bother to go into the list of Codi's legal misdemeanours committed in her younger teenage years, that Mackenzie reeled off to me. But take my word for it, it was extensive.
Then Codi had taken up with this guy she met at college, and had suddenly pulled her socks up and began to behave herself. Apparently she was in love with the guy who, it turned out, was quite conservative. Now, the Judge had never been -- lets say -- particularly enamoured with any of Codi's previous boyfriends, consequently he had been in no hurry to meet the guy.
That was fine, until the guy started talking to Codi about marriage and the Judge finally did have meet him. Much to his surprise, the Judge found that he approved of the guy, and that's when things started going wrong.
Three months later Codi was supposed to have found the guy in bed with her housemate. Mackenzie suspects that the reverse was actually true and the poor sod found Mackenzie in bed with some guy possibly a friend of his. He, of course, broke it off.
That's apparently when Codi went rushing home to the Judge and eventually joined him and her stepmother on their trip to Europe. It was in Paris where she met up with the little crowd that I found her hanging with.
"Sorry to tell you this, dad," Mackenzie told me, "But a barman bumming around Europe, isn't the kind of guy that the Judge had visions of mother marrying. And what's more you can bet your bottom dollar, she knew it."
"I don't know whether she took up with you in the first place to piss the Judge off. But I do know that she fell head over heels in love with you."
"If you're trying to say, what I think you're trying to say, Mackenzie. Then I doubt that somehow."
"No dad, whether she'd intended to or not, mother loved you more than anyone else in the world... and that includes me."
"Nonsense, kiddo; your mother loved you very much."
"Not as much as she loved you, dad, I can promise you that. I'm sure she had no idea why she went with the actor bloke that day. But I do know that she regretted it for the rest of her life. I think that the Judge giving her the green light to marry you sort of tripped a switch in her brain and she couldn't control what happened after that."



"My mother was the most mixed up person, I've ever known, dad. She had three goals in her life, to see me and you happy! And to do down her stepmother at every opportunity that she could find. I think she succeeded in at least two of those goals. The only trouble was, she had the most miserable life of her own."
"You think so?" I commented, "I think your mother was always happy when she was with you."
"Not as happy as she would have been if we'd all been together, father." Mackenzie replied, then, she hugged me.
Well there it is and "Life Will Go On" as it always has too.
*
This is the last that you'll read of Mack and his women friends here; that I will write anyway. I'd like to thank the many people who've followed his adventures, trials and tribulations, and who took the time to write to me with their thoughts on the tale. Mack sure did upset some readers in the earlier chapters.
Mack started out as a typical, dumb, proud teenager, who thought he knew it all. And who had the habit of jumping to conclusions far too quickly for his own good. His pride all too often got in the way of his common sense, as well. Like most youngsters, almost any pretty female - with a glint in her eye - could lead Mack around like a pet dog.
Personally I got to like the guy quite a lot towards the end of the tale.
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When Jake invited me to join in his invitational this time. Oh he's invited me most every time and I've started a tale for them all. I just ain't too clever at finishing the damned things sometimes. This old mind of mine kind-a wanders off into pastures new; well, new stories anyway. Anyway this time - just to stop Jake form getting too crotchety with me - I figured I'd better finish one.
Being a melancholy old bleeder, I chose this song that can often be heard playing in my study. Usually quietly in the background whilst I'm writing. The version I have is by Tom T Hall, I have no idea if anyone else has recorded it.
Thanks to LadyCibelle and my friend SH for sorting my foul-ups and editing for me. Techsan is under doctor's orders at the present time; I hope you all join me in wishing him a swift recovery.
Clarification: Pally - from pal or friend. To get all pally with someone, can have a variety of deferent meanings; in this case it means becoming close friend.
There are no sexual scenes in this story.
*
I suppose a lot of folks would put it down to the old midlife crisis kind of thing. Or maybe, after all those years, they might say it was the seven-year itch, running a little on the late side after fourteen years of marriage. Anyway the truth is that at thirty-eight I had those niggling questions beginning to come to the forefront of my mind.
After sharing the last sixteen years of my life with my wife Christina -- Tina to most folks, mum to our three little tykes and Babe to me - I was beginning to wonder what it was all about and maybe what could have been.
Well that's a lie really; maybe -- somewhere tucked away in the back of my mind - where we all fear to tread most of the time - I think I had always been asking myself the "what if" question.
You remember what it was like when we were teenagers. How you first found the girl of your dreams, and kind of developed ideas about where your life was going. For some folks it was a quiet life in a nice little house in the country, for others it was to become a big man in a big house, with a big high fence all around; read becoming rich, and leading the life of Reilly.
I can't say for sure what happened to those dreams I'd had as a young man. I always did have myself a good job, even if I could never understand why they put up with me lately. Maybe I was feeling pretty bored with it, after all those years. I figured that I'd reached the peak of where I was going to get to with my employer.
A couple of times I had thought that maybe a change of employer would get the ball rolling again, but that would have meant a move to another part of the country and... Well, there was the kids' schooling to take into account, and all the rest of the upheaval a move would have caused in family life to take into consideration. No, a change of employment and all that involved just weren't on the cards. Well not at that time; it would probably have led to an abrupt end of what was left of my marriage anyway.
Yeah, all right I've got to admit that life at home wasn't what it should have been. I know Tina found it hard sometimes, what with those three little urchins, and the house to look after. Well yeah, she did find time to do some charity work, she was on the children's school board of governors and had been a member of the PTA before that.
Okay, and I'll admit that I wasn't always as supportive around the house as I could have been. But then, I was working my socks off earning the cash to pay the mortgage and feed and clothe the little buggers. And give Tina almost everything any woman could want in life. I'd always thought that that was my part of the bargain.
Generally Tina was out at her charity things, two nights a week and I stayed home watching the kids. I usually went down the Band Club, Mondays and Thursdays to practice snooker on a full size competition table; I got a three-quarter size one tucked away in the garage. I ain't half-bad on the baize; not up to professional standards, so you won't see me at the Crucible. But I've won a good few bob in amateur competitions over the years. Before the children came along, Tina would come and watch me play in competition. Hey she's no slouch with a snooker cue herself; well she was, when she had time to practice with me.
If you get the idea that things had sort-a cooled down in our relationship, you wouldn't be too far wrong. I kind-a got the feeling, that like quite a few married couples, we were just going through the motions by then. Yeah, we went out together -- just Tina and I -- a couple of times a month. And yeah we generally had -- some pretty basic - sex most Saturday nights. But most of the time our social life together was revolving around the kids and their needs.
I sort-a had it figured that Tina and me were both killing time until the kids were old enough to fly the coop, and then... Well then, maybe we'd go our own separate ways.
Anyway I hope these revelations give you some insight into my state of mind that bright sunny summer morning, as I sat in my office pushing papers around and wishing that I was anywhere else in the world but there.
Quite unexpectedly there was a sharp tap on my office door. Unexpected, because, Betty - who acted as my secretary - normally called me on the intercom if I had a visitor; and if she wanted to see me, I usually went out to her, because she wasn't my exclusive secretary and looked after all the rest of the guys in the department as well.
And yeah well, most of my colleagues had learnt by then that I wasn't the most sociable of people first thing in the mornings. So if they had any problems that they'd rather bring to me than the department head, then they knew they were best left until after lunch.
Anyway, there was this sudden rap on my door, then it burst open and Martin Goldman strolled in like he owned the place. Which, to be honest, he did; so I couldn't very well tell him to f-off, could I.
Old man Goldman - whose father had started the company way back in the days of yore, just after WW2 -- had kind-a grown up in the organisation, and for years run it with an iron fist. Anyway the old bugger had died about eight months previous and his only son Martin had come back home - from wherever he'd been hiding out for more years than I care to remember -- to take over the reigns.
Martin and I had history, - of sorts - we'd grown up together. Well kind-of, we just happened to live not too far away from each other as kids, and as we'd got older - coincidently - gone to the same college for a while, and hung around the same teenage hangouts.
We even drank in the same pubs and went to the same dances and clubs etc. But we'd never been what you might call mates. Martin's education -- as you might expect, being the son of a rich Jewish businessman -- had mostly been in the private sector, and I'd struggled along in the State system.
Sometimes we'd even dated the same birds in our younger days, at different times off course. So you can understand that we'd always known one-another, even if in a very tenuous way. I'd always known who he was and he was well aware of my existence, although we had never actually run with the same crowd. At that time, I'd have doubted we'd ever said more the half a dozen words to each other in our whole lives.
But Martin Goldman was now the big cheese of the company I worked for, and his arrival at my lowly door was completely unexpected.
As Martin entered my little office, I went to stand -- to show the subservience that's expected when the big boss man pays an unexpected call on one of his lowly minions -- but much to my surprise Martin gestured for me to remain seated and plonked his arse on the seat opposite me. He took a quick look down at the cheap typist's chair he found himself sitting upon, and then glanced around my little domain, with an expression of some distain on his face; before leaning back in the seat and fixing me with a long stare.
For what seemed to be an eternity Martin Goldman didn't say a word, he just sat there staring at me.
To be completely truthful, I feared exactly what the bugger was about to say to me. Word had gone around the company that Martin had been making some big changes upstairs, and the rumour was that he seemed to take pleasure in doing the required firing personally. Or to give the man the benefit of the doubt; at least he took the responsibility for doing the actual deed himself, rather than delegating the task to one of the many brown nose's he'd inherited from his old man since he'd returned.
"Long time no see Josh." Goldman finally said; with a smile on his face, just as if he was an old friend I'd run into in the pub.
I'm not sure why, I was extremely suspicious of this casual greeting, but decided it would be diplomatic to follow his relaxed lead.
"Well Mr Goldman, some of us had to stay in town and keep the home fires burning." I replied trying my best to smile back at him.
"Good lord, Josh; cut out all that formal crap. We've known each other long enough for you to call me Marty; at least when we are in private."
"Cheers, Marty. But to be honest; we never..."
"Don't give me all that bullshit, Josh. I still remember the night of the cup final just before I went off to Oxford. If you and your crowd hadn't backed us up, those wankers would have had our guts for garters."
Martin was referring to a night many years before that I'd almost completely forgotten about. My friends and I had gone to the cup final at Wembley. On our way home -- and by complete chance - we'd come across Marty and a couple of his friends, just as they were confronted by a little group of Neanderthal skinhead thugs, masquerading as football supporters.
Anyway three Jewish boys wearing the wrong colour scarves were probably just what the half dozen numbskulls had been looking for that day.
The sixteen semi-pissed and extremely noisy, genuine football supporters who confidently strolled up to stand with the three Jewish lads, wasn't. The skinheads made a strategic withdrawal and then all nineteen of us, headed for the nearest pub to continue our celebrations.
After that, things become a bit hazy for me; I can't recall much of what happened later that evening at all. But I do know that I awoke in my own bed sometime late on the Sunday afternoon. And in one piece, but with a hangover that beats all the others I've ever had, before or since.
Exactly where, the "Ladies Changing Room" sign, the pair of frilly ladies panties - or the yellow reflective jacket with the words Metropolitan Police printed across the back of it - came from, I have no idea. The Jacket, I ditched a bit sharp-ish; the sign still hangs in my garage at home. The knickers? God only knows!
"Boy was that a night, I'd never been as drunk as I got that night." Marty was saying when I realised that he was still talking.
"Yeah, I kind-a remember the hangover. Damn thing lasted nearly all week." I added when he stopped to take a breath.
"That was my old man's wine. You were knocking it back like there was no tomorrow; they say that you shouldn't mix grape and grain." Martin grinned, "You know, he went ballistic at me; we nearly emptied his wine cupboard and we did clear the cocktail cabinet."
"Eh... we were at your house that night?" I asked. That must have been part of the evening that I'd lost completely.
"My parents' place, the old man ran a bunch of you home in his car, the rest he shipped home by taxi; don't you remember?"
"Don't remember much about that evening Martin. Well, not after that mate of yours started ordering the shorts in the pub anyway."
"My friends call me Marty, Josh. Yeah, it was a hell of a night, but I'm not here to talk about old times; I'm here to talk about you." Marty said changing the subject and I began to get worried again.
"My spies tell me that you're out of sorts lately and not your normal happy-go-lucky self. You're not feeling unwell or anything, are you?"
"No, I'm feeling fine health-wise. I don't know where you got that idea, Marty."
"Oh come on, Josh. Betty's known you long enough to know that something's not kosher. She tells me that for the last few months you've been really down. What is it, money troubles? You know that if I can help out financially, I will; we might not have been bosom buddies in the old days, but I owe you big time."
"Hey no, I've never had any money problems. Never had to complain about my salary."
"I would hope not; the old man was very appreciative of what you and your friends did for me that night, you know. You've been on the top of the wage bracket, from the day you started here."
Suddenly I realised why I had been trapped in that bloody job. Although I'd only spoken to the old guy a couple of times since I'd worked for the company; Marty's father must have recognised me or my name on the staff list and put the word out that I should be looked after, financially.
Every other job that I'd ever gone after, I'd found that I was earning more -- or at least as much as -- the top of their wage bracket for the position, before I started.
I have no idea what expression I must have had on my face as I realised the fact.
"You never knew did you? My dad looked after folks who looked after him or his own. But anyway, going through your personnel file I was wondering, how come you've never tried for advancement out of this shit-hole of a department?"
"Well I..."
"Well what, Josh?" Marty asked, but then his facial expression changed some. "Surely you never thought... Dam it, you did, didn't you? You thought that the only way to the top in this company as if you were Jewish or kissed the right persons arse, didn't you?" --- "Bleeding hell, you disappoint me, Josh."
Marty stopped speaking for a few moments and sat there with a thoughtful expression on his face; but then the smiled returned again. "Sorry, yeah. I suppose that from where you've been sitting, it might seem that way. Nearly all the top brass are, now that I come to think of it... So I suppose it's only natural for you to think that way."
"But that isn't the way I do business, Josh, or intend to run this company in the future. As a matter of fact, we've been thinking that you might fancy taking over as head of human resources."
"Sorry?" I replied. I've got to admit I wasn't sure that I caught the correct gist of what Martin had just said.
"The Personnel Department, Josh! Morris (the then-current personnel manager) is coming up for retirement in a few months, and we thought that we'd like to replace him with someone who isn't quite so narrow-minded. I figured you'd just about fit the bill."
"But I know sod-all about being a personnel manager, Marty."
"Neither does lard-arse Morris, but that hasn't stopped him from keeping that seat warm for lord knows how long. Look Josh, things have changed in the last few years. Surely you've noticed that the company has a shortage of... er, ethnic minorities on the payroll. There are laws about that kind of thing nowadays and eventually some bugger's going to give us some stick over it. Anyway I thought that you're just the bloke we need to sort that situation out."
"Why me?"
"Well, I'd have thought that was pretty obvious. That crowd you ran with when we were younger wasn't far short of a league of nations. You must have had just about every race and nationality in the district in it. And I'll bet you still hang around with most of them now, don't you."
"Yeah well, those who still go down the Band Club to play snooker. You weren't the only one who spread their wings; some of the guys are all over the country now."
"Anyway the point is, no bugger could accuse you of being prejudiced and that's the sort of person I need running Human Resources here. I want this place to have a broad spectrum of staff, which reflects the local population."
"But surely you need someone who's qualified to do the job."
"No, I need someone who I can trust to do as I ask. I don't want people just to make up the numbers; I want people who will do their jobs well. Jetta and I thought..."
"Jetta?" I repeated in surprise.
The name Jetta rang a bell in the back of my head somewhere. It wasn't what you'd call a common name, and our town wasn't that big. There'd been a young woman called Jetta who used to frequent some of the dance clubs we'd both gone to when we were younger.
My problem was, - and I'm not sure why, I'd read into Marty's body language that the Jetta he was referring too was his wife - the young woman I remembered had been of Indian decent.
Marty grinned at me. "My wife, and Betty's step-sister; just in case you thought Betty and I were misbehaving out of business hours. I could see you were puzzling over how come I was so pally with Betty."
I didn't say anything in reply to the pally comment, because something else was bugging me.
"But Jetta's...!" I began to say.
"And Jewish by birth, Josh." Martin said anticipating the rest of my comment. The he went on to explain. "Historically, there's not a large Jewish community in India, but it does exist. Kind of handy really; what my parents would have made of our relationship had she been a Hindu or Sikh or something, I have no idea."
Marty grinned at me, and then explained that Jetta's mother had died when she was little. They'd been living in East Africa when her father had run into a recently widowed Betty's mother. I got the feeling that maybe he'd employed her as a children's nanny or something. Although Betty's mother was Irish -- and Roman Catholic - eventually they'd married and come to live in the UK.
The odd point was that, although I remembered seeing Jetta around town quite a lot when we were younger -- Christ, I'd dated the girl myself a couple of times - but I could never remember seeing Betty about much, if at all. But then again, Betty was a few years older than Jetta, Martin or myself, she probably ran with a different peer group.
I suppose it also explained why Betty had been so pally with old man Goldman over the years. At one time or another, rumours had gone around the company that the old boy had been banging Betty on the quiet. But that had never explained why - at the odd company social gatherings etc - Betty and her husband had so often been all cosy, with old Mr Goldman's wife and Martin's sister.
Marty went on to explain that he and Jetta had run into each other at Oxford and kind-a hit it off straight away. They got married before they finished their studies and on graduating, gone to the States to live, until Marty's father had his heart attack.
"We'd have been at each other throats if I'd come back to the company whilst he was here." Marty commented with a grin. "He was kind-a stuck back in the fifties somewhere.
"Look, we've got off the subject here, Josh. It's going to be a few months before Morris retires, but how's the job sound to you?" Marty asked, bringing us back on track.
"Is there any hurry for my answer, Marty? It's going to be one hell of a change for me and I'm not sure yet whether I can handle the job." I began to say, but I gathered Marty wasn't prepared for me to say no.
"Of course you can. And I can understand that you might wish to discuss it with Christina first."
"Hmm," I commented, "as if she'd give a toss."
"I don't like the way you said that, Josh. Are there any problems at home that I don't know about? Is that why you've been out of sorts lately?"
"Oh come on, Marty, Tina and I have been married fourteen years and we've got three children."
"What the hell's that got to do with the price of apples?" Marty demanded.
"When kids come along Marty, relationships kind-a suffer a bit."
"They do? I find that surprising. I'd say all they did was strengthen Jetta and my relationship. Yeah, things had to change a bit, but if anything we're closer now than we've ever been."



"I wish Tina and I were, but in the last few years I've got the feeling we've just been going through the motions."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Well, Tina's been more interested in the children than she is in me."
"Jesus Christ! Sorry, Josh; one of Betty's blasphemies. Of course you have to take a back seat for a few years. But that don't mean that Tina doesn't love you just as much as she always has or anything; it's just how life develops. Give it a few more years and the children will be gone and Tina will still be there for you."
"Oh Christ, Marty, I don't think it's really Tina; it's me. In the last couple of years I've been thinking that I made a big mistake."
"What kind of a mistake? You haven't been playing away, and painted yourself into a corner, have you? Look my friend, having a little fun of the side is all right; not that I've ever been tempted. But it's stupid getting yourself in too deep."
"Hey, shit, no, it's nothing like that! I've just begun to think that I married the wrong woman."
I have no idea why I voiced my innermost concern to Marty. To be honest I hardly knew the guy; except that he was my boss and someone I hadn't talked to in... well, someone I'd never spoken to personally before; I don't think. But he was someone who brought memories of my youth, back to mind.
"I'm sorry, Josh; I don't understand what your problem is."
"I'm not sure that I do either Marty. It's like I've got the seven-year-itch or something. Everything is kind-a mixed up in my head, lately."
Marty placed his elbows on my desk and rested his chin on his hands for a while, obviously thinking.
"I'm not sure what to say to you, Josh. But maybe you should see a... doctor or something."
"A shrink?"
"You said the word, Josh, not me. Look I know a good man; he looked after my sister when she got divorced; straightened her out like greased lightning. If you're feeling as confused about your marriage as you sound then it can't do any harm to have a word or two with him. What'd you say, shall I give the bugger a call." Marty asked, picking the telephone up anyway, before I'd had a chance to answer.
"I don't know, Marty. I don't know that I should have told you about this."
"Well I do. Look, Josh, you were there for me once when I needed you. Now I... and Jetta are going to be here for you... and Tina." Marty was hitting buttons on the phone before he finished speaking.
I sat there in amazement whilst Marty called his sister and got the shrink's number. I noted that he never told her why he wanted the number. Then he called the shrink in question whose name sounded foreign, Jewish and completely unpronounceable; or in other words I have no intention of making a bigger fool of myself by trying to spell it here.
Marty asked me to go and get a couple of coffees whilst he actually spoke to the man. When I returned from the department's small kitchen, I found that Betty had joined Marty in my office. But I was extremely aware that they stopped speaking and Betty turned to leave as I entered.
"I want you to clear Josh's diary for today, Betty, he's having the rest of the day off. Refer anyone who has any objections to me, will you?" Marty said to her before she closed the door.
"Right it's all fixed up, Josh. I want you to head off to town right away; charge a nice lunch to the company and be at the good doctors office at three o'clock sharp."
"But Marty..."
"No buts, Josh! I want our Human Resources manager to worry about our staff not himself or his marriage. You get yourself up town and see what the good doctor makes of your problem. Personally I think you are probably making a mountain out of a molehill. You've got yourself in a rut here in this damned office and you're making the mistake of taking the job home with you."
I wasn't at all sure that Martin had understood my problem at all. But I thought that his motive was good, so I agreed to go meet this shrink he wanted me to see. After we drank the coffee, Marty walked me down to the office's main entrance; possibly to make sure that I actually left the building, I had left a great pile of work on my desk.
As it turned out I never did see the bleeding shrink anyway, although I met him at a party some months later.
I was quite surprised that it was only eleven o'clock when I boarded the train up town. Exactly why I got off the underground at Marble Arch and began to walk the length of Oxford Street - reputedly the longest shopping street in the world -- I have no idea. Perhaps I was subconsciously looking to waste some time; I had over three hours before my appointment.
Anyway I'd probably walked half the roads length, causally looking into shop windows - and wondering whether some bugger was going to try to lift my wallet - when I saw her coming out of a boutique; followed by a young sales assistant carrying several large carrier bags.
I recognised her straight away, Marion Holden looked almost exactly the same as she had the last time I'd seen her some seventeen years before. The same long blond hair and short dress that showed off those shapely legs of hers. The same almost permanent smile pasted onto her face. And she had the same effect on me that she'd always had; my heart skipped a couple of beats.
I'm not sure how long I stood there like a dummy, whilst Marion waited at the curb, in the almost vain hope that an empty cab would come along; but eventually one did.
Marion opened the cab's door. Then - as she turned to take her purchases from the shop assistant - she must have caught sight of the dummy standing there out of the corner of her eye. For just a couple of seconds she looked directly at me.
Losing her composure for almost exactly the same period of time, "Joshua!" she suddenly screamed out, at the same instant as an expression of recognition came over her face. She shouted my name so loudly that everyone within several hundred yards turned to see who was getting murdered.
Then - ignoring the bags the young woman was proffering for her to take and her cab -- she closed the five-yard gap between us and stood before me smiling.
"It is you, isn't it, Joshua? My, it's been so long. What are you doing in town?" She finally asked, in quick succession.
"Hi Marion. I didn't expect to run into you today."
To be honest I had some difficulty in knowing what to say to her. What do you say to the great love of your life when you unexpectedly meet her after so many years?
I'm not sure I can tell you exactly when Marion and I first met. Much like Martin Goldman, it was like she'd always been around somewhere when I'd been a kid. But as we got older and puberty raised its ugly head... Well, let's just say that Marion developed rather suddenly and caught just about every young guy's eye well before most of the other local girls in our peer group did.
What made Marion first tilt her hat in my direction, I have no idea? She was just about the most desirable girl around; but for a long time I had no clue that she was interested in me. But by the time we were about fifteen or sixteen -- or so I've been told -- it was pretty obvious to just about everyone else in the world, except me!
All right, I'll admit it, I was a late developer. I was still into racing model cars and aircraft, or playing footy when most of my mates were enthusiastically -- if-not tentatively -- dating girls. And I don't think their interest in the girls they dated had anything to do with intelligent conversation.
Anyway it was at -- or rather after - a football match that Marion and I first got together. I'd just scored my third goal of a proverbial hat-trick in the match and was undergoing the usual enthusiastic congratulations from the rest of the team. Smacks on the back and -- quite painful - punches on my arms etc; we didn't go in for all that hugging the guys seem to do nowadays.
When suddenly Marion appeared on the pitch, threw her arms around my neck and snogged me like it was going out of style.
Now by then I wasn't as completely inexperienced as you might have assumed - from what I said earlier - with females. I dated a couple of girls, basically just to fit in with the rest of the guys and avert any suggestion that I might sail up wind. Things were different back then and any young guy with reasonable looks, who didn't date girls, could find himself inappropriately labelled.
But standing there on the football pitch that day, I suddenly realised what this dating lark was really about. It wasn't exactly love at first sight, but love -- or maybe lust - at first kiss!
That was the first time a kiss from any girl had instantly got my attention, in more ways than I care to explain here. Rather embarrassing when you're standing in the middle or the pitch, wearing those thin football shorts and surrounded by onlookers.
I walked Marion home that day after the match. Well not exactly straight home we kind-a took a stroll around the park, if you get the idea. I know we both got an ear bashing from her old man because she was a few minutes late for her curfew. That was to become a regular occurrence over the next few years, until we got older and the old sod gave up trying to enforce Marion's curfew.
From that day hence Marion and I were -- what was commonly known as -- an item. The model racing cars stayed in my bedroom cupboard. The radio controlled aircraft hung forlornly from my bedroom ceiling. Even football took a back seat to Marion and being with her.
The only sport that stayed on the agenda was fishing; usually night fishing. And the reason Marion and I went so often, was that I had a dandy little dome tent that I used to keep the rain off. Well, lets be sensible here, you might gather that sod-all in the way of fishing got done, but that dome tent offered Marion and I possibly the best privacy and seclusion that we got for a few years.
Now, I'm not going to claim our relationship was all sweetness and light. Yeah the sex was good and was the usual way we settled our disagreements. Or maybe we couldn't keep our hands off each other when we did get around to settling those stupid and inexplicably too frequent arguments. The cause of which - if I am being honest - had completely escaped my memory over the years. The make-up sex, I remembered, was extremely good though.
Marion and I had been together for about four years when it went sour on us. When I thought back, I could never recall what that last row was all about really. I could remember that we were in a nightclub and Marion was dancing with her girlfriends whilst I propped the bar up with the guys.
It could have been the fact that I'd imbibed too much. Or it might be that the fact that I had knocked back so many is the reason that I can't remember what exactly happened. Anyway late in the evening Marion and I got into a real ding-dong over something. Somehow we blamed each other for the argument and were insisting that the other should apologise.
That's where it ended. For weeks I sat at home waiting for Marion to call, and I've been told since, that she was doing exactly the same thing. The problem apparently was that we were both too stubborn to back down.
Weeks turned into months and as more time passed, the angrier I got that she wouldn't apologise. I couldn't very well back-down and apologies to Marion because... Well, I had no idea what the hell we'd argued about in the first place. You get the idea, like a catch twenty-two question; I had to take into consideration the point that I might have been -- and probably was - in the right. Oh, the logic of youth!
Eventually the rift between us got so wide that we started dating other people. I don't know who dated first, but once the game of making each other jealous got underway. Someone had to be the winner. Since then I've realised that neither of us won anything.
Oh yeah, after a year or so you could say I won Christina. I'd even thought that I loved her for many years. But lately -- in the last year or so -- I'd been dreaming of Marion again.
"Me you neither. have you got time for a coffee or something?" She asked
"Well actually Marion, I was looking for somewhere to have lunch; before I go to an appointment I've got this afternoon."
"Lunch, yes. That's a good idea. We could do lunch and we can tell each other all about what we've been up to since we last saw each other. Where are you going to take me?"
You know, I was in Marion's taxi heading for the Dorchester, before I really knew what was happening. No, we weren't going to eat lunch there; Marion was apparently staying there and wanted to dispose of all that shopping the young assistant had been carrying.
Having dropped her morning's purchases with a bemused looking flunky at the Dorchester's entrance, we headed on to a restaurant down near Victoria somewhere that Marion assured me served the best lunchtime steaks in London.
Marion had obviously remembered my penchant for a good - and very plainly grilled -- steak. She even ordered for me -- with a wink and smile - when we'd seated ourselves, although she left the choice of wine to me.
"See it might be longer than either of us care to remember. But I still know what my Josh likes." She grinned at me after ordering my medium to well done steak, with no added sauces.
As far as I'm concerned, only a fool destroys the flavour of a good Aberdeen Angus, by pouring some sauce the chef has come up with over it. For herself Marion ordered some vegetarian concoction.
"Still a veggie Marion?" I asked.
"In public, Josh. I still enjoy chewing on a nice big sausage in private."
I'm not sure why I ignored the obvious innuendo in Marion's comment about sausages. Possibly I was too busy staring into those gorgeous green eyes and fighting back the tears for what might have been, for it to have registered properly.
I could see that those same wistful tears kept re-appearing in the corner of Marion's eyes as we recalled all the good times we spent together in detail, over our meal.
After the meal, we moved into the restaurant's bar; all thought of my appointment with the doctor discarded by then. I had other things on my mind.
Eventually we got to the point in our mutual recollections of that evening in the nightclub. Neither could recall why we had fought that night. But we both admitted that we'd been too stubborn to call the other and apologise with wry smiles on our faces.
What made me notice Marion's wedding ring at that time I'm not sure. Maybe I was thinking that before very much longer I was convinced we were going to be heading for a bed somewhere. Yeah that's how intimate our conversation had become.
"So how are things with you, still married?" I asked, it couldn't hurt to find out the state of Marion's marital commitment, and it was only gentlemanly for me to point out mine; if she enquired. God knows, I knew too many guys who'd bedded women without spelling out the true situation. If Marion asked then I'd lay it on the line as honestly as I could.
"Well, only just. The divorce becomes final in about three weeks. Took some time because my latest has been so selfish about the finances. I do hate it when these things get messy, don't you?"
"Um, I haven't ever been divorced Marion. And to be honest with you, I only know a couple of people who are."
"Oh this is my third; but William has been really silly and selfish about my settlement. God the man, well his company, is worth a couple of billion and he's been arguing over two million I wanted."
"Tight fisted bugger." I commented somewhat tongue in cheek. Only I don't think Marion picked up on the joke. "How long were you married?"
"Four years; but we only lived together for about eighteen months before I got wind of his antics with some starlet actress. If I'd been a little more patient, I'd have been able to get rid of him sooner. But when I found out, I'd already made the mistake of bedding my personal trainer; I'm sure William put the sod up to it! Anyway, net result, I'm only getting eight-hundred thousand in cash. And forty thousand a year alimony." She added as an afterthought.
"Not very sporting of him, was it?" I commented, once again tongue in cheek; I was having trouble comprehending what Marion was saying to me.
There I was sitting in a plush restaurant with the first woman I ever fell in love with. Marion was that woman I stilled dreamed about; her, the times we spent together and the plans we'd made for our life together.
"Lucky you never had any children with William. That really would have put the cat among the pigeons. Might have got you another few grand though." I kind of threw into the conversation, just for something to say really. I've no idea how, but somehow I knew that there weren't going to be any children; from that marriage anyway.
"Kids, good heavens no, I don't want anymore of them. I had one with my first husband; you'd never believe what it did to my figure. I nearly killed myself getting it back. I think I would have killed myself if I hadn't been able to.
"My wife never seemed to have too much trouble. We have three you know, and she's just as trim in her figure now, as she's ever been." I surprised myself; I was suddenly and inexplicably feeling very proud of my Christina.
"Oh my god, horrible little things," Marion said pulling a contorted face, "all those disgusting nappies to change and that waking you up during the night. I couldn't stomach that; made my first husband hire a nanny; two nannies to be precise; one for days, and one for the nights."
"How old is your child now; what did you have a boy or girl?" I found myself asking.
"Oh god I don't know, ten, twelve or something like that. I haven't seen the little cow since I divorced her father. She was always whining about something." Marion replied with a look of distain on her face.
Very suddenly I felt a complete fool. This was the woman I'd secretly worshipped all those years. And she was the most selfish and contemptuous woman I'd ever met.
What had happened to that lovely young woman who'd been the first I'd ever taken to bed, I was asking myself. Then the realisation struck me. I hadn't taken her to bed; she'd seduced me that night. I had been top dog in my circle of friends and she'd latched on to me.
Then the question of why Marion and I had really broken up entered my mind again. The answer -- long suppressed in my memory - was simple, I'd objected to her selfishness and constant flirting.
Suddenly I was thinking about all those arguments we'd had again, they could all be put down to one of those two things. And if I thought about it, the guys she flirted with, they were guys, either from money or who had more ready cash than I did. I suddenly realised that I'd been nothing more than a stepping-stone to Marion; the same as all of her apparently numerous husbands had turned out to have been.
"Oh my god! Look at the time; I'm late for my appointment." I found myself saying, as I rushed down the last of my drink. "Look, Marion; please excuse me, I must rush or there'll be hell to pay." I said before dashing over to the bar and settling the bill.
"You really have to go?" She asked following me to the till.
"Yeah I'm sorry, work you know. I've got a lot of responsibilities nowadays."
"Will you call me? I'm at the Dorchester for another week."
"Sure thing, Marion; we'll get together again soon when I have more time." I lied. I just wanted to get as far away from this woman as soon as I possibly could.
Outside the restaurant I called Marion a taxi but did not join her in it. I told her that the underground would get me to my appointment quicker. An excuse she appeared to accept. Then I took off as fast as I could run for the nearest station.
From a payphone at the Underground Station, I called the doctor and apologised to his receptionist for missing my appointment.



"Would you like to make another?" the woman asked.
"I don't think so. I do believe that what happened to delay me this afternoon has cured my main problem. I've just got to get home as fast as I can and hope that I can cure the other one."
"I'm sorry, I don't understand?" The woman said.
"Don't worry about it. I understand, and that's what's really important." I said before I hung up on the woman. I was in a hurry and I was running very late; several years late I suspected.
Regretfully the start of the Friday rush hour was upon me by the time I had bought my ticket. To add to my woes there was some kind of an incident on the tracks, which delayed my journey even more. Consequently it was half-past-six before I ran out of our local station. Tina habitually put the dinner on the table at half six.
Stopping only to buy the biggest box of Christina's favourite chocolates that I could find, a bottle of her favourite wine, a large bouquet of flowers and a selection of the children's favourite sweets; Christina and I try to discourage them from eating too many sweets, but this evening was special.
Then I dived into a cab -- ignoring the shouts from the people in the queue, about me waiting my turn, and instructed the driver to get me home, pronto.
He looked from the flowers to the wine, chocolates and sweets... and then he looked at me.
"Big trouble?" He enquired
"Deep deep doo-doo!" I replied.
"Been there, got the ef-in' Tee Shirt." The cabbie replied with a smile, before jamming the pedal to the metal so hard, that I fell back violently into my seat.
Rather more quickly than usual, the cab was screeching to a stop outside my front door. I just shoved a tenner at the guy and said thanks as I climbed out of the cab.
"Good luck Gov!" He called after me as I hurried away.
"I'll need it!" I yelled back at him.
I could hear them in the kitchen as I entered the house by the front door. My car was still at the office, so I guessed -- not hearing me pull into the drive -- they would be unaware of my arrival.
Carefully and as quietly as possible I put down my load on the table in the hallway and crept towards the kitchen door, that fortuitously was not quite closed. There I stood and listened to Christina gently and with the usual good-natured humour she used with them, chastising the children about neglecting their table manors.
"Where's daddy this evening?" I heard my youngest asked. "Why isn't he home yet?"
"I don't know sweetheart. He's very busy at work you know." Christina answered. "He'll be here as soon as he can."
"But he's always late nowadays. Its like he doesn't want to eat with us anymore." My eldest chimed in. She hates not to be the centre of attention.
"I told you Daddy's very busy at work at the moment and he has a lot on his mind. But he loves you very much, you know that." Christina replied somewhat unconvincingly.
I thought that it was about time I put in and appearance. So positioning myself in the centre of the doorway, I gently pushed the door open. It was several moments before any of the four realised that I was standing there.
"Oh my god, you made me jump,." Christina said when she finally realised that I was there.
"I wanted to surprise you. Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you that much." I replied.
Which was both a stupid statement and a white lie, because that was what I'd intended to do even; if I hadn't thought about it. Isn't that the sort of thing most fathers do, although most would have probably shouted, "Boo!"
"Why are you so late, daddy?" My eldest demanded. "You've missed eating dinner with us again!"
"I'm sorry sweetheart, but I'm not really hungry; I had a rather long lunch today." I replied.
"Did you go out to a restaurant for lunch daddy?" My eldest daughter persisted.
"I sure did kiddo. A very swish restaurant in London."
"Who did you go with, daddy?"
She wasn't going to give up until I'd told all, but I'd intended to do that anyway. It was just that I wasn't intending to tell the children, it was their mother I needed to explain everything too.
I entered the kitchen and moved to a point where I could look Christina straight in the face.
"I'm sorry I'm late for dinner, Babe, but I took a memory to lunch."
I'm not sure I can explain the expression that came over Christina's face, but somehow I knew that she knew or suspected exactly what I was about to say. That didn't stop her from asking the question though.
"And who was this memory?" Christina's voice had a hard and slightly worried sounding edge to it.
"Marion Holden." I replied.
"Oh!" Christina commented, in a definitely disappointed tone.
Christina was well aware of my long-term relationship with Marion, as was just about everyone else who'd lived in town and had been around at the time.
"Yeah we ran into each other by chance and went to lunch together.
"How is she, as beautiful as ever?" Christina asked.
The children, sensing something was in the air, remained silent.
"More so if anything. Looked to me like she's into all the latest designer clothes as well."
"What did you find to talk about?"
"Ah you know, all kinds of stuff. I learnt a lot from her today really. Things I should have known all along but for some reason I had forgotten."
Christina had turned and sort of cocked her head to one side. You know how some folks do that when they are listening closely and trying to understand what you're saying.
"What kind of things could you possibly have learnt from her?"
"Well for a start that it was the..." I stopped speaking for a moment, whilst I did a quick bit of mental arithmetic; never one of my best subjects at school. "Sixth luckiest day of my life. The day I broke up with her."
"The sixth?"
"Yeah My first was the day I met you. My second, the day I persuaded you to marry me. The third, forth and fifth were the days you presented me with our dinner guests here. So that makes it the sixth luckiest day of my life when I finally ditched that bitch. My god, was that one lucky escape!"
"I don't understand."
"Babe, I'm sorry, things have been getting me down for a year or so now and... like an idiot... I don't know I had started wondering what might have happened if..."
Christina suddenly smiled "I know. You've developed the habit of talking in your sleep."
"Oh shi..." I began to say, then I remembered that there were six little ears sitting expectantly the other side of the table. "Very much?" I enquired.
"Enough!"
"Oh B...alderdash. I'm sorry. But I suppose it explains..."
It was pretty obvious to me what had happened and my mind was playing with the scenario of how I would have reacted, had I heard Christina mumbling some other guy's name in her sleep. Pretty much the same way that she'd been behaving towards me lately I hoped. But knowing myself as I did know myself, I suspected that I would have gone loopy. But Christina was talking.
"We can't control what we dream about, dear. Dreams are just random thoughts that your brain is trying to make sense of."
"Looking back at them now, Babe I don't think they were what you'd call dreams. I think they're best described as nightmares."
Suddenly a smile on Christina's face turned into a grin. "That bad was she?"
"Oh my god, worse than you can ever imagine. Selfish and by the sounds of it a complete..." I couldn't finish that sentence, well not with the children present. "On her third... or was it forth... divorce as well."
"I never did like her; she was one of the girls... Well you always thought she had an ulterior motive when she deigned to speak to you. And she had you of course!"
"Why should Marion going out with me have any bearing on whether you liked her or not?"
"Why do you think?"
"Aaah, should I feel flattered?"
"That sort of depends." Christina said, rising from her seat and stepping into my arms.
"What are you two talking about?" My... our eldest suddenly interrupted.
"Love my sweet. Your daddy and I love each other very much." Christina replied, without the slightest hesitation.
"Oh, are you two going to get all soppy on us now?"
"I don't believe we've been getting soppy enough lately sweetheart," I replied, "and I think that's been the biggest problem around here. But I think... or I rather I hope that I've cured that problem."
"How did you do that daddy?"
"I took a memory to lunch, my sweet, and learned that memories, sometimes, aren't what they're cracked up to be."
Life goes on.
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It was amazing; it looked like I'd picked the perfect spot. From my chosen seat in the back corner booth almost no one could see me, but I could see just about everyone in the place. I suppose I'd better add that Jimmy, the owner of the club, had arranged for a couple of large plants to be moved so that the booth was almost completely hidden and, to most customers, would look as if it was out of use.
I watched as Emma, my wife of eight years, entered the bar and settled herself on a stool at the bar. Then before the barmen even had time to ask Emma what she wanted to drink, I saw that he had detached himself from his little group of friends. He sauntered over and settled himself on the stool next to Emma.
It would have been nice to hear what they were saying, but I was far too far away. I assume that he offered to buy Emma a drink and presumably she accepted the offer. She was smiling at him and he was not far short of smirking back at her; his body language telling me - and his friends I suppose - that he was going to score this evening.
Emma amazed me; mind, she always did in that little black number. What is it about little black dresses that make a woman look so sexy? What's the line "Sex on Legs?" Well that's what Emma looked like that evening. Bugger she never looked that sexy when we went out together; but then, she knew that probably I would've got jealous of the looks she was getting from all the guys in the club.
It didn't take long for the guy to invite Emma to dance. Emma loves dancing, usually to fast numbers, but she's quite happy to smooch around on the dance floor as well. Normally glued to my body though, tonight I was watching her body moulded to a complete stranger.
Although I knew that I had to sit there, watch and do nothing; otherwise all my planning would have been for nothing. The thing is to catch them in the act, me going off half-cocked because I'd lost it; was going to prove nothing.
Maybe I should have let one of the guys do this bit, the watching that is. But would I have felt any different waiting around the corner with the rest of them for the right moment to strike. No I doubt it!
From the dance floor Emma and the guy moved to one of the other booths. Was I pleased that Jimmy had moved those plants, if she spotted me, she'd surely have reacted and the game would be over before it really got started.
The guy went to the bar to replenish their drinks, and then they sat and talked for a while. A second dance was followed by another drink, but this time the guy sat closer to Emma his arm resting on the back of the seat, in the time worn dance all seducers know so well. Later, I knew it would slip onto her shoulder and Emma wouldn't object.
Another dance, a slow one this time, I watched as he ground himself against her. Emma kind of moved away from him a little, I assume to let him know that she wasn't going to be quite that easy. Letting the bugger know that he was going to have to work for his prize.
The dance ended and the guy headed for the bar yet again, this evening was going to prove expensive for the bugger even if he didn't realise it yet. Emma has never been cheap to buy drinks for and she can handle a lot more alcohol than the average female.
His arm was on Emma's shoulder now and their heads were close together as she giggled at his jokes. Well I assumed he was cracking jokes, they had to be laughing at something. But then again that something could have been me; perhaps Emma was deriding my performance in the old bed department.
I was quite shocked to see how much time had passed, it was nearly ten and the two of them had been together for almost two hours, when they returned from the dance floor for the fourth time. This time Emma headed for the ladies whilst medallion man headed for the bar. I noted the thumbs up sign he made to his oppo's as he went, and very shortly I was to notice one of them leave the club.
He bought their drinks and seemed to spend just a few seconds longer at the bar than necessary. As he was returning to the table, I noted the barman take a bottle from the top shelf behind the bar and place it under the bar itself.
At almost the same instant the female waitress headed in my direction with my first refill of the evening. Coming around the plants the waitress placed the drink on the table before me, our eye's meeting as she gave me a slight nod of her head. Then I knew for sure that the guy had grown impatient and slipped something in Emma's drink.
Very shortly Emma exited the ladies room, her face had a serious, if not a little nervous expression on it. She took a quick look around the club, I thought scanning the place to make sure no one who knew either of us was there. It could have been embarrassing for her to be recognised; dressed and behaving as she had been that evening.
Apparently satisfied, Emma made her way between the other dancers plastering a smile on her face just before she reached the table. The guy stood to let her seat herself in the rear of the booth, and then he settled himself beside her. He cuddled up close to Emma and they started whispering to each other again, just as the waitress arrived at their table, cleared the empty glasses and wiped it down. She stayed a few seconds longer than necessary, exchanging a few words with Emma and the guy before leaving them in peace.
I'd say it was no more than five minutes later that Emma and the guy got up to dance yet again. But watching them, I could see that Emma didn't look as steady on her feet as she had been. It sure looked like whatever the guy had put in Emma's drink was taking effect. You will never know the self-control called for, for me to sit there and watch what was going on.
It wasn't long before Emma was staggering around the dance floor and the guy was holding her up as best he could. Suddenly his other friend was beside them, actually carrying Emma's handbag and coat; boy did these guys have it down to a fine art.
Between them they helped the very inebriated looking Emma out of the club and I got up to follow, but I did my best to stay out of their sight as much as possible.
Waiting outside was a Ford Orion that - as I exited the club - the two guys were quite literally loading Emma into the rear seat of. It was with some effort that I turned away from the scene and walked to the Range Rover parked a few yards further along the road.
I hadn't even closed the passenger door after taking my seat when the Rover roared away in pursuit of the Orion. We followed the car at a discrete distance for several miles until it pulled into a housing estate, eventually coming to a halt in the driveway of a house.
The three guys were hauling Emma's almost inert body from the rear of the car when we struck.
They really didn't know what had hit them, except maybe for the guy who Emma – having mysteriously and very suddenly recovered - kicked in the short and curlies for feeling her up in the car during the journey. The other two found themselves face down on the ground being handcuffed as police officers shouted their legal rights at them.
I managed to stop Emma giving the guy another yet another good kicking as a policeman took charge of him.
"Okay babe?" I said, taking Emma in my arms.
"Yeah fine, except for that bleeding pervert feeling me up in the car." She replied. Refastening the buttons on the front of her dress.
"You know you should be on the stage you had me totally convinced; for one horrible moment I thought you'd drunk that spiked drink."
"No, I saw the bottle was gone from behind the bar and Betty took his attention just long enough for me to dump it in the flower drip tray. I had to be quick, I hope I didn't miss; the police are going to need that drink"
"No worries if you did miss, this plonker's got some more in his bleeding pocket by the looks of it." The officer who - after having handcuffed him - had been searching the guy Emma had kicked informed us.
"Thanks folks, I'm sorry that we had to let it go so far, but we needed to find out where they've been taking their victims. We'll get the forensic guys to search the house and they're bound to find traces of the other women in there somewhere." The grinning police inspector said as he came over to inspect his prisoners. Then he turned to me.
"Tell me, if we hadn't worked out the other day that you and your friends were watching these buggers as well; what plans did you have for them?"
"The Thames is deep and cold this time of year." I replied.
"But that would be murder!"
"No, it would have been three guys who took their own date rape drugs and then went for a swim. They still might, if you don't lock them away for a long time."
"Not intending to mess around were you?"
"Nope, Emma's sister can't mess around anymore; she hung herself after these bastards had their fun with her. An eye for an eye is my maxim.
Life goes on.
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*
I'd lain back on the sun lounger after taking a quick swig of the big iced cocktail the waiter had just delivered. And I had just turned my attention back to all that nubile - near naked - young flesh, clad as it mostly was in almost non-existent bikinis, when I spotted her emerging from the water like Aphrodite had from the sea in Greek legend. Or should I say, that I noticed the little black bikini, it's hard to say exactly what took my eye first.
From the moment I clapped eyes on that shapely body, I realised that there was something very familiar about it, even if at that distance -- about two hundred yards or so -- but I couldn't work out exactly what. However, as the woman progressed up the beach in my general direction, her hand went up and pulled the matching black bathing cap from her head.
The moment those flaming red curls unfurled themselves, I knew exactly who she was, but for the life of me I couldn't understand how she had washed up on the same island - let alone beach - as I, several thousand miles from our hometown.
I might not have known that she was on the island, but as she got closer, it was pretty obvious to me that she knew that I was there. And what's more, that she was making straight for me. She had to have pre-knowledge of my presence and exact location, because I'd had difficulty in recognising her at that distance, red hair or not. There was no possible way she could have spotted me almost lying down on that lounger as I was.
It never crossed my mind of course, that she might have already spotted me before she went into the sea and had decided to make a dramatic appearance. Not that it did her any good because I pretended to be asleep behind my sunglasses. I wore mirror sunglasses so the females would not be aware of me perving their nubile bodies as they paraded about the beach and hotel patio where I lay.
I'm not unattractive, but at thirty-three and feeling more like I was fifty-three, I wasn't really in the running for picking up any spare, even if I was on holiday. I'd had my fill of close encounters with the female of our species by then. Two failed marriages and a failed long-term relationship was enough for me, thank you very much. I was quite happy to lie there and fantasise thank you.
Mary Beth sashayed directly up to the foot of my lounger and then stood there staring down at me, her hands on her hips.
I pretended to be sound asleep.
She coughed once and then a little later she "Ahem'd."
Nevertheless, I didn't move a muscle, concentrating my mind hard on keeping my breathing deep and regular. With luck, she'd come to think that I was in a drunken stupor and go away.
Eventually she called out my name, but when I still didn't react. Then she said, "Fuck you. Tony Smart why do you have to drink so damned much all the time?" Then she turned and walked past me into the hotel.
I gave her plenty of time to get out of sight before I checked that the coast was clear. "Shit!" I said out loud. "What the fuck is she doing here?"
I'd first clapped eyes on Mary Beth Thomas. That's it Mary Beth by the way, not Mary Elizabeth. Wow betide anyone who ever called Mary Beth, Elizabeth. Apparently, she'd been named after some American actress that her grandfather had had the hots for in his younger days. As the first female born to the family Mary Beth was given her name; I suppose to keep the old boy happy.
Anyway, I first ran into her when we were both sixteen on my first day in Technical College. With a lot of other students, I'd been milling around in the lecture room that was to be our base for the year, when Mary Beth made her entrance. With a delightfully shapely body and that flaming red hair, no bugger -- well male student anyway - in the room could miss her. Every male eye in the place -- no matter whom they were apparently talking to - was on Mary Beth as she went up to the lecturer and asked him where she should sit. The randy bugger playfully suggested the front row where he could keep a friendly eye on her. Beth chose this moment to demonstrate her loud voice and called him a dirty old man, if not with a little playful tone to her voice, and everyone took it as a joke.
Her actual words were, "Here! We'll have to watch this one girls, I think he's going to be as bad as the rest of these perverts!" The rest of these perverts she was talking about were her male fellow students. Who, of course, were still ogling her.
Mary Beth then threw a withering look at one poor guy as she passed him on her way to the rear of the class. Where she very soon collected a little group of female Queen worshippers around her.
On one point Mary Beth was right, she did have to watch the boys. Very soon, she was getting hit on and asked to go out on dates by nearly every reasonably looking guy in our class and many from other classes as well. I had to give it to her she didn't string any of the guys along. Actually, she told them to piss off in no uncertain manner, and of course always at the top of her voice. Eventually nearly all of the guys got the message and they stopped pestering her for dates. Which I assumed, had been Mary Beth's plan.
Another odd thing about Mary Beth... Well don't you think it was odd, a very beautiful young woman who, to all intent and purposes, kept every guy at arm's length no matter how handsome they were? "Bloody odd if you ask me." I thought at the time; but I was to learn otherwise later. Anyway after a few weeks, word was spread around by some of the young wolves in the college, that Mary Beth was a lesbian. I suppose to cover the fact that they hadn't managed to score even a date with her.
Anyway, the odd thing I'm talking about was her female group of friends. Unlike most catty little female groups, obviously they weren't a closed shop. Neither was there a need for any girl to particularly fit in with the leader's ideas, basically Mary Beth's; for she couldn't abide female bullying of any kind. Any mousy little girl was apparently welcomed into that little... eventually very big, gang. About the only thing they all had in common was that they were all very dedicated to - and vocal on the subject - when it came to the women's Liberation movement; but we'll gloss over that part if we may, it has no real bearing on the story.
After watching Mary Beth's appearance that first day, I thought I had the situation pegged correctly and I had no intention of being made a laughing stock of, by trying my luck, no matter how much I fancied her on the quiet. There were plenty of other fish in the sea for me to chase after; I have always believed that there's little point in wasting time chasing the unobtainable.
I suppose six months had gone by, when we were assigned group projects by our physics lecturer. The group members he randomly pulled from a hat, or to be precise a wastebasket. It was some surprise to me when I discovered Mary Beth had come over to join the group I was in. Even more surprising was the fact she had very little to say for herself that first day. It didn't strike me until later, that physics was hardly Mary Beth's forte.
By the third or fourth week of the project, Mary Beth was really struggling and holding the whole group back and some of the group members actually dared to get uppity with her. Oddly, Mary Beth didn't bite back, but she looked embarrassed.
"Tony you got a minute?" The lecturer called out to me at the end of the session.
I turned and saw him standing there with Mary Beth at his side.
"Whas-up boss!" I said approaching his table.
"Mary Beth here is having problems with this project. She's asked me to remove her from your group because she's holding the rest of you back."
I stood there and stared at him, wondering why he'd decided that I must be the natural leader of the group, which I wasn't actually.
"This is your area Tony, you leave the rest of them at the stocks. Could you find your way to find time to tutor Mary Beth and bring her up to speed?"
"I suppose so, but what does Mary think of that idea?"
"Mary Beth is willing to give it a try!" Mary replied, correcting me - not for the first or the last time - on her name.
"Okay girl, I'll meet you in the refectory after classes finish and we'll see if we can arrange something." I replied. Then I got the hell out of there before she had time to react to the girl comment.
Yeah I was pulling her chain a little, but I was a young man who liked to get out and enjoy himself. I had enough to do with my own studying; I really didn't want to waste my time tutoring one of the college dykes. Yeah well, throw enough mud at something and eventually some of it will stick! I do believe that I was coming around to join the general consensus of opinion that Mary Beth was a lesbian. I had never seen her with a guy since the day we'd all arrived at the college and no one -- well guy anyway - had ever claimed that they had taken her out.
"Well we can't do much in here, too damned noisy." I said to Mary Beth when I joined her in the refectory that afternoon.
"The library!" she suggested.
"Yeah, but they get all out of shape if you talk too much in there. How about your place, where do you live?"
"About a mile away. But I don't think my dad will like that, he's a little paranoid about me and boys."
"Mary Beth, I ain't your bloody boyfriend; I'm supposed to be tutoring you in physics. Tell your father that if you don't get help, then you're going to flunk out. He'll have to come round. I'd say you could come to my place, but my brothers would be around with their tongues hanging out all the time. We just wouldn't get any peace."
"I'll talk to him then, give me your number." She replied.
Her dad did keep giving me funny looks but he never actually said anything. Mary Beth's mum was great and was forever trying to feed me up; when I went round their house; usually I was invited to have an evening meal with them. Only that saying "Grace" lark before eating took me by surprise a little.
The months rolled along and I eventually got Mary Beth up to speed. But once the project was over she still kept hounding me for help, it seemed that I was going to be stuck with tutoring her in physics for the rest of our college lives. Not that I really minded, once you got past that front she put on she was very nice really, for a dyke that is!
"Tony, are you a queer?" You could have knocked me over with a feather when Mary Beth asked me that, on about our third week back of our second year of college.
"No I fucking-well ain't!" I replied angrily.
"I'm sorry; I didn't mean to upset you. I was just wondering because you've never made a pass at me. You're probably the only male in this whole college who hasn't made a pass at me at one time or another, and that includes half the lecturers."
"I don't take rejection well Mary, and you have the reputation that you've rejected everyone who's ever asked you out. You do realise that there's some in this college who suggest that you swing the other way don't you?"
"Do you?" she asked.
Honest answer?" I queried.
"Honest answer, I'm thick skinned." She assured me.
"Well at one time I did wonder. But I've got to know you quite well now and I've never seen anything that leads me to believe that you swing that way."
"Thank you, and for your information, I don't! I was just an early developer and I've had randy little shits thinking they are going to get into my pants ever since I was ten years old. One or two very early and extremely upsetting experiences, was enough for me to be very wary of all men. Young and old alike!"
"Holly shit you weren't..."
"No, I just got touched up a couple of times before I was old enough to realise what the buggers were up to. My dad kicked the living daylights out of one of our neighbours when I told him, and he warned me to be careful around the male of the species. I'm afraid it's got to become a bit of a habit."
"Oh I see!" I said, wondering where the conversation was going.
"No you don't see!" She replied.
I don't?" I echoed wondering what the hell Mary Beth was referring to.
"No you don't, if you did, you'd have kissed me yonks ago. Christ, I've given you every opportunity." She announced.
"That's news to me!"
"Yeah I can see it is! Well if you aren't going to see the damned bait I'd better take the bull by the horns hadn't I?" She said, then she threw her arms around my neck and pulled me into a clinch; right there in the middle of the college refectory, in front of everyone.
The next thing I know Mary Beth's tongue is jammed in my mouth and cheers are going up all around us. I'll happily admit that it was possibly the best kiss of my life that far. However, I was somewhat embarrassed by the all attention we were getting from our audience.
I had little choice but to wrap my arms around Mary Beth. God, did those two breasts feel good pressing against my chest.
That was it really; from that day forth Mary Beth and I were an item. Even her old man seemed to have accepted the fact.
The years rolled by and at the age of nineteen, I went off to college on the south coast to study engineering. Mary Beth who had left the education system by then, came along with me and we set up home in the grubbiest little one bed roomed flat that you've ever seen. Nevertheless, we were happy there together. For a while!
Beth found a job and went out to work everyday and I, of course, went to my studies. Most evenings we worked together in a pub for the extra money. Well, that flat was such a dump; Mary Beth wouldn't want to stay in it on her own.
It was as I was approaching my final exams that things kind of turned all topsy-turvy on us. I believe I'd been somewhat shocked at Mary Beth's reaction when I'd suggested that we got married right after I graduated. Mary Beth sort of panicked and mumbled something about not being ready to get married yet.
After that day, we seemed to argue all the time about nothing at all. It was as if every time I opened my mouth I was waving a red rag in front of a bull. Eventually, the night after I took my final exams we somehow finished up going at it like hammer and tongs. I suppose a lot of things were said that really shouldn't have been, but I really can't remember what they were. Damned if I can remember what the argument even started over now.
Anyway, when I got home the following evening - I still had some odds and ends to tidy up at college - Mary Beth had packed up her stuff and gone home to her mum and dad. Well that's what the hastily written note implied, no goodbye or anything. A neighbour described - what I believed - was Mary Beth's father's car parked outside the flat late that morning.
I can tell you I was pretty devastated when that happened, but I was extremely angry at the same time. Christ, we'd invested five years into our relationship and Mary Beth had walked away as if it meant nothing at all.
When I told my parents what had happened, they suggested that I should call Mary Beth and talk things over with her. But I was adamant that I wasn't going to do that. She'd left me; I figured that it was up to her to come and find me again. They even went as far as to tell me that Beth had called their house looking for me, but I never really believed them. I told them that I'd tried to call her back, when I hadn't really. Yeah well, I was pretty pissed off with the turn of events, as I saw it, it was up to Mary Beth to do the bleeding grovelling.
I should say that I'd got used to not living at home with the horde by this time and I had found myself a nice little flat before I even got back to my hometown from Uni. All right, originally, I had intended that Mary Beth and I would start our married life living there together; but it served just as well as a bachelor pad. Somewhere that I could take all the conquests that a free man could enjoy, if you understand me?
My relationship with Mary Beth did provide one very unexpected legacy. Being known as the guy who'd captured the most beautiful girl in town's heart - who incidentally had the reputation of being an ice maiden - and having kept her for five years, did somehow raise my standing amongst all the unattached females locally. All right, and maybe some who weren't unattached when I first looked their way, that didn't make me everyone's favourite guy in town either. I do believe that a few guys got a little narked with me about it. And it could well be that that came back and bit me a few years later; one will never know. Christ, I found that I really was like a kid let loose in a sweet shop; almost any bird I looked at, was more than happy to go on a date with me. And quite a few were just as eager to climb into my bed as well.
It not being a very large town, I had always realised that it stood to reason that I was going to run into Mary Beth at the few good nightspots we had. Although I wasn't really expecting that I'd run into her - with a different guy -- almost every time I took a girl out.
Jesus she was a bitch. The moment she saw me, she'd manoeuvre her date around the dance floor until they were standing right in front of us. Then they'd prance around with his hands all over her for most of the evening, whilst Mary Beth looked daggers at my date and myself.
I soon discovered an antidote for her behaviour though; once Mary Beth and her date had positioned themselves to her satisfaction, I'd pull my date in close and snog her silly. Usually Mary Beth and her guy would be gone when I finally broke the kiss. For some reason it got me a reputation as a good kisser as well.
I think I'd been back from Uni for about six months when I picked up Sally somewhere. I have no recollection of where we met, I can only assume she was one of the girls who'd always been around somewhere; lets say I'd always known of her but didn't know her at the same time. All I can remember of that evening is giving her a lift home in my taxi one evening, snogging and most likely steeling the odd grope or two on the way. Yeah well, I didn't care, I took quite a few liberties. If the girls didn't like it, well... there were plenty more fish in the sea!
The following evening was a Friday and just after I got in from work, I found a message on my answer machine from Sally asking what time I was picking her up? Well, we went dancing that night and after a lot of hemming and hawing, she deigned to come back to my flat with me for the night.
What surprised me, was not that she was so willing, but the fact that she was almost completely inexperienced. Oh, don't go getting the idea that Sally was a virgin or anything, she most definitely wasn't. But, she admitted to me later that she'd only ever been shagged -- with a capital S -- in the back of a car, or behind the bushes in the park. No word of a lie, missionary only, and not the slightest idea on how to give head.
Boy did I have my work cut out bringing her up to speed. Mind you, she took to making love in a bed -- as against getting shagged in the back of a car -- like a duck to water. To be honest, once she found those Internet sites on my computer -- you know the ones with all the mucky and very descriptive stories and pictures on them - she turned into a raving sex maniac. You say it and Sally wanted to give it a try. Even bondage and S and M. Not really my cup of tea, but we had some fun experimenting.
Somehow, Sally and I finished up as a couple, probably more because we had so much fun in the bedroom -- or any other room in the flat that took our fancy -- than anything else.
Then suddenly just after that Christmas, Sally dropped the bomb on me. She was pregnant! I have no idea what went wrong, we'd taken all the right precautions; but these things happen; no type of birth control - except total abstention - is completely foolproof. We were married, less than two weeks later.



Unfortunately, Sally's pregnancy did not go full term. I'm not completely sure what went wrong because the doctors spout all that technical shit at you. Anyway, Sally got some kind of an infection herself and nearly died. It was an upsetting couple of months for both of us I can assure you.
But once she recovered, and with additional precautions - we added a cap to the mix -- our sex lives got back the enthusiasm they'd had when we'd first got together. The problem was that after a few months I discovered that Sally had taken an interest -- through the Internet -- in swinging. Her - or maybe it was my - problem was, that she didn't seem to understand that for it to be swinging, both partners have to be in on the plan - or should that be act? Joining a swinging club without your partner isn't really Cricket, now is it?
The divorce was amicable and very quick. I couldn't really see the point in getting all out of shape over it, especially when Sally was happy to shag my brains out, even after the divorce. Not that I did very often; I had no idea who else she was shagging. She had developed the art of giving a good blowjob by then though.
After Sally, I sort of lost confidence in women. Hey, maybe that's why I still laid Sally now and again. I knew she was a cheating slut, so I wasn't likely to be disappointed again.
But then Jane came into the picture. I met Jane at the office; to be precise we were stuck in a lift together -- in the dark - during a power failure. We sat there in the dark and talked about our lives, having no real idea what each other looked like whilst we chatted. (Boy did I get a surprise when the lights came back on!") For some reason not even the emergency light had come on when the power went out. And who the hell takes more than a quick glance at anyone else who gets into a lift with them, when there's only the two of you in there.
Yeah, if the lift is crowded, and a shapely young backside gets in, most guys will try to position themselves to have a good perv. But, when there are only the two of you in the lift together, very suddenly the floor display panel has to take on a whole new interest, or you're liable to get your face slapped.
When the lift suddenly jerks to a halt and you're plunged into complete darkness; eventually you have to start talking to your companion, to put them at their ease at least. You know we both had cigarettes, but neither of us had a working lighter. By the time the power came back on, we'd both pledged to give up the dreaded weed. We actually met again a few days later, to assure each other that we'd kept that pledge.
That meeting lead to a date, and well... eight months later we were walking out of the registry office man and wife. But, not before Jane had informed me that children were not going to be on the cards. Jane had been born with a deformity in her ovaries and they'd had to be removed almost the moment she reached puberty; because of some complication or the other, which she never did go into fine details about. I'll be honest here I get just a little queasy when folks start talking about all that medical stuff. Jane also informed me that she had to take hormone replacement pills everyday, like some women who reach the end of their menstruation do. What do they call it, the change?
Although the idea of not having any naturally born children, was a blow for me; Jane had accepted her lot many years before. We did discuss the possibility of adoption sometime in the future. And there were some unexpected benefits to living with a woman who didn't menstruate. No PMS - like Mary Beth used to get sometimes -- and no missing out a few nights every month.
The only unpredictable thing was a distinct variation in Jane's sexual appetite or libido that proved to be connected to those pills she took every day. Jane of course, had been aware of it for years and unbeknown to me until after we had wed, she changed the dose of the pills she took to take it into account. Whether it was an over dose or under dose of one particular pill, I never could fathom out. But when she got it wrong, Christ the woman would almost kill me. Still, others have had far worse crosses to bear.
Mentioning about Mary Beth again reminds me. With hindsight, I realised that a very odd thing happened concerning her. You remember, I said that when I got back from university she seemed to be everywhere that I took a date. Well, the odd thing was that after I got married to Sally, Mary Beth disappeared off the face of the earth. Only to reappear again whilst I was dating Jane, but once Jane and I got hitched... well blow me, no more Mary Beth again. I hardly ever clapped eyes on her anywhere in town, other than in the High Street sometimes on Saturdays and even then she appeared to be avoiding eye contact with me. Not that I let it show that I cared!
Working in the same building, Jane and I probably spent more time together than most newlyweds. We travelled to and from work together, and ate lunch together everyday. Our free time, when we weren't trying to shag each other to death, mainly revolved around Golf and line dancing. The golf was my pastime, that Jane took up with much more enthusiasm than I did her Line dancing, although I had to admit that it was fun once you got the hang of it.
We tried other pastimes as well. Ten-pin bowling, Yoga, horse riding one summer and water skiing another. The horse riding stopped when Jane got thrown. The water skiing stopped when I broke my leg. Yoga kind of came and went as our fancy took us, and the ten-pin bowling... well, we were both absolute shit at it, but we went once a month or so anyway and laughed at ourselves.
For the next few years, theoretically everything was perfect. I got promoted and we bought a nice little house. Jane changed jobs within the firm, but for a long time we couldn't seem to get to work in the same department. Then suddenly - and completely out of the blue - I was offered a position in the same department as Jane. I took it, although it cost me a little seniority.
Regretfully, Jane was at the time secretary to a guy called Jack Prout, Prouty to most people behind his back. Jack Prout had seniority over me, and he made it very clear right from my first day in the department that there was no way he was going to let me have Jane as my secretary. Not that that mattered really because my desk - being the new guy - was in the same office as Jane's. Although we knew that as I moved up the chain, I'd get a private office like most of the other guys.
Another unexpected flaw in Jane's and my master plan was that, as the new guy, Jim Martin the department head decided that I needed to familiarise myself with the departments clients and that led to numerous overnight trips all over the bleeding country. Instead of spending more time together, Jane and I were apart more than we had been since almost as far back as that day we were stuck in the lift together.
We had been married over four years by then, so we just sat back and bit the bullet. We knew that once I'd visited, spent some time with and got to know all the clients then I wouldn't be away half as much.
Well that was the state of play when I suddenly realised that everything wasn't quite as kosher as it should have been. Two snippets of overheard conversation were to tell me that some bastard was pulling my bleeding chain and I got really out of my pram over it. Alone they meant almost nothing; together those snippets were to lead to the shit hitting the fan in the biggest possible way
The first I overheard by the lifts one day. I was carrying three file boxes full of paper and I stepped to one side so that the people in the lift could get out before I went in. But, as the two guys exited the lift one was saying to the other.
"Christ when she gets going, nothing stops her! You know, she nigh fucked four of us to death the other..."
The guy suddenly stopped speaking when he saw that I was standing there. Him doing that locked his words into my brain.
Then about a week or so later I was going into the tearoom one morning when I heard one of the other guys saying.
"Yeah Prouty switched her bleeding pills she was fucking gagging for it when we got..."
Once again the guy stopped speaking when he realised that it was me entering the tearoom and they both avoided my eyes as they hurriedly left.
Now even if Jane hadn't been like a woman possessed, when I'd returned home from my trip the previous evening I'd have still worked out what was going on. There was only one woman who kept her handbag inside Jack Prout's office. How kind of the bugger to offer to volunteer to lock it in his safe everyday, and I still wonder exactly how long the bastard had been fucking about with Jane's pills. Come to that for how long had the bastard been laying her?
Consumed with anger I charged straight from the tearoom into Prouty's office where Jane was taking dictation from him. My unexpected and sudden appearance must have told him that I'd sussed the bugger out, because he tried to scoot his chair through the far wall. But I was on the bastard anyway. I had two hands around his neck and I was squeezing for all I was worth.
"No Tony, please don't kill him?" Jane begged me.
"Why, do you love him that much?" I spat back at her.
"No I hate him for what he did to me!" she replied.
"Then you knew he'd been messing about with your medication!" I asked.
"Oh my god, you bloody arsehole, no wonder I couldn't help myself." She screamed.
And then suddenly, I realised that I had to release Prouty so that I could restrain Jane. She'd swept up a bleeding great metal trophy he had on his desk, and she was about to brain the sod with it, when I grabbed hold of her. She needed both hands to lift it so I was sure that it would have crushed his skull. I don't know, me needing to protect my wife from doing something that would lead to her going to prison for a long time, kind-a took precedence over my need to kill the bugger myself
"You bastard, my medication has to be balanced very carefully, you could have killed me!" Jane had shouted at the top of her voice as we'd struggled with that trophy.
I - and I doubt Jane had either - had no idea whether Prouty messing with her hormone pills could have caused her physical harm. But it turned out Jane was more annoyed about that, than Prouty inviting the other guys from the office to enjoy her charms. Well to be honest, when Jane was on one of those sexual highs, I don't really expect she cared who it was, providing he was shagging her.
I learnt that it had been going on almost since I'd been transferred into the department. In fact, I had been transferred into the office with the express design on getting me out of the way. What's more, the department head was one of the guys Prouty had taken around to our house.
The net result was that Jane and I divorced quite quickly. I know that she hadn't been party to Prout's plan, actually she had always stuck so close to me because she feared what might happen if she got her dosage wrong some time. Look, it isn't like a tap, the pills govern the hormone rate, but it takes days for variations in dosage to take effect.
How Prouty found out what Jane's medication was for, we never did discover. We can only assume that he hunted through Jane's bag sometime and found them; two minute's on the internet would have told him what they were and what effect they could have. Then we assume he got some stronger ones from somewhere and made the switch. I had been transferred into the department to facilitate his taking advantage of that switch.
I didn't divorce Jane for what Prouty and the others had done with her. Well, not the first time Prout did it anyway. I knew she had little control once she got like that. I divorced Jane because she didn't tell me what had happened that first time. She had let him come back time and again; and even accepted him bringing the other guys along because he couldn't keep up with her.
As had happened with Sally, we stayed in the house and even the same bed together right up until the divorce was final. Well look, Jane got a new prescription and corrected her dosage straight away, but she was still on that sexual high and we both knew that it was going to take time for her to come down again. God knows who she might have dragged into bed with her.
Yeah, of course, we had all the STD tests done, but the cat was out of the bag by then we'd been shagging each other silly, so there was little point in curtailing our sex life until Jane was on a more even keel.
Jim Martin, the department head being involved in the debacle, really dropped the company in the shit. Jane and I cleaned up between us, so after the smoke cleared we parted on a very sound financial footing and under good terms. You know the company even asked me to take over that bloody department? But by then almost everybody in the firm knew the gory details, so I couldn't accept their offer. Besides that, there was hardly anyone left to run the bloody department, they all got thrown out within days; well, everyone who had taken part in the gangbangs or even held intimate knowledge of them. The axe fell swiftly and broadly.
A couple of times before the divorce was final Jane began to ask me if we could stay together. She never did complete the question though, so she must have been able to read my answer in my eyes.
With a good few bob in the bank, no job and with the story going around that I was the guy whose wife had been enjoying gangbangs with half guys in my office. I saw little point in staying in town; neither did Jane. Once we'd sold the house Jane took off up north somewhere and I headed for the airport. My intention was to see the world, kind-a backpack like, but on a bigger budget. I'm not really the cheap hotel or hostel type; too damned old.
So there I was, lying on a sun lounger on the patio of a hotel on an island in the South Seas and wondering what perverted twist of fate could possibly have lead to Mary Beth bleeding Thomas being there was well.
Although I tried to return to my usual pastime of watching the scenery wiggle by and imagining what I could teach them up in my room, I couldn't! Mary Beth kept popping up in my daydreams and putting a damper on things.
After another hour or so I gave up. Well, I worked at getting the daydreams going again for a while; but there was no possible way I could settle down and enjoy my imagination, if Mary Beth was in the vicinity somewhere. The memories of our relationship kept popping up and getting in the way.
I resolved that if Mary Beth was staying in the hotel, then I'd move on to pastures new. Hey, there are plenty of islands and every one of them had just as many hotels. Okay maybe not all as popular with the Ozzy birds, but there was plenty talent - and food for lecherous thoughts - staying at most of them.
I must have looked very funny - I know I looked conspicuously odd -- as I made my way back into the hotel. Without really realising it I must have been creeping along, looking this way and that, hopping to spot Mary Beth before she saw me. Had I spotted her, I would have taken off in the opposite direction as fast as my legs would carry me.
I do believe that I was surreptitiously hiding behind a pillar, trying to get a good look at everyone in the bar to make sure Mary Bath wasn't in there, when one of the hotel staff asked.
"Is something wrong; have you lost something Mr Smart?"
"No, no everything's fine, thank you Zak!" I replied, lying my head off.
"If you need anything sir, you know you only have to ask." He said, the emphasis being on the word "anything." Yeah Zak was that character; you usually find one pseudo pimp working somewhere in most luxury hotels
"Well there is one thing Zak. Did you happen to notice a redhead arrive, maybe in the last day or so? Nice figure; long curly red hair."
I was surprised to note, that I was giving Zak descriptive signals with my hands, to emphasise what I was saying. Odd really, because Zak spoke English probably better than I did.
"No sir, I don't believe we've had any red headed ladies staying here for a week or so." Zak replied.
"You haven't? Well she was on the beach about an hour ago."
"Are you sure, sir? You know when the sun is at the right angle, it can apparently change the colours of almost anything."
"Not that red hair it can't. Are you sure she's not booked in?"
"If you know the lady's name? We can check with the register sir." Zak said heading off towards the reception desk.
I followed still furtively trying to look in every direction at the same time.
"The lady's name, sir?" Zak asked opening the ledger on the desk and then looking at me expectantly.
"Thomas, Mary Beth Thomas." I replied.
Zak started flipping through the pages, mumbling the name "Thomas" repeatedly.
"No sir, we haven't had a Thomas staying here for two months now."
"What about Mary Beth something else? She could well have got married.
Zak returned to flipping through the register this time repeating "Mary Beth" over and over, under his breath.
No sir no Mary Beth's or Mary Elizabeth's this year at all. If she's here, then the lady must be travelling under an assumed name.
"Don't you have to have their real names in the register? You know, like your holding our passports."
"On the official paperwork sir but this is only a copy of the register. We have quite a few very famous people come to stay and very often they prefer t travel incognito."
"This other register?"
"I'm sorry sir, but if she is not in this register, then she is not staying here!" Zak raised his eyebrows and I understood that I'd get no more information from him, but I still tried.
"Is there anywhere that you might suggest I look?" I asked him.
"Sir, I was off yesterday. But I've been here since six o'clock this morning, mainly in the lobby here. During that time, I can assure you that I have seen no redheaded ladies."
I could think of no reason for Zak to lie to me -- he was more the type to offer to sell me the information if he had it to sell. So the thought began creeping into my head - that just maybe - I had been asleep and I had dreamt that I saw Mary Beth on the beach.
Thinking back, there was a marked similarity between Mary Beth's exit from the sea, and Ursula Andress's sudden appearance in the Dr No film. And Mary Beth's comment about my drinking, surely that dated back to my Uni days.
Feeling a little more relaxed I made my way to my chalet, or should I describe it as a pretend little grass hut? Once there I showered and then - still completely nude but with a towel wrapped around my waist -- I switched on my computer and wrote short emails to my parents and my brothers'. Attaching nice pictures of panoramic views that I'd taken on my digital camera to each. The ones to my three brothers' though, always had nubile females in skimpy bikinis tucked away in a corner somewhere. Then I switched to the BBC's site and perused the news for a long time; depressing reading most of it.
I was still trawling through the news sites, when Louise called from the other side of my windows bug screen. "Hey Tony, you coming down for dinner?"
Dan and Louise were an American couple who were staying in the next chalet along from mine. They were a few years older than me, but not many. Dan had been injured in the service of his country, but he usually got around with the aid of two walking sticks; I had noticed the wheelchair in the corner of their chalet though.
I'd made friends with them on the night of my arrival at the hotel. Well to be honest, Louise and Dan after giving me a good look over whilst I ate dinner alone. And yes, I had been aware that they were watching me whilst I ate. Had accosted me when I entered the bar and explained that Dan could no longer dance, but his lovely wife loved dancing. They asked that, as I was obviously unaccompanied, would I kindly share their table with them in the evenings and maybe dance some of the time with Louise?



I can't be sure what expression I had on my face, but Dan quickly went on to say that they perfectly understood that I was probably looking for some female companionship, so they would not be offended if I hooked up with someone else during the evening and we moved away from their table. I think they were quite shocked when I informed them that a companion of any type -- especially a female - was the last thing in hell I was looking for and that I would be more than delighted, to dance the night away with Louise, anytime.
"From what you said I thought you might be... well not into females?" Louise said the first time we hit the dance floor for a slow number.
"Er... yeah, sorry about that; I'm afraid that beautiful women always have that effect on me when they get up all close and personal. Anyway I've got nothing against women in general providing they belong to somebody else and they plan to stay in that relationship." I replied.
"What is that supposed to imply?" She asked with a grin.
"Louise, I'm a normal healthy male with all the urges that most men get. I appreciate the sight of a pretty woman, but I've been burnt three times. Never again will I get involved with any one in particular. I suppose you could call me a confirmed bachelor now."
"Are you telling me that a handsome young guy like you is celibate?"
"No, I'm not actually, it's just that nowadays I prefer one night stands and that kind of thing; preferably no names and definitely not leading to any long-term complications. Actually I'm perfectly happy to spend every evening for the next two weeks, dancing with a beautiful lady, whose husband will be taking her back to their own room every evening."
"What part of heaven did you fall from, Dan and I, often have to find dance partners for me. But all too often some folks mistake our approach for something completely different."
"Surely a dance is a dance, isn't it?" I said trying to understand what Louise was saying.
"Let me try to put it this way. Some guys think Dan like's to watch!" Louse said immediately turning a medium shade of pink. I have no idea what expression I had on my face but it led Louise to continue, "No he doesn't! Dan would strangle any guy who tried to lay a finger on me with his bare hands."
"Yeah I tried that once, with the last bloke who rogered my ex-wife! Damned sight harder than you'd ever imagine."
"What you tried to kill him? Tell me more?" Louise asked pushing me away a little so she could look into my eyes.
"Tried, being the appropriate word. Whilst I was still trying to strangle the bugger, my ex-wife decided she was going to smash his brains out. So I had to release him, so that I could restrain her."
That statement confused Louise even more so I eventually had to tell her that story, much as I've explained it to you.
I got on extremely well with Dan and Louise and over the next few days they very skilfully extracted my whole life story from me between them.
I learnt about Dan getting blown up (literally) in action and how he'd suffered since as result. He had managed to father three children by Louise though, so his injuries hadn't stopped him doing some things. Their children were back in the States with their grandparents while Dan and Louise took a break in the South Pacific.
After that first evening, the four of us spent most of the time together. Dan and Louise laughingly giving me cover on the beach whilst I perv'd all the acres of flesh on view. On that particular day, I'd been alone on the beach because they had gone on an all day boat trip.
"Shit is that the time? I haven't even started to get dressed." I called back to them, "you'd better come in, I won't be a minute." I shouted dashing into the bedroom to get dressed.
"I hope you're going all out this evening." Louise called out after they entered and poured themselves drinks.
"What's so special about this evening?" I called back. Louise's comment had brought me to a standstill. "Have I forgotten something?" I was thinking. I was racking my brains "had my new friends mentioned an anniversary or birthday that I'd forgotten about?"
"Tony it's Valentines Day," Louise called back, "All those pretty young ladies who've been giving you the eye all week, are going to be asking you to dance with them this evening."
"What are you on about Louise?" I called back. But it was Dan who replied.
"The tables are turned on us tonight my friend." He informed me, "It's the ladies who get to ask us guys to dance this evening."
"Then in that case, I hope that Louise can get you up for a really slow one." I really think she'd enjoy that." I chided him.
"I'll think about it, but only if you promise to be ready to step in when I hit the wall." He said
"You can count on me Danny boy." I replied laughing.
I had to change my shirt three times and my slacks once before Louise considered that I was up to muster. Then the three of us set out for the dinning room, at Dan's pace. Dan in front, Louise holding my arm behind.
As we walked, I told them about the weird dream I'd had on the beach. Louise chided me for falling asleep in the sun; warning me that I could have gotten seriously burned.
"I wonder why you dreamt about Mary Beth, with all those sexy young things around." Louise commented.
"Oh leave the guy alone, Louise; you're just annoyed that he didn't dream about you!" Dan called back over his shoulder.
"Struck me as odd as well, I haven't seen Mary Beth in what... Five, maybe six years. I suppose it must have been telling you about her the other night." I replied.
"Do you ever dream about her at night?" She asked.
"Can't say that I do and I can't say that I don't. I rarely remember what I've dreamt about. I know that everyone dreams, but I'm not one for remembering them."
"That's a pity." Louise said.
"Take no notice boy, she's annoyed that you can't remember any sexy dreams that she features in." Dan giggled from in front of us.
Louise treated his remark with the distain it deserved and mumbled something about "burning the old sods walking sticks." Generally, our conversation was pretty light heart.
"Will you stop that Tony? it was a dream you said so yourself." Louise scolded me during our meal.
Apparently, I kept scanning the hotel dinning room, trying to convince myself that Mary Beth wasn't hiding in there somewhere.
"Sorry I can't help it, that damned dream was so real." I replied. "The more I think about it, the more real it becomes."
At that Dan got up on his sticks and slowly looked around the whole dinning room. Even moving off a few paces so that he could see the bar area.
"Nope, not one redhead in the whole place. You're safe lad, don't worry!" He said with a grin after settling back into his seat.
For the rest of the meal they talked about their sea cruise on -- as they put it -- a big sailboat. I sat and tried not to keep glancing over my shoulder.
The band was already at it, when we hit the open-air lounge where all the dancing happened. After taking a quick turn around the floor with Louise - to get her going - I asked the band to play a very slow number before the floor got crowded so that Louise could get Dan up on his feet. It must have looked quite funny to the uninitiated; what with myself and one of the waiters sticking quite close to them, just in case Dan took a tumble.
Louise was correct, several women who I couldn't even recall seeing before, asked me to dance. What with them and Louise, I hardly sat out a single number. But Dan always kept my glass full so I could grab a quick mouthful between sets.
It must have been about half ten and Louise and I were swaying around to a slow tune when she suddenly whispered in my ear.
"Mary Beth, is she about five six?"
"Yeah, in her bare feet." I replied.
Nice legs when she's wearing heels though?"
"Definitely!"
"Fair old pair of bazoomers she's got on her as well!"
"Hold on?" I thought to myself, "Just a bleeding minute? That was a statement Louise just made not a question!"
"Yeah, but what are you going on about Mary Beth for, Louise?" I asked.
"Well I don't like to worry you handsome, but I think Mary Beth just walked in off the beach. No don't look now, she hasn't spotted you yet, but she's looking."
"Oh shit, so it wasn't a dream. I wonder what she doing here?"
"Well, it's only my female intuition but at the moment I'd say she's looking for you, young man. How do you want to play it?"
"I have no idea, perhaps I'd better run for it."
"Why! She's only a woman, and if you ask me, a very beautiful one. What could be the harm in you dancing with her, even if it's just once?" Louise suggested, and then she went on, "Whoops, too late to run now Tony, she's spotted you. I should imagine she'll be at the table the moment we get back there."
"Are we going back there now, the tune isn't over?"
"Yeah, I feel suddenly very fatigued. And besides, I'm as curious as you are about why she's here. Dance with her and then bring her back to the table. I'll get Dan to pump while you dance with me again."
Louise was correct; I hadn't even sat down when Mary Beth appeared at my side.
"May I have the honour of this dance, fine sir?" Mary Beth said with a slightly sarcastic tone to her voice.
"Okay Mary Beth, what are you doing here?" I asked, no sooner than we'd hit the floor.
"I'm on holiday. What else would I be doing?"
"But why here at this particular hotel on this island? It's not what you'd call on the beaten track."
"Well I ran into an old friend of mine, Amanda Mitchell, you remember her from college don't you? Anyway, I told her that I was thinking of going on holiday somewhere really exotic, and she told me that a relative of hers was having a really great time of it here. So well... here I am!"
"Mary Beth, you know full well that Amanda Mitchell is now Amanda Smart, she married my brother. Damn-it... you were at the bleeding wedding."
"Yeah well Amanda told me that her brother-in-law was having a really great time swanning around this very lovely south sea island. Oh and, I saw the pictures you've been taking, so I brought a very small bikini so that I wouldn't look out of place."
"But I don't understand why?"
"I came?"
"Yes!"
"Because you are here stupid! I messed up once, and I've been trying to attract your damned attention ever since. When you weren't married to one of your... No, I'd better not say that, it wouldn't be fair of me. I let you get away and what you did... and who with afterwards shouldn't really be any of my concern. But unfortunately, whether you like it or not, it always has been. Anyway eventually I figured, that I'd have to take the bull by the horns like I did the first time." She said, then just as suddenly as she'd done it in that college refectory all those years ago, her arms were around my neck and her mouth clamped over mine.
"Mary Beth!" I said when she finally let me come up for air.
"What, I know you like kissing me. You like to feel my tits pressing into your chest like that as well, don't you? My little friend down there told me."
"Look, Mary; you walked away from us!" I ranted, but not too loudly, there were other people on the dance floor.
"Yeah I know, it was a mistake that I've regretted ever since."
"A mistake, is that what you call it? I got the idea, that you got to wondering what other guys were like in bed. After all, I was your only boyfriend and I'm not quite as thick as I look."
"Partly true I'll admit, but way off the mark. Up to a point, I panicked, and as you said, you were not only the only man I had been to bed with. You were the only man I'd ever let kiss me at the time!"
"That's a lie; you kissed all of my brothers under the mistletoe."
"Be serious Tony, they are all too shit scared of you, to actually snog me. But we did try to make it look good."
"Well, you could have fooled me!"
"You don't have to believe me, ask your brothers', or their wives! Anyway whatever you believe, I can tell you that up until you graduated, I'd never even so much as held another man's hand, let alone let one kiss me romantically.
"And after you walked out on me?"
"Actually you told me to get out. You might not remember correctly, but I believe you said something like, if you want to try some other guy, then get out of my life and find one!"
"I said that?"
"Near enough, exams or not you were hitting the bottle a bit back then, possibly it was only the bloody scotch that kept you going."
"Shit, no wonder my scores were so poor, I only just scrapped through you know."
"I tried to warn you, but you wouldn't listen."
"But you went, even though you say I was intoxicated when I told you to go?"
"Well up to a point you were right, you were the only man, except for my father, that I ever let get close to me, so I'll admit I was just a little curious."
"So you did want to compare me with others in bed!" I said, rather loudly and that resulted in several other dancers turning to look our way.
"Tony, can we take this conversation somewhere a little more private, please?" Mary Beth asked.
"Yeah all right, come and meet my friends and then we'll find somewhere to talk."
Dan and Louise greeted Mary Beth like old friends and they fell into conversation almost immediately. Louise fending off my protestations that Mary Beth and I were going to find somewhere private to talk and insisted on relaying to Mary Beth almost everything I had told her about our relationship.
When I looked at Dan; he just shrugged his shoulders, grinned and then ordered another round of drinks.
"Where are you staying?" I suddenly heard Louise ask Mary Beth.
"Some little dump along the beach, I couldn't afford these prices." Mary Beth replied.
"Oh Tony's got another room in his lodge, you should move in there." I was amazed to hear Louise say.
"Now hold on!" I said.
Louise threw me a withering look. "Oh well, if he's going to be silly about it. You can move into the spare room in our lodge. You can't stay in that place! Dan and I saw it this morning; it might even be dangerous there."
"I'm sure they have the same security as they have here." I said, more to make it appear that I was part of the conversation than anything else.
"No, some of these places aren't that security conscious, my friend. It would probably be safer if Mary Beth moves into one of our lodges. They'll only be her meals to pay for." Dan threw in for good measure.
"Louise shall we dance now?" I said with touch of anger in my voice.
"Yes thank you, Tony, that would be lovely."
"What are you playing at, Louise?" I asked when we got out on the floor.
"Nothing Tony, I'm thinking of the girl's safety."
"But Mary Beth and I were going outside to talk; you purposely prevented that from happening."
"Yes because you were getting angry. I thought that you might say something that you'll later regret."
"Don't I have a right to be angry, she all but told me that she left me so that she could find out what other men were like in bed?"
"She did nothing of the kind, Tony; I know, I was standing right behind you dancing with that Australian guy. Poor man didn't know what he was letting himself in for when I asked him to dance.
"Now I'm of the opinion that you two should talk in the morning, when you are both calmer and completely sober. It's imperative that your discussion goes... smoothly." Louise explained calmly.
"Imperative... why?" I asked.
"Because my handsome friend, you are in love with that woman and she's in love with you!"
"You think?"
"Oh I know. I saw it in your eyes when you first told me about her. And I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you."
"Oh you can, can you?"
"So can Dan. It's not just my opinion it's Dan's as well. Remember we watched when you started dancing together and when she kissed you. Didn't you say she took the lead the first time the pair of you kissed?"
"Yeah she did, but that was then, and this is now. A lot of things have happened since Mary Beth and I were at college."
"I know that, but tell me honestly, what was the happiest time of your life?"
"When Mary Beth and I were together, I suppose. Those first few years were great, until I asked her to marry me that is; and then... well, everything went pear shaped."
"Tony when you get back to the table, I want you to tell Mary Beth that all discussions are off until tomorrow, this evening I want you two to behave as if you've just met. Oh and if you feel like taking her back to your lodge, and she feels inclined to come with you, please take her."
"Why should I do that?"
"Tony, see that man over there, the one who can only stand with the aid of two pieces of wood. I love him. I've always loved him! I nearly lost him but the good Lord decided to let me keep him. Mary Beth wants to get you back and I know how she feels inside. Look, she's prepared to do almost anything to get you back and I know that you certainly need her. Don't ask why and don't try to come up with excuses to justify the unhappy way you've been existing. Take the love Mary's offering you and cherish it. Don't stop to ask irrelevant questions, does what happened ten years ago really mean anything now? Now it's about time you danced with her again and please no talk about the past this time. You can talk about that tomorrow, if you feel that's it's still relevant."
I noted that Dan - who was in apparently deep conversation with Mary Beth as we approached the table - give a little nod of his head. At first I thought it was a greeting to his wife, but then Mary Beth was on her feet, she took my hand and pulled me back out onto the dance floor.
"Have you ever met Dan and Louise before?" I asked.
"No never, but they seem to have us pretty well tapped." Mary Beth replied.
"What do you mean by that?"
"Dan says that we are made for each other. Something I agree with him on by the way. Dan told me that you're head over heels in love with me, even if you don't realise it; and that I should screw your eyes out tonight!" She said with a grin on her face.
"Oh yeah, just like that!"
Yeah and Dan said that as this is Valentine's night and we ladies are supposed to, or rather are allowed to take the lead. Me said that I should drag you to bed right away, because tradition says that you have to bow to my wishes!"
"He does, does he?"
"Well I think he might be stretching things a little, but it sure sounds like a good idea to me. What did Louise say to you?"
"That we shouldn't talk about the past until we've slept on it..." I was saying when Mary Beth cut in.
"Together?"
"Well, she kind-a hinted that way!" I replied.
"I like Louise, she's my kind of woman!"
"Mary Beth, I feel like I'm being rail-roaded here."
"You are, but I'll make you a deal. Tonight, well what's left of it, we behave to each other just like we did when we first moved into that disgusting flat! Then tomorrow we'll talk about all the bad decisions we made... Oh sorry we'll leave Sally and Jane out of it, they really had nothing to do with us except get in the way. Then, after we've talked everything out calmly tomorrow, if you want me to get on a plane and go home, I will. And what's more I'll never darken your door again. I know you can treat me like one of your famous one night stands." She added with a grin.
"How do you know about them?"
"There's not much that I don't know about your life, Tony!"
Something unexpected happened as we were returning to the table, an Ozzy woman - good looker too - asked me to dance, and then her friend collared me for the next. I gathered the two of them were working their way through every guy in the place. I was feeling quite fatigued when I finally sat down, those Australian girls were pretty energetic on the dance floor.



There had been a little rearrangement of the seating while I'd been gone, so Mary Beth was then sat beside me. As the four of us talked -- the conversation being carefully steered away from the subject of Beth and I -- I realised that Beth had both of her arms entwined around my left arm. I have no idea how long she'd been doing it, but it was something she'd done many times in the past.
Throwing caution - and possibly all rational thought to the wind -- I extracted my arm from her grasp and placed it around her shoulder. Mary Beth's chair screeched on the floor as she scooted it closer to mine.
I know it sounds stupid considering that there was so much we really should have talked - and even possibly argued about -- first, but at that moment I knew that Mary Beth and I were going to be back together.
Sometime during the night, I'd had to get up and relieve myself. When I returned to the bedroom, lit as it was only by moonlight, I found myself standing there gazing down at Mary Beth's beautiful -- and very naked -- body. "What the hell went wrong, why did we waste all those years?" I asked myself quietly.
"We didn't waste them, we found out what a horrible place this world is if we haven't got each other." Mary Beth replied. And, I'll add, taking me completely by surprise.
"So what now?" I asked her, sitting on the bed and looking into her eyes.
"Children would be nice, but we need to get a move on, the old biological clock is ticking you know." She replied.
"Not a bad idea, three we said didn't we?" I said remembering our discussions when we were young.
"That was the plan, but if more happen to come along I won't complain. Shall we make a start now?" She giggled. I could just make the smile on her face in the moonlight.
"I thought we already did!"
"No, that was just the warm-up, now's the big event." She said as she dragged me down onto her.
Several things jumped into my disorientated mind at the same instant as I awoke. Firstly - and I think of most importance to me at the time - was that something was tickling my nose. Secondly, I was aware there was a weight on my chest that also appeared to be pinning my right side and shoulder down on the bed. Thirdly, the light was so bright that I dared not open my eyes to see what the weight was, and fourthly, I could hear several people talking in the other room.
Lifting my left arm to wipe away whatever was tickling my nose, I discovered that the offending item was Mary Beth's ginger locks, at that instant just about everything made sense again. Mary was obviously draped over me, where she'd collapsed from exhaustion after our very energetic dawn session. No, I won't go into that because I would never finish telling you this story.
Having figured out what was tickling my nose and pinning me to the bed, I turned my attention to the muffled voices I could hear. There appeared to be four people in the other room, I figured one female and three men. The female voice I deduced had to belong to Louise, I couldn't hear exactly what she was saying, but I would know the... nuances of her accent anywhere. That lead me to conclude that one of the male voices belonged to Dan, but I could not fathom who the other two men could possibly be.
Then my thoughts were disturbed, by someone tapping on the bedroom door. Almost without waiting for a reply the door opened slightly and Louise's voice asked. "Are you two still alive?"
"Just a minute, Louise." I was about to reply, when I became aware that either my movement or Louise's call had aroused Mary Beth, who called out. "Come in Louise, we're fine!"
I frantically tried to slide out from under Mary Beth so that I could find something to cover my embarrassment with, but Mary Beth had me well and truly pinned down. Actually, she prevented me from speaking by locking her mouth over mine for a few seconds.
When she finally allowed me to breathe -- and move -- again, I made a grab for the bed sheet to cover myself with.
"Jesus Mary Beth, I'm naked!" I blurted when I saw Louise standing at the foot of the bed grinning down at me.
"Oh don't worry about me, Tony; you ain't got anything I haven't seen before." Louise replied apparently glorying in my embarrassment. "I don't know though?" she went on "with tackle like that you could get a job as a male exotic dancer. I've been wondering what it looked like ever since I felt it against my stomach the first time we danced together."
"I apologised for that, Louise!" I spluttered in my embarrassment.
"Oh don't worry about it, Tony. I told you at the time, I took it as a compliment! Anyway if you two have finished trying to destroy that bed your breakfast is out here; Dan and I had it sent over. You do realise that it's nearly lunch time."
"Is it? Oh my we sort-of got carried away." Mary Beth replied. "Um... I'd better have a shower and I'll have to look through Tony's stuff to find something to wear."
"No you won't, your bags are out here; Dan and I had them brought over from the other place this morning. Dan settled your bill there."
"Um..." I think I said, to prove that I was still there I believe.
"Don't fret, Tony. We realise that you two have a lot to talk about today. But if push does come to shove, Mary Beth can use the spare room in our Lodge."
"That just ain't going to happen, Louise!" I replied decisively.
"Thank you darling." Mary Beth said and then she tried to smother me again.
"Shower, Children!" Louise said, in a commanding tone "And you better take them one at a time or this breakfast will be stone cold before you get near it. Besides Dan and I can't sit out here all day." She added as she closed the door.
Mary Beth released me, then jumped up and headed for the shower room. I tried to follow, but she pushed me again asking me, "Please bring my suitcases in?" Which I did after wrapping myself in the bed sheet again. Louise giggled and Dan who had made himself at home and was sitting there drinking coffee just made the statement. "Heavy night lad?"
"You could say that." I replied whilst attempting to pick up two suitcases and hold the sheet around me at the same time. I'm not sure that I was completely successful in the latter, because as I went back into the bedroom I heard Louise comment to Dan. "Told you, impressive!" Dan chuckled and then said something to her that I couldn't quite make out.
"You're more than enough for me, lover!" Louise replied and giggled again.
For some reason that I couldn't understand at first, Mary Beth chose to wear that little black bikini again. I noted Dan cast a couple of admiring glances her way as we ate and I noticed Louise dig him in the ribs with her elbow.
To which he replied. "What? We're here to appreciate the scenery aren't we?"
Which led to both Louise and Beth giggling again.
As Mary Beth and I finished eating, Louise produced a notepad from somewhere and appeared to switch into what I can only describe as "efficient secretary mode!" She reminded me so much of how my secretary used to look when I arrived in the office in the mornings and she was about to reel off what I had on for the day.
"Right while you two were... er, appreciating the sunrise this morning. I was making a few notes." Louise informed us.
"God, could you hear us?" Mary Beth asked.
"I should imagine the whole damned Island heard you." Dan grinned back.
"Don't exaggerate, Dan; they weren't making that much noise." Louise chastised him, and then went on. "Anyway, Mary Beth, Tony and I have talked a lot over the last few days. And, I've learnt that there are certain things that have been playing on his mind over the years. I'm not sure that Tony really understood what was going on, but I believe I do; especially since I met you. So, I thought that maybe it would be a good idea if we went through them one at a time and got them out into the open. You know, clear the air a bit so there aren't any skeletons in the cupboard."
"Hang on girl. This is Mary Beth and Tony's..."
"Quiet please, Dan; mother knows best!" Louise interrupted him.
"I bloody hope so!" Dan mumbled.
"Right first, Mary Beth. When you turned down Tony's proposal of marriage, he got the impression that you wanted to... try other men in bed!"
"Louise!" Dan interrupted.
"Dan, please be quiet or go take a walk or something." She chastised him again.
"True and not true at the same time!" Mary Beth replied without flinching. However, she did slip her arm around me and squeeze my waist. "Several things were happening at the same time. Tony was struggling with his course; he'd started drinking a little too much. Well I thought anyway! And, without telling me he'd rented a flat in our hometown. I had trouble understanding why he hadn't told me about it. My friend had labelled it a bachelor flat, and maybe I read more than I should have into that?"
"You knew about the flat?" I asked in surprise.
"Stephanie Carter worked in the one of the estate agents you wrote to Tony. You didn't rent the flat through them, but Steph heard that you'd signed a lease with another firm."
"Oh!" I replied.
"Then after being together for god knows how long Tony suddenly asked me if I wanted to marry him. You know I'd never thought about when we'd get married, I'd just been blissfully going along enjoying each day as it came. Suddenly, and without any warning, Tony asked me to marry him. I'm afraid I panicked a little and really didn't know what to say. I should have said yes right away but instead I sort-of waffled around and said nothing coherent really. To be honest I can't recall exactly what I said, but it must have been something about Tony being the only man I'd really got to know.
"Anyway, Tony must have misunderstood and he got it into his head that... Well you know don't you? To put it bluntly, Tony got it into his head that I wanted to sleep with other men before I said yes, so that I could see how he measured up! Which was completely untrue, because the idea had never crossed my mind. He made me feel good and as far as I was concerned that's all that counted.
"I'm afraid to say that when he accused me of wanting to try other men in bed, I was hurt and I got angry, very angry! Remember that at this time, I knew about the bachelor flat and he'd said nothing to me about it. Anyway, in my anger I got to thinking, that actually I'd never even kissed another man, romantically that is. We had plenty of male friends and I got on pretty well with most of them, but before Tony any boy who tried to chat me up got short shrift. So, up to a point, I did wonder what it would be like to go out on a date with someone other than Tony.
"We argued about it for weeks. Although I should have realised that Tony was on edge because his final exams were coming up. But the more we argued, the more I wondered what I had missed. Consequently, when at three in the morning he came into our bedroom, he'd been drinking nearly all night, and demanded that I either put up i.e. set a date for the wedding or get out of his life. Well... I blew my top. Tony slept in the lounge I think, and had gone to back to the college before I woke the next day. I called my father intending to cry on his shoulder over the phone and the next thing I know, my parents had driven down and we are packing my stuff in the car.
"You know I didn't even wait to find out how Tony had got on with his exam. My parents took me home and I cried for the next couple of weeks. Daddy said that if Tony really wanted me, then he'd show up and claim me; but he didn't!
"Eventually I called his mother and she told me Tony was living in a flat in town somewhere, she couldn't even tell me his address. I asked her to please get Tony to call me, but he didn't do that either.
"The next thing I know, some of my friends are reporting back to me that Tony is out dating local girl; girls who I had thought were my friends! So, I said well two can play at that game and... well, there were a whole string of guys who'd asked me out in the past. So, I had the word put out that I was ready to date.
"My plan was simple, it was a small town with not many good places to go. I'd show up with some guy in tow and remind Tony what he was missing. The trouble was he wasn't missing me, he was too wrapped up in the silly tarts he was dating."
"What about you trying other guys?" Louise asked.
"Hell no, I never found one who I even liked, let alone could kiss as good as Tony. Well you know, they never gave me that tingly feeling when they kissed me. I promise you, none got to what the boys refer to as First Base even. Although some took the odd liberty when we were on the dance floor, that I let them get away with up to a point. Tony was supposed to get all-jealous and come racing over and sort them out. Well, that was my plan; but of course the silly bugger never did!"
"Charming!" I dropped in.
"Well you didn't, those guys had their hands all over what was rightfully yours and all you did was turn away and kiss some little tart!"
"Calm down children, I believe that you were both playing silly games, when you should have been talking to each other." Louise chastised us.
"You're so right, Louise, but for an early developer physically, I believe I was a rather late developer in other respects, if you understand me?" Mary Beth explained.
"Sounds to me like you were as well, Tony!" Dan commented. "Now don't go getting all uppity on me and taking offence but... Well shit man, didn't anyone tell you that you have to hang in there and fight for your woman!"
"I'll consider myself suitably chastised, Dan. But at the time I misread the signals." I replied.
"Ah now, there we're getting into a different ball game completely. Understanding what's going on inside the female mind is damn near impossible for any guy most of the time. You just have to be there when they need you and take all the crap at other times."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Louise shot back at him.
"That I love you, sweetheart. Sometimes I don't understand you, or why you bother to put up with and stay with a worn out old wreck like me, but I love you no matter how cranky you get." Dan said throwing a sly wink my way.
"I saw that, Dan! Are you aren't making fun of me again, are you?"
A wicked grin came over Dan's face and he winked at me, then he showed me a little trick that I've made use of many times since. He pulled Louise into his arms and kissed her on the mouth. A minute or so later - after she stopped struggling - he broke the kiss; but because Louise started to continue scolding him, he silenced her again with a kiss. This, they repeated for about ten minutes, until finally Louise lay quietly in his arms when he broke their kiss.
Dan looked across at Mary Beth and me, "The best part about arguing with the wife, is the making up bit. Now I'm sorry but Louise and I need to take this somewhere a little more private. Mind she's going to have to help me up first." He added with that grin again.
"The beds made up in the other room. Saves you walking so far." I grinned at him.
"Thanks, Tony, I think we'll take you up on that offer." Dan replied.
"But my list?" Louise said.
"Bugger the list Louise, we've got more important things to do. Besides look at them, they can't keep their hands off each other; whatever problems they did have, are ancient history now!"
Suddenly I realised that Mary Beth was tugging me to my feet.
"What's-up?" I asked.
"You've fed your belly and you've had plenty of time to recover, now it's baby making time again." She grinned down at me.
Epilogue
Damn near wore me out, Mary Beth did during the rest of that holiday. Although she didn't get pregnant, that was to take another few months. Although I don't think Dan and Louise were planning on anymore children, from the email we received a couple of weeks after we got back to the UK we learnt that three of them must have flown back to the States. Louise was actually showing when she played the part of Mary Beth's maid of honour.
Mary Beth had a job to go back to in the UK but I didn't. I had a good few bob in the bank of course, that had effectively been hush money from Jane and my employers. It had looked like enough for a single man to bum around the world in style for the rest of his life. But, buying a nice house and settling down to raise children with Mary Beth called for me to earn a living again.
For a while, there I thought I would never find a job. There's a distinct drawback to having taken an employer to the cleaners, even if it didn't get into court. Rumours get around and as other employers (in theory) have no idea, why your last employers suddenly almost emptied their bank account into yours. They are a little reluctant to put you on their books.
The job problem was unexpectedly resolved for me when -- scrapping the bottom of the barrel -- I approached one of my former employer's clients. He told me that he farmed out work in my field and pointed out that the company he had been using had gone right down the pan for some inexplicable reason. He suggested that the door was open for any new concern that anyone might decide to set up. I took the hint and became self-employed. Now I've got quite a nice little operation going with our own offices in town.
Mary Beth didn't fall pregnant until a couple of months after we were married; I believe I might have told you that already. Anyway, she then proceeded to drop another one every eighteen months or so, until we decided that four was enough. Mary Beth was forty by then anyway.
We are still in close contact with Louise and Dan; they come over every so often to visit. We plan on taking the children over to the States to visit them next year. We think our youngest is just about old enough to appreciate the trip.
Sally and Jane? Well Jane had to leave town in the end; I had never said anything in public, but you know how the rumour mill works. At least one of those guys must have talked and she had every randy little shit within fifty miles chasing her around. I've have no idea whether Sally is still hooked up with her swinging crowd; but if she is, I assume her new husband is a swinger as well.
That's about it, I think?
Life goes on
*
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Miranda
I must admit she still looked as beautiful as she ever had; well, I could see through the forlorn expression on her face. Five foot two and with a figure that could raise any red-blooded man's blood pressure; I'd thought she was a special gift to me from heaven when we'd first met. I'd pursued her, wooed her and eventually convinced her to marry me. For seven years, my whole world had revolved around her.
Now there she was, standing on the pavement in the drizzling rain, outside a block of flats in the city. Two suitcases at her feet and a table lamp in her hand. I remembered that table lamp, it was one that her mother gave her; it was the only piece of furniture she'd taken from the house.
I'm not really sure how long I stood hidden in that shop doorway watching her; wondering what she intended to do; besides get soaked to the bone, that is. After a long time, I began to realise that Miranda really had no idea what she was going to do; no matter how many other people had foreseen what was going on, this turn of evens had taken Miranda completely by surprise.
I'm not sure what I was intending to do as I stepped from my hiding place in the doorway, put my umbrella up and confidently walked the fifty yards or so to where Miranda was standing. I believe I was intending to play it by ear and just react to whatever Miranda said or did.
Possibly, Miranda didn't recognise me, until I got up close to her; maybe because of the umbrella that I held low to keep the rain off as much as was practical. But when she did finally realise exactly who was approaching her. What I can only describe as a defensive or maybe even a little apprehensive expression came over Miranda's face and she glanced around quite nervously, as if looking to see there was anyone who could come to her assistance. I have no idea whether Miranda thought that I was going to attack her or what; but that was sort of impression that I drew from her actions and general demeanour.
However by the time I finally arrived near to her, she must have decided to put a brave face on things and brazen it out.
"Hi Miranda!" I said when I got close enough for her to hear.
"Hello Harry, what are you doing here?" She replied turning her head away slightly, so that I couldn't see her face."
"Well, to be honest, I did come to gloat. But... well I came to gloat but now I wish I hadn't."
"What do you mean gloat, gloat over what?" She spat back at me.
"You, getting evicted from your lovely flat!" I informed her.
"You knew that I was going to be evicted from my flat today?" She asked, obviously amazed that I did if the tone of her voice was any indication.
"Come on, Miranda; technically you weren't evicted, because it wasn't your flat. It was your loverboy's flat, his name was on the lease and he wasn't going to pay the rent after he'd cleaned you out and done a runner, now was he? It was just a matter of time before the landlords got impatient for their money, kind of left you holding the baby though didn't he."
Miranda looked embarrassed for a few moments, and I do believe she thought she'd try to bluff it out.
"You don't know what you are talking about! Sven is away on a business trip, he got delayed for a few days that's all. Unfortunately, we have a minor cash flow problem, until the deal he's working on goes through. He'll be back in a day or so, to sort everything out. We are moving to another flat, an upmarket penthouse apartment. That's why we terminated the lease on this flat. Sven being delayed has just temporarily thrown our schedule out by a week or so." Miranda blustered.
"Is that so? So tell me, where are you intending to live until loverboy returns, Miranda? I asked, I was beginning to get annoyed that she was lying to me. But then I realised that she was probably lying out of embarrassment for the situation she had suddenly found herself in. Although I suppose there was the possibility that she still hadn't realised what had happened and the gravity of her situation.
"I'm going to stay with my sister for a few days until Sven gets back into the country. I just can't understand why my taxi is taking to long to get here; I called it hours ago." Miranda bluffed.
I doubted she'd called a taxi, because I was pretty sure that her purse - much like I knew her bank accounts were - was completely empty. The private detectives report I had in my pocket virtually assured me of the fact. I could have called her bluff... I could have walked away and left her standing in the rain... but I still felt a little affection for the mother of my children.
"I'll tell you what; it doesn't look to me as if your taxi's going to show in a hurry; why don't I run you over to Karen's place. It's been a long time since I saw her and the baby."
Miranda gave me a sideways glance; she had been avoiding looking me in the eye all the time I'd been talking to her. Yeah well, they say that not many people can lie to you and look you in the face at the same time.
"I suppose I might as well accept your gracious offer; it does look as if my taxi has let me down." She replied, with a resigned tone to her voice."
"Come on then?" I said cheerily, holding out my umbrella for her to take so that I could pick up her two cases. See no matter what a bitch Miranda had turned into, I couldn't shake off the fact that basically, I am a gentlemen.
Taking the brolly in her free hand, she followed me to my car.
"You've got a new car!" She exclaimed, after at first looking confused as I opened the boot of the Beemer.
"Yeah, it's only a company car, but it suits me and the kids fine for a run around. Little sods won't stop playing with the electric windows though, well you know what they're like?"
Actually, I was very proud with my new company car that came with full leisure usage; but I didn't want to state the fact to Miranda. Before she left me, I had been struggling to run two second hand cars for us, and pay the bloody mortgage as well.
"How are the children?" She asked, as she settled in the front passenger seat.
Fine, fine! Missing their mother of course, but that's to be expected.
My purposeful mention of the children had done what I'd intended it would do, and jolted Miranda's conscience over the fact that she hadn't come down to visit them recently.
"I'm sorry about that; I've been missing them as well. But I've been so busy lately that I just haven't been able to find the time. I'll try to get down next weekend. It's your fault really, if you hadn't moved them out to the middle of nowhere, it wouldn't be so far for me to have to travel.
"What did you expect me to do Miranda? You demanding half our assets, forced me to sell the house, I warned you about that. And you also knew that Carter had been bugging me to go and work for him for years. The only reason I hadn't was because you insisted that we stay in the city. Well, houses are cheaper down there and I got a massive increase in salary when I took Ben Carter up on his job offer. Enough for me to be able to employ a nice housekeeper to look after the children; after all their mother has other interests now."
Surprisingly Miranda didn't take the bait or retaliate, but I hadn't expected her to really; she might be gullible, but she wasn't that stupid. If she had risen to the bait and gone onto the attack, I might well have stopped the car and told her to get out. That would have left her in the same pickle she'd been in before I'd approached, stuck out in the rain with no money in her purse to get to her sister Karen's flat.
Miranda stayed silent for the rest of the journey. I almost dropped the bomb on her during the trip, but a plan had begun forming in my head. Karen and I had always got on, and Karen is also pretty nosey; if I could drop the hint about my new housekeeper to her, she'd surely ask the right questions.
"Oh Harry, this is a surprise. Er, what have you got there? Karen asked looking down at the suitcases I was carrying, as she opened her door.
"Miranda's cases, apparently she's going to be your house guest for a while." I replied with a grin on my face.
I'd managed to stay in front of Miranda as we exited the lift, her two suitcases I was carrying had prevented her passing me in the narrow corridor.
The expression on Karen's face told me that she definitely wasn't expecting her sister to come and stay.
"Sven's been held up abroad and we haven't signed the lease on the new flat yet. I'm at a little bit of a loose end until he arrives!" Miranda blurted out from behind me by way of explanation.
"And you volunteered to drive her over here?" Karen asked giving me a quizzical look.
"Yeah I just happened to come across Miranda standing on the corner out in the rain and... Well I thought that if she stood there for too long the local police might pick her up for soliciting. Wouldn't like something like that to get back to the children!" I grinned at Karen.
"How dare you?" Miranda started to say, but Karen was on top of the situation.
"Miranda. Don't get out of your pram; Harry's taking the piss. Christ, you should know what his sense of humour is like, you were married to him for long enough!" Then she went on, "I wish you'd given me some notice Miranda the spare room is an absolute tip." Karen said as she led us into the flat and then to me. "Coffee Harry?"
"Yeah fine, black and strong; you know how I like it, Karen." I replied.
"You're not kidding big boy. But not so much of the black I don't think!" Karen grinned at me.
"Alright coffee black! My women a little on the pink side." I assured her.
"What are you two going on about?" Miranda demanded. I guess she picked up on the innuendo in Karen's and my voices.
"Nothing that should concern you sister. You and Harry were divorced by then."
"I don't believe it! My sister and my ex-husband?" Miranda gasped. "Haven't you got any family loyalty?
"Sister, a woman who steps out on her husband and children, shouldn't try to lecture anyone about family loyalty. Now you are welcome to use my spare room for a while, but you can tidy it up yourself. I'm going to make everyone some coffee! Coming Harry?" Karen grinned at me.
Karen hadn't been too enamoured when she'd learnt that Miranda had walked out on me. She'd been even less enthralled to learn that Miranda had shacked up with Sven and left the children behind. More than a few times she'd come over to commiserate with me and because I had been feeling that it was a failing on my part that had lead Miranda to leave. Karen had taken it upon herself to make sure I knew that it wasn't. It's a shame that there was no real chemistry between us, but by Christ, was Karen good in bed. Mind she didn't actually climb into my bed until after the divorce was final.
I liked Karen and she liked me, but there were no feelings that we could build an emotional relationship on. Except that we both like shagging and just about every other form of sex. For a time we discussed it, but we both knew that there was never going to be a long-term future in it.
"How's the new house?" Karen asked as she poured the coffee.
"Fine, the kids love it and my new housekeeper is brilliant with them. Helps that she has two children of her own about the same age, I suppose. Mind the children had a language problem at first, but they are getting around that now."
"A language problem?" Miranda's voice came from behind me somewhere.
"Yeah sure, my housekeeper is Dutch; but her two little ones are picking up the lingo all right. I think in the long-term all the children could end up being bilingual, they talk a kind half Dutch half English between them, bloody confusing until you get the hang of it." I assured them.
"Where did you find this housekeeper?" Karen asked.
This was good, Karen's curiosity had been piqued, and she was asking the right questions from my point of view.
"Oh, I ran into her in Holland almost a year ago, while I was doing some research. She had been widowed and then she'd got involved with a guy who turned out to be a real con artist. Seems he goes around Europe seducing women and well... then the bugger talks them out of their money and does a runner with it. Usually he gives them some bullshit about a big deal he's got going that's going to make them rich, but he needs some help to finance it. He left poor Eda without a penny to her name!
"Well, when I needed a housekeeper, I remembered her. She wasn't sure about moving to the UK, but I think she's happy enough that she did now. We're thinking about making it a permanent arrangement."
"Permanent?" Karen quizzed.
"Oh yeah, I bought her a ring the other week. Funny that we just kind of fit together. Isn't that how you how described it with you and Sven, Miranda?" I asked.
"Well... Um, yeah there was just a sort of emotional bond that grew between us." Miranda replied.
"This guy who took all Eda's money. Does he have a name?" Karen asked. The suspicion obvious in her voice.
"Oh sure, he's got plenty of names. Tends to change his surname a lot though, but he nearly always calls himself Sven something or the other."
"Not!" Karen asked.
"Yeah, it sure looks like it, Karen!" I replied with a... little smile. I didn't want to overdo it.
"You're lying?" Miranda screamed from behind me, at the same time striking me on my back.
After I got over the shock, I turned to face her.
"No Miranda, your man Sven was arrested in Amsterdam last week. That money you gave him he was trying to set-up a drugs deal with. In a way you were lucky, had the deal gone through you would have lost the lot. As it is, the British police have been tracking it and you have a good chance of getting it back. It was a close call, let the deal go through and then have Sven locked away for years. Or throw a spanner in the works and he'd only be nicked for conspiring to import drugs into the Netherlands. I figured you'd need some money to live on."
"You, threw the spanner in the works?" Karen asked.
"Yeah well, it cost me a few bob but I had some private detectives watching him. They just had to jump the gun a bit and call the Dutch police in."
"But why, surely you had reason to want him put away forever? After all he broke up your marriage." Karen said.
"What marriage? Miranda couldn't wait to find someone else. If it hadn't been Sven what's his name, it would have been some other flash git. No actually, he did me a big favour really; I got rid of a selfish bitch and found myself Eda. Oh don't worry, he won't get off that lightly in the long term, there's half a dozen different police forces all queuing up to nab him for con games he's played on women all over Europe. Once he gets out after one stretch in prison, they'll hand him to another police force for the next charge.
"Right I think we're done now. Miranda, here's the number of a very nice policeman who should be able to get your money back for you, eventually." I said rising to me feet.
"But why did you worry about getting Miranda's money back?" Karen asked.
"Not much else I could do, Karen. Can't have a bag lady or lady of the night, calling at my house to visit my kids, can I?
Some time during my little tirade Miranda had taken a seat; she was by then staring at me with her mouth open. She never even flinched when I mentioned prostitution again, which to my mind is possibly the only way Miranda could earn a decent living. But that might just be me, being vindictive.
Karen stood and came with me to the door. "You're better off without her, you know! I wish you and Eda well!"
"Pity I ran into the wrong sister first, Karen. Had we been younger we might have..."
"Don't say it, Harry! Sometimes I get the same thoughts myself."
Five minutes later I was driving away from Miranda for the last time. I owed her nothing and she had no call on me any more.
Life goes on
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The River
I didn't often walk along that towpath by the river any more. I'd enjoyed the tranquillity of the place since I was a child, and in my younger days spent many happy hours fishing there and watching the waterfowl raise their young. To see the transformation from cygnet to swan take place over weeks and months had been my idea of heaven as a child. It could have been that my fishing expeditions to the riverbank -- which were never very successful - were an excuse to sit and watch the swans and all the other waterfowl. Bird watching -- as it is euphemistically called -- wasn't really a pastime that was readily accepted by my peers back then; well not the kind of birds with wings on them anyway!
As I'd got older, I had got into the habit of taking a stroll along the towpath almost every day. Even when we started courting, Mary and I spent a lot of our time on the riverbank. Not exactly what you could truthfully describe as bird watching or fishing by then though; Mary and I enjoyed that grassy riverbank for its... yeah well, I don't have to spell it out to you, you know what I mean!
Once I'd lost Mary, I tended to walk there nearly everyday. I suppose recalling my childhood and the many happy hours Mary and I spent there together. That was until the day I looked into the water and saw those eyes staring back at me. That young woman's face has haunted my dreams ever since, and maybe I feared that I would see it looking back at me again if I walked by the river again. Look, maybe it's best if I go back to that afternoon again and I'll try to explain it in a more coherent manner.
Back then my life was in a kind of limbo and had been for many years; my mind remained in a kind-a fog of memories most of the time. I was literally drifting through life day to day. Anyway, it had been my routine to take a long walk after work everyday; it didn't really matter where I walked, as long as it kept me from sitting in the house alone. I'd vary the route I took quite often, but it always took me through the cemetery where I could say hello to Mary and Loretta.
Mary and I had tried for years to have a child, but her pregnancy was to bring an unexpected end to our happiness. I suppose it's unusual in this day and age, for both the mother and baby not to survive a birth; but it does still happen when complications set in, and I'd been the unlucky husband and father that it had happened to.
I suppose I sort-of withdrew from the world after the funeral. Of course, our friends had tried to be very supportive, but they were flogging a dead horse really. I just didn't want to be around anyone, let alone married friends and their children.
Over the years, my life dropped into a routine of work and long quiet walks alone. Maybe I should have sold up the house and moved away, but somehow I couldn't bring myself to sell the house Mary had loved so much. But just being inside that great big Victorian pile, reminded me of all the work that Mary and I had put into it together to make it into the comfortable modern home we intended to spend the rest of our lives together in, and her enthusiastic excitement as we'd converted the smallest bedroom into a nursery.
"Three!" Mary had said, "Three children are going to begin their lives in this room and grow up in this house!" she'd grinned when we finally finished decorating it.
As the years rolled by we'd began to think that children were never going happen for us and then eventually she fell pregnant. Mary and I were both ecstatic at the news.
But less then eight months later my life just stopped!
Now the door to that nursery room stays permanently closed, as does the door to the room Mary and I once shared together. I never did sleep in that room again after... It held too many memories!
Anyway, I've digressed; Mary really has nothing to do with the particular day I was telling you about - you'll please forgive me if I keep referring to her though - other than the fact that as I did every day I had visited the cemetery and had my little daily talk with her and our baby Loretta, before I headed down towards the river.
Although it was a warm spring evening, there were very few people about as I took the steep path that led down from the bridge to the towpath beside the river below. That path is narrow and quite a claustrophobic place, with almost vertical banks either side. Those banks did strange things to the sound of the traffic on the road above, sort-of deadening it and distorting it at the same time.
I suppose that I must have been three quarters of the way down the path when a strange sound caught my ear. For some reason -- probably the distortion caused by those steep banks - I had trouble working out what the noise was at first; eventually coming to the conclusion that someone had thrown something - probably some rubbish - into the river from the bridge above. What I'd heard was the distorted sound of the splash as it hit the water.
"Arsehole!" I called out loud. Not that there was much chance the miscreant would have heard me.
It amazed me even after all the time and effort that had been put into cleaning the river, from the environmental disaster area it had become. People would still used it as a convenient dumping ground for their crap; rather than take it a few miles up the road to the official tip.
Probably still annoyed about the idiot's thoughtlessness, when I eventually got down to the towpath, maybe a minute of so later, I found myself studying the surface. Looking back, I suppose I was hunting for any clue as to whatever had been dumped in the water. But all I could see were the usual ripples in the surface as the water moved slowly along by the current.
Proceeding on my way along the bank, my mind noted a young courting couple walking towards me, maybe about a hundred yards away. And I think I wondered whether they'd spotted what had been thrown into the water. But having second thoughts, I realised that, like Mary and I had been all those years before, they looked far too into each other to notice anything. It was doubtful they'd have noticed if the QE 2 had steamed by.
"Remember when Mary and you, used to walk along the towpath arm in arm together like that?" A little voice - that I didn't want to hear - said somewhere in the back of my brain. A lump immediately formed in my throat, as I tried to ignore the voice. I didn't want to get into conversation with that voice again; those conversations always ended with me feeling even more melancholy.
Instead, I turned my attention back to the water, looking again for any sign of the detritus that I was sure had just been added to it. What I saw took my breath away for a second; two eyes just below the surface, staring back at me. Christ! The sight of them gave me such a shock, that I staggered backwards for a few paces.
But then, taking my heart in my hands I moved back to the bank edge and looked down into the cold water a little more carefully. Sure enough, there was a face, just below the surface whose pleading eyes were staring back up at me.
Things kind-of happened quite quickly after that, as I moved into a kind of automaton mode. Look, I'm no hero and I believe if I'd stopped to think about it, I most likely would have stood there and yelled for help. But I wasn't thinking, my mind was concentrating on or captivated by the pleading expression in those eyes..
I remember yelling something -- god knows what - to draw the courting couple's attention, and then I plunged head first into the cold water. It took me only a couple of strokes to reach the body; then taking firm hold of it under the arms, I found my feet in the mud and struggled to get her back to the bank. Where I found that the young man of the courting couple had jumped into the water with me, to help pull the inert body from the water.
"I could hear the guy's girlfriend talking to the emergency services on a mobile phone, as her fella and I started resuscitation on the apparently lifeless form. I, doing the mouth-to-mouth bit; whilst the young man, counted out the chest compressions as he did them. I find it strange to have to say, that as two people who didn't know each other - but who both had obviously trained in the technique -- not one word passed between us. We both knew what had to be done and we both did our part, with dedication. Even though for a very long time, no sign of life came from the body we were working on.
I believe that inwardly we both thought that we were too late. Not speaking to each other prevented us from having to actually air those thoughts. Whilst we kept working, there was a faint chance we would be wrong.
I think we could hear the sirens wailing in the distance, when - what we I'm sure we both feared was going to be a corpse - gave a sudden -- and very unexpected - cough -- spraying river water all over us - and then she began to breath on her own. Then the young man announced, "I have a pulse." Just as suddenly as she'd started breathing, her eyes - that had been closed by the time we'd laid her on the riverbank - flashed open and stared at me again for a few seconds, before they slowly closed again.
She was breathing steadily, so the young man and I could relax a little; I rolled her into the recovery position, where she lay coughing up more water with every couple of breaths. Then I looked at the young lad properly for the first time. We both smiled at each other, knowing that we'd done what very few ordinary people get a chance do; we'd brought someone back from certain death.
"Nice work man!" The young man said, with a smile of satisfaction on his face.
"Thanks for your help." I replied, moving back from the young woman's prone body, as my assistant's girlfriend covered the casualty with her coat and began talking soothingly to her.
We could hear that the sirens were getting closer by then.
"I'll go up to the road and direct them down here!" I found myself saying, then I turned and ran back along the towpath and up the path to the road; where I found the police and an ambulance crew just arriving. I shouted a quick explanation and directed them to where they could find the casualty; then I stood and caught my breath as they raced away from me down the path
For some reason, I didn't want to follow them back down to the river. I've convinced myself since that it was possibly because a shorter route to my house was by the cemetery, and my clothes were soaking wet. So I went that way home and climbed into a hot bath.
Warm spring evening it might have been, but the water was cold in that river and I felt frozen to the bone as I walked the streets back to my house in wet clothing.
Lying in that hot bath, I tried to convince myself that that was the end of it. That I'd done what anyone else would have done in the circumstances and I could push all thought and memory of that afternoon out of my mind. But of course it wasn't, and I couldn't!
Oh, the conscious memory, I believe I wiped from my mind quite easily; for a few days at least. It was that unconscious part of the brain, the part that forces us to recall and replay happenings over during our sleep, that wouldn't let go!
As if my nights weren't bad enough dreaming of Mary; now I had another face that I kept dreaming about. Even worse, Mary's and that young woman's face, looking back at me from below the water, kept getting mixed up in my unconscious mind. Sometimes I saw Mary's face distorted as it was by the waters surface. Sometimes I dreamed that the woman I'd married and lived with for five years had those appealing eyes I'd seen in the river.
Those first few nights were as bad as my nights had been right after I'd lost Mary. But things were to get much worse later. Something I hadn't even contemplated happened; the press picked up on the story.
"River hero disappears after saving drowning woman!" and "Shy rescuer vanishes!" were the headlines in the local papers that week. Before I knew it, everyone in my office was talking about the unknown man who'd jumped in the river and rescued a drowning young woman. Everybody seemed to be speculating on why a hero would slip away without leaving his name.
The young courting couple were interviewed at length by the newspapers and even appeared on a morning TV show. I found it somewhat embarrassing to hear myself described as a handsome man who leapt into the raging torrent like Superman and dragged the young woman to safety. The young couple certainly played down their own part in the rescue.
I was surprised to hear the young couple say that they'd seen me on the towpath many times before. Although I walked there quite often, I certainly couldn't remember seeing them in the past. But then the young woman added that she thought that I was a very private or shy person; she had noted in the past that I avoided looking anyone in the eye. I had to admit to myself that since Mary and the baby's death, I did try to avoid people.
The odd thing about those news reports was that they skirted around any details about the young woman I'd pulled from the water; except to mention that she was a local woman, aged about nineteen or twenty and that it was rumoured she had been pregnant.
It was inferred that she might have fallen into the river by accident; the inference instead of a direct statement leading me to believe that she'd jumped into the river in an attempt to end her life. But that somehow didn't tally with the expression I'd read in her eyes when I'd seen them below the water. I was convinced that they were appealing to me to help her.
"Maybe she had second thoughts!" I unintentionally said out loud in the office one afternoon, as I played the events of that day over again in my mind.
"What's that Bill?" my work colleague who occupies the next desk asked.
"Oh nothing. I was just thinking out loud." I replied.
"Doing a lot of that lately mate, half the time you're off in a world of your own!" He replied.
I didn't reply, because he was probably right. For many years I'd spent much of my time daydreaming about my life with Mary, and by then I had that young woman on my mind as well. I couldn't stop wondering what possibly could have driven her to try to drown herself. Surely, it couldn't have been because she was pregnant? In this day and age it's reasonably easy to have a pregnancy terminated. Easier still, to have the child and then put it up for adoption; there's a queue of prospective parents, a mile long for newborn babies.
-------------------------------------------------
Weeks passed and the furore in the local newspapers - about finding out who the vanishing hero was - began to subside and so I'd thought it was safe to return to walking beside the river again.
Leaving the cemetery, I took the same narrow path from the bridge down to the towpath. Glanced under the bridge to my right, I assume to make sure no one was around and then set off the way I usually did along the bank.
I tried not to, but when I reached the spot from where I'd spotted those eyes in the water I stopped. The months between, had wiped away all sign of the drama that had taken place there that day, but somehow I intrinsically knew the exact spot. I have no idea how long I had been stood there staring down into the murky water, wondering how on earth I'd even managed to spot the outline of the young woman, let alone seen her eyes. When behind me a female voice suddenly said. "We knew you'd have to come back here eventually!"
I spun around to find the courting couple standing there smiling at me.
"You kind-of run off and left us holding the bag that day." The young man continued with a grin on his face.
"I'm not one for notoriety and you two handled it all just fine." I smiled back at them.
"We kind-a guessed that Mr Shaw." The young woman replied. "And we believe we have a good idea why."
"You have?"
"Yes we've seen you in the cemetery many times. We're so sorry for your loss." Her face took on a very sad expression. "We understand why you didn't want reporters asking all those stupid questions that they asked us. I should imagine that they'd have had a field day with your story."
"I thank you for not giving them my name, but how long have you known who I am?"
"We saw you by your wife's grave about five weeks after... Well, then Carrie did a little research, she's good at that kind of thing, and well... then everything kind-a made sense to us when we thought about it. I'm Ben by the way." The young man replied.
"Well hello Ben and Carrie, you can call me Bill, every other bugger does. We didn't really have time for introductions last time we met, did we?" I said. Not really sure why I felt so comfortable talking to these two youngsters. Perhaps it was what we'd done together that afternoon, which had formed an unbreakable bond between us.
"Mr Shaw... Bill." Carrie said in a tone of voice that told me that a request of some kind was coming. "I know that you don't know Ben or I from Adam. But I would like to ask a very special favour of you, if I may?"
Jesus what could this young woman possibly want of me? I thought. But still being the sucker I'd always been for a pretty face, I found myself replying. "You may young lady. But I can't promise that I can grant it for you, until I know what it is!"
"Well, you see, it's like this, Mr Shaw... Bill. Benjamin and I are going to get married in a few weeks time, and... er... well, to put it bluntly, my father died four years ago. That's when I saw you in the cemetery the first time by the way, when I was visiting my father's grave one time. Then Ben and I saw you there again today."
"Carrie insisted that we told her father that we'd decided to get married first, before we told anyone else. That's what we were doing there today and we saw you." Ben added, by way of explanation. "We wouldn't like you to get the idea that we were stalking you or anything."
"I understand, I'm there most days." I informed them.
"Yes we thought as much. Anyway Bill, I know this might sound silly, and I don't know whether he can hear us?" Carrie went on.
"I'm sure he can and did." interrupting, I assured her. "I talk to my wife Mary and Loretta all the time."
"Yes I've watched you." Carrie added, looking a little embarrassed. "And that's why I wanted to ask you... would you... Well would you mind giving me away at our wedding?"
"Oh my, Carrie; why me? Surely you've got relatives or people you know who would fit the bill far better than a complete stranger." I replied. Completely taken aback by her unexpected request.
"Yes I have got uncles, but I want you. Look Bill, obviously my dad was a lot older than you...
"I somehow doubt that Carrie, I'm almost forty; easily old enough to be your father." I slipped in when she hesitated and took a breath
"God, you're the same age as my dad would have been. Maybe that's what it was? Anyway, when I watched you doing what you did that day, you reminded me so much of my father. That's what my dad would have done in the same circumstances, dived into the water to rescue someone without thinking of the danger to himself."
"I just did what was required Carrie. As did you, and Ben here! I'm sure anyone else would have done the same thing."
"You might think that Bill, but I know better. Most people would have stood on the bank and called for help, that's if they didn't just look away and pretend they didn't see anything."



"You have a low opinion of the general public Carrie." I suggested.
"After hearing Bethany's story, I don't have much confidence in many people!" Carrie exclaimed.
"Bethany?" I asked Carrie had confused me by mentioning the name.
"Yes Bethany, the pregnant girl you pulled out of the river that day. Ben and I have got to know her well."
So the young woman's name was Bethany; I finally knew her name. And she definitely had been pregnant; I suppose that that explained a lot to me. I was somewhat elated to hear that Carrie and Ben knew more about what had happened to her.
"How is she, I wondered how she'd got on; the newspapers never did say very much about her. Did she lose the baby, do you know?"
"No, she's fine. Actually she's a very plump Bethany now, you'd have trouble pulling her out of the water with that great big baby inside her."
"I assume the baby was connected in some way to what she did that day."
"Oh yeah, you can say that again, poor girl didn't know which way to turn."
"A bit drastic though, wasn't it. You know, trying to drown herself just because she was pregnant." I suggested.
"Well, maybe you wouldn't think that way if you knew her and what she'd been through. Look Bill, Beth had a very sheltered life. You know, she went to one of those convent schools and was never allowed around boys. Her parents kept her on a very tight leash and she was unbelievably naïve for a girl of her age. Anyway, when she eventually went to work, she was easy prey for some slimeball in her office. From what we've learnt, he was an older man and he knew all the tricks. Poor Bethany had no idea what game he was playing, and from what she says, at first she looked at him as a kind father figure in the office; until he seduced her."
"Ah, one of them!"
"Yeah a complete ars... bastard. The bleeder was into her pants before poor Bethany really knew what was going on; I told you she was very naïve and had no idea how the buggers work. He'd given her all the old flannel, "you're such a beautiful young woman" and "my wife doesn't understand me." Do I have to spell it all out?"
"No not really, standard office wolf stuff. Most women see through it though!" I pointed out.
"Unfortunately not when they are as naïve as Bethany. You know, they didn't even have a TV set in the house at home. Bethany was completely lost in the real world."
"So I assume that eventually Bethany got pregnant by said office wolf."
Yes... sooner rather than later though. The poor girl was so naive that she had no idea about birth control or anything. When she told him that she thought she was pregnant, he called her a scheming little slut who was trying to trap him for his money and told her to get lost."
"Arseho..." I began to say, but then checked myself; I was talking to a young lady.
"My sentiments exactly." Carrie replied, and then she went on. "Well, Beth told us that she didn't know what to do. Look, she was that naive she didn't even know that she could have turned to the social services for help. She agonised over telling anyone else that she was pregnant for a long time, but eventually she had to tell her parents. And their cold hearted reaction was to call her even worse names than he had done, and order her out of their house."
"Oh my. Are there people out there who don't have any compassion at all, even for their own children?" I commented.
"Unfortunately it seems that there are Bill!" Carrie replied. "Poor Bethany wandered the streets all night and found herself up there on the bridge the following afternoon. Well, you know what she did then, she really had no idea what else she could do."
"And now; how is Bethany getting along now?"
"Oh fine, all things considered. Social services found her a little one room flat for the time being. It's a bit of a dump... well; you know what bedsits are like! But they say they'll move her to somewhere a little bigger when she's had the baby. My mum has really taken to Bethany and I wouldn't be surprised if she doesn't invite her to move into my room after Ben and I get married. Mum loves children; she can't wait for me to get pregnant."
"That's a relief to hear. I've always wondered what happened to the girl."
"Well Bill, what about my request?" Carrie suddenly asked.
"Sorry!" I said. Carrie had lost me for the minute by her sudden change of subject. But then I remembered. "Oh yeah, your wedding! Well, I'm extremely flattered by the request, but what will your family think of a complete stranger walking you down the isle?"
"The only person's opinion that I'm worried about is my mother and she's already said that it's my decision."
"But we haven't told her about us getting married yet!" Ben blustered.
"About the date of the wedding, no Ben, we haven't. But we've been together a long time and mum has been expecting you to ask me for some time now. To be honest, she drives me nuts sometimes; I think she's almost been wetting herself with anticipation. Anyway I told mum that when we set a date, if we set a date, then Mr Shaw was the man I wanted to give me away." Carrie explained to a very confused looking Ben.
"Looks like you've got a lot to learn about women Ben, they kind-a run things really. Well the good one's do!" I said grinning at the young lad.
"Thanks Bill, I'll take that as a compliment." Carrie grinned back at me. "But you still haven't answered my question. God, I'll bet poor Mary was tearing her hair out half the time with you." Carrie grinned again.
"Carrie, you've got a way about you, maybe you remind of my wife in a way. Yeah all right, if you insist and providing no one else objects, then I'd be happy to give you away." I found myself replying.
Carrie grinned at Ben when he said. "She always seems to get her own way. She had her dad wrapped around her little finger most of the time!"
"I'll have you know my dad was very strict with me!" Carrie retorted.
Ben didn't reply he just gave me "the look!"
-------------------------------------------------
So it was that on a Friday evening some six weeks later I found myself sitting in my car outside that same church that Mary and I had been married all those years before. I was late, I knew it, but it's easy to say you're going to do something; it's somewhat harder to go through with a promise and meet and mix with people when you've avoided such occasions as long as I had.
This particular occasion -- Carrie and Ben's wedding rehearsal - wouldn't be as bad as the actual event the following day, but I was still filled with apprehension over the whole thing.
"You Clown, what'd you agree to do it for?" That little voice said in the back of my brain somewhere. "Your trouble always has been that you're a sucker for a pretty face. But you've been avoiding them for years, how come you got trapped by this one?"
It was true, I'd always had been a mug where pretty young women were concerned. Since my Mary had gone, I'd avoided getting into conversation with them for years. I don't know, I suppose I had been afraid that one of them might have taken a shine to me and I could have ended up getting involved in some way. I just couldn't let any other woman replace Mary in my heart.
Eventually I plucked up the courage and got out of the car, then, pushing that same door Mary and I had walked through on our wedding day open, I entered the church.
"Bill! Oh boy, am I glad to see you. Carrie's throwing a wobbly down there; she thought you'd forgotten for a minute!" Ben who was waiting just inside said to me.
"Sorry, Ben, I ran a little late today." I replied.
"No worries mate, just please don't be late tomorrow. I'm counting on you to make sure she actually does turn up. I don't fancy looking like a complete lemon standing there at the altar for hours."
"You have my word young man; she'll be no more that the traditional five minutes late!" I grinned at him.
"Five minutes!" he said his eyes getting really large.
"That's how long my Mary kept me waiting!"
"Oh that's all right then. If you were willing to wait that long for Mary. Then I think I can wait as long for Carrie. Now you'd better come and meet Carrie's mum."
Ben led me down the nave to where Carrie and her mother were sitting. Carrie grinned at me over her mother's shoulders; that grin alerting her mother of our approach. Both women turned to face us.
"Josette... Mrs Mercer, may I introduce Mr William Shaw, he's the..." Ben began to say but Carrie's mother was on her feet before he finished speaking
"Introductions aren't really necessary Benjamin, I remember Billy Shaw from our school days, even if he doesn't remember me! I was a year behind you in school, Bill." She said, throwing her arms around me and kissing me on the cheek.
"Well I'll be, Josette Banner! Of course I remember you." I replied. "I guess you must have married Tony Mercer; you know, I never made the connection in my mind."
Josette had changed very little from the young woman I'd seen around school. Maybe she'd put on a few pounds, but they were obviously all in the right places.
"I'm surprised you do remember me, we all thought that the only girl you ever saw was Mary!" Josette said, with a big grin on her face.
"I've always appreciated a pretty face, Josette." I smiled back at her.
"Ah well that will make things easy then, because there's a young woman with a very pretty face around here somewhere who's really dying to meet you. And Bill I mean that was almost literately! Where has Bethany disappeared to, Carrie?"
"The ladies again, Mum!" Carrie replied.
"Oh yes of course. Beth's very near her time, Bill, and she has to keep running..."
"You don't have to explain, Josette, I went through it all with Mary."
"Oh yeah, so you did. Bill, we were all so sorry when we heard."
"It all happened a long time ago, Josette, I prefer not to talk about it."
"I understand, Bill, but it was only when I could talk about Tony going, that I started to get over losing him."
"Could we begin now please? I have another rehearsal in half an hour!" The vicar who'd been patiently waiting by the altar interrupted us.
The rehearsal didn't take long really. The vicar just ran quickly through the service and run us through our lines. Mine being "I do!" when he asked, "Who gives this woman?" Then I had to retreat and sit out the rest of the service. I should think that most of the older dads reading this will have been through the rigmarole at least once. Although after Mary went, I'd never thought I'd have the honour.
Bethany returned, smiled at me and then sat on the other side of Josette, so I didn't get to meet her until after the rehearsal was over and we'd rehearsed the parade out of the church.
Then without a by-your-leave she walked over to me, took me in her arms -- pushing her very large protrusion into my stomach - and planted a kiss on my lips that would have made Rudolf Valentino go weak at the knees.
"Oh my young lady. Such a show of undeserved affection!" I said when she let me breath again.
Yeah well, what the hell would you have said in the circumstances?
"Thoroughly deserved you mean. You gave me my life back, Mr Shaw."
"I did no more than many other people would have done, Bethany; take my word for it." I replied.
"Bill, shall we take this over the road? Josette interrupted. "We are all going to a meal in the Kings Arms. I hope you are going to join us?"
I nodded and we set off across the road; Bethany firmly attached to my right arm. In the King's Arms restaurant I found myself sitting between Josette and Bethany, who was still hanging on to my right arm as if her life depended on it. Luckily I drink with my left arm!
Bethany had a lot to say for herself; well I spent the rest of the evening getting direct from the horse's mouth what Carrie and Ben had roughly told me in outline. That is until she started telling me about when she'd been under the water.
"I knew I was dying and I suddenly realised that I didn't want to; but I could do nothing about it. I was all but gone, Bill. And then there were your eyes looking back at me through the water! I was trying to beg you to help me. They were all I remember until suddenly your eyes were inches away from mine and you were smiling down at me. You know I'm convinced that when I was unconscious I could feel your lips on mine. Oh my nose was all bruised from where you were holding it closed." She grinned.
"Sorry, but I had to make sure the air went into your lungs."
"Hey, I'm not complaining. Ben broke, well he cracked four of my ribs; but I didn't care, between you, you gave me my life back."
"Well next time you find yourself between a rock and a hard place, ask someone for help before you do anything drastic will you. Made a real mess of the suit I was wearing, I had to throw it away in the end."
"Oh, I'm terribly sorry! I'll buy you another one when I can afford it; I promise you." Bethany said with a forlorn expression n her face.
"Bethany, Bill's funning you! I have it on good authority that Bill was wearing jeans that day." Josette said from the other side of me.
I smiled at Beth, and she - releasing my arm for a second - gave it a friendly punch. Before she grabbed hold of it again and kissed me once on the cheek.
"I wish my father had been like you Bill!" Bethany said.
I got yet another kiss on the cheek when I drove Bethany back to her bedsit in a very iffy part of town late that evening. Waiting outside until I saw the light come on in her window. She gave me a wave to show that all was well, before I drove away.
I was getting quite used to those kisses on the cheek by then, Carrie had got into the habit of doing it when we met and parted; but somehow when Bethany did it, it meant so much more.
Yes, I believe that I did begin to wonder; but I immediately pushed the thought out of my mind, as being impossible as much at it was impractical. Christ, I was almost twice the girl's age!
-------------------------------------------------
Carrie and Ben's wedding itself went off like clockwork. Except for the fact that I got some very strange looks from some of the other guests. They obviously had no idea who Bethany and I were, Josette, Carrie and Ben having kept mum about us, to save Bethany any embarrassment; Ben had not even told his parents who we were.
I think most people were turning their noses up at the sight of a forty-year-old man who appeared to have a very pregnant and very young looking twenty-year-old woman hanging tightly onto his arm all night. And -- I might add - who danced with him in a very familiar manner to say the least; large bump or no large bump!
Josette almost had to prise Bethany off of me, so that we could dance together a couple of times. Not that I really minded, hero worship is very good for the old ego, and by that time in my life, my ego needed a boost. Bethany had stepped back respectfully the few times Carrie had indicated that she'd like to dance with me. Usually grabbing hold of Ben in my place.
"Yeah well, I suppose it's better that the hero worship is directed at you rather than Ben." That little voice said. If she'd clamped on to Ben like she appears to have you, then Carrie's nose would get put out of joint."
I received yet another kiss and a very long longing look from Bethany when I dropped her home that evening and once again she waved goodnight from the window. I'll be honest I didn't feel comfortable leaving her in the part of town she lived.
-------------------------------------------------
It was two in the morning when I was roused from my sleep by the insistent ringing of the telephone.
"Bill, it's Josette! Beth's waters just broke, we have to get her to the hospital right away, can you please drive us?"
"On my way, Josie. I'll be there in five minutes!" I replied. But then I had a thought. "Er, Josie, where are you?"
"At Beth's bedsit, she rang me earlier and told me she didn't feel right."
"Be there in ten!" I said slamming the phone down.
-------------------------------------------------
Odd, I thought as I drove over to the bedsit. Why does Josette need me to drive them to the hospital, she must have driven to Bethany's place?
I was to learn later that Josette doesn't drive; fifteen failed driving tests and she'd given it up as a bad job. Yes, there are some people who just don't have the coordination. Josette claims that she gave up because she feared that even if she had eventually passed the driving test, she'd probably have killed someone, or even herself eventually.
-------------------------------------------------
Josette and I sat in the maternity suite waiting room for several hours before a nurse came out and announced that Bethany had had a daughter. Bethany had been one of those mothers who didn't want to know the baby's sex until it was born.
"What are you going to call her?" Josette asked, when we were finally conducted into the room where Bethany sat up in bed, cuddling her newborn.
"Well, if she had been a boy, I was intending to call him William Benjamin. But she's a beautiful little girl, so, if I may Bill, I'd like to call her Loretta Mary Carrie; would you mind?" Bethany asked looking at me with a plaintive expression on her face.
What could I say; Bethany had taken me completely by surprise?
"I think I'd like that!" Was the best I could come up with.
I suddenly realised that my right arm was restricted again. Looking down I saw that Josette was clinging on to it, as Bethany had got into the habit of doing.
"I think Loretta is a beautiful name, Beth, and Carrie will be so proud that you given your baby her name as well."
Ten fingers, ten toes, two eyes, a nose and a mouth that a cry came out of that Josette and I had heard from the waiting room, kind-a told us that the baby was in fine health. So after a while Josette and I retired to the hospital's cafeteria for breakfast. Beth I believe, after feeding Loretta snatched an hour or so's sleep.
-------------------------------------------------
"I really don't like the idea of Beth taking that baby back to that horrible bedsit." Josette said as we ate.
"Um, well I thought... well Carrie sort of thought, that you might invite Bethany to move in with you." I said, rather hesitantly. Not really being sure whether I'd said too much.
"I wish I could, but Carrie and Ben have got to stay with me now; they got gazumped on that flat they were after."
"Oh my, they didn't? I thought it was all cut and dried!"
"So did they, the estate agent called last Thursday. They never told anyone before the wedding because they didn't want to put a damper on things. The trouble is, they can't afford any of the others they've looked at; they'll have to wait a while until they can get a bigger mortgage. She can come to my place for a week or so, until the kids get back from their honeymoon. But then it's down to what the council can dig up for her, none of the ones we've seen so far are really suitable; I've been going to look at them with her. You know all in that same area!"
A solution had formed in my mind, to be honest more than one solution; but I was a little reticent about putting them forward. In the end, I plumped for what I considered the safer option.
"Look Josette, how about Carrie and Ben come and stay at my place until they can afford somewhere of their own."
Good idea, Bill, but for one thing. Carrie and Ben are two young newly-weds and they were... Um well they are noisy enough at the best of times. Now they are going to want to throw parties for their friends and all that sort of thing."
"So!" I said, not understanding the problem.
"Bill, you've been living in the house on your own for... what ten, maybe fifteen years now. And you're not really the party type, are you? Don't say anything; I happen to know that you never have been. Remember that I remember you from way back when you were young. Mary and you were into quiet walks and all that kind of thing."



"Yeah we were; but I don't see the problem.
"Can I suggest that maybe you invite Bethany and Loretta to move in with you; you'll even get a free housekeeper out of it. And besides you've never experienced having a baby in the house!" Josette grinned at me.
"From what I recall that's an experience that some fathers would have preferred to miss!" I quipped back at her. "But there's a big problem to that idea, Josette; and the reason I didn't suggest it in the first place. Did you see how folks reacted to Beth and I being together at the wedding? Christ, some people might get the idea that I'm the baby's father. And Bethany... Well, I'm afraid that she might get the wrong idea."
"I do believe that you might have misread things a little, Bill. Bethany has adopted you as a father figure for herself, not for Loretta. Every man she's known has let her down and she's looking to you to guide her through life. I hope that clears that up for you."
"Thanks, Josette I was beginning to worry just a little. But there's still the problem of what other people think. An old man, and a slip of a girl who has a baby living in the same house together."
"Who's the old man, there's plenty of life left in you yet, Bill! But I understand your concerns, and have a further suggestion to make." A strange expression came over Josette's face.
"And that is?" I asked.
"Well, you said that it's a big house. Why don't I move in as well for the time being? I could do the housekeeping for you and advise Bethany about Loretta. Then the kids can have my place until they find something of their own." A wry smile came over Josette's face."
I sat and stared back at Josette while I ran my mind back over exactly what Josette had said. She didn't break eye contact and never flinched, she just kept smiling back at me waiting for my reply.
"Can't come up with a reasonable excuse for us not doing as you suggest. But by Christ Josie, we've got some work to do. Most of the house is closed up; I use the kitchen, lounge and one of the bedrooms, that's all."
"Then we'd better get started as soon we can then, hadn't we? They kick mothers and newborns out as soon as they can nowadays; I was in for a week when I had Carrie." The smile on Josette's face had turned into a massive grin as she spoke.
After checking in on Bethany and informing her of Josette's plan -- the information bringing an even bigger grin to her face than it had Josette's -- we headed to my house.
-------------------------------------------------
"Oh bugger reinforcements are called for here." Josette had said when she'd surveyed my domain. "I know you said you lived in just a couple of rooms Bill, but did you ever open the doors or windows to air the place out?"
"No Josie, I never had cause to until now." I replied.
I think it was then that I noticed that every time I absent-mindedly called Josette, Josie; she would give a little smile. I'm not sure what I made of it, but she surely wasn't upset that I'd abbreviated her name; but I had also noticed that when other people did the same thing, she rapidly corrected them.
Josette's two sisters were called in by way of back up; and I called into work and told them that I was taking a few days off. No I didn't ask for the time off, I told them I was taking it. My boss didn't ask why, he just told me to take all the time I needed.
Of course, it didn't cross my mind that I hadn't had time off work for so long that most of my fellow employees thought that I had shares in the place. Or, that my boss had shown great interest in my buying a new suit for the wedding a couple of weeks before. He'd been full of questions about whose wedding it was, when I brought the suit into the office after the lunchtime I'd purchased.
Josette and I got into a little wrangle when I suggested that she used the master bedroom. I insisting that I stayed in the room I'd been using.
"Okay Bill, if that's the way you want it, but really you should be in that room." She'd said when finally giving up the argument. But then, sort-of half under her breath she added the words. "For the time being!" and grinned at her younger sister. Who gave me a very strange look.
I'm afraid to say that I didn't place any significance of those three words at the time. Nor the look that Josette's sister gave me.
The nursery needed very little doing to it except - of course - a good dust and airing out. Josette's other sister disappeared with a carload of bedding, curtains, etcetera that needed washing. All the girls noting with some surprise that moths seemed to have avoided the house.
Josette insisted that I was with her in the master bedroom, when she packed away all of Mary's things. It was a painful experience for me; but something I should really have done many years before. To be completely honest I was pleased that Josette did it for me; I'd never had the heart.
I must admit that I felt a little better as I watched Josette unpacking her stuff the following day. The room didn't look right without all of those female things around.
-------------------------------------------------
We brought Bethany and Loretta home to what seemed to me like a new house three days after the birth. Bethany stood in the middle of the Nursery and cried for some time before she composed herself. Actually if Loretta hadn't decided that she was hungry, Beth might have stood there crying all day.
I'll admit that as I watched Beth breast-feeding Loretta for the first time, that lump formed in my throat again; I'd never got the chance to see Mary do the same thing to our baby. I think I might have cried myself, had not I suddenly felt the pressure of someone squeezing my right arm again. I looked down and there was Josette smiling back up at me.
-------------------------------------------------
Somewhat surprisingly, I settled in to my new way of life very quickly. Suddenly having two other people and a baby sharing the house you've lived alone in for so many years is a major change for anyone. But I was definitely not expecting the change it made in my work life.
Every morning someone in the office would enquire how the baby was. And some of the guys would laugh when I told them that Loretta had made everyone in the house aware that she was hungry - or needed changing - several times during the night.
Then one day, when I was leaving for lunch, one of the guys invited me to join them in the pub for a change. I accepted and from then on, it became my routine to have lunch with numerous different collections of staff. For years I'd always eaten alone and suddenly I was one of the crowd again, I really hadn't missed being one of the gang, but I wondered how I'd become a loner for so long.
Carrie and Ben came back from their honeymoon and had themselves a pink fit when they discovered that not only wasn't Josette home, but all her belongings were missing as well. They very quickly tracked her down though and spent most of the night telling us of their adventures and cooing over Loretta. Well not all of their adventures, they had been on honeymoon after all. Ben was looking just a little bit flaked out though.
-------------------------------------------------
I can't really say how long it took for Bethany to start calling me dad and referring to me as granddad to Loretta. Actually, I'm not sure what came first, the dad or the granddad. I just remember Bethany saying something like "You like it when granddad cuddles you, don't you Loretta." Then another day - maybe before or maybe after, I can't recall which - I realised that Bethany had asked "Cup of tea, dad?"
"Yeah, Beth's been calling me mum for weeks now. I think we've replaced her real parents in her heart; do you mind?" Josette had asked when I mentioned it to her.
"No, quite the opposite, I find it extremely flattering!" I replied.
"And it takes that other worry off your mind." Josette smiled.
"What? Oh yeah, what I mentioned at the hospital that day. Yeah you could say that!" I grinned back at her.
"Well don't, relax too much old man, there're plenty of other fish in the sea, you know?" Josette replied, with an expression on her face that I'd seen before, but never really been able to make head nor tale of.
"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked.
Josette didn't answer; she just went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. I seemed to recall that Mary had used to do the same thing when she wanted to avoid answering a question.
-------------------------------------------------
I don't know for sure, maybe eight or nine months had gone by and home life had settled into a routine. I do recall that there'd never been any more discussion about Carrie and Ben looking for another house or flat to live in. There had even been a couple of hints that possibly they could buy Josette's house off of her; but maybe because I never entered into those discussions they always stopped at the hints.
I also don't know for sure when a lot of the other changes crept in. Oh, I'd pretty soon got used to having Bethany hanging on one arm and Josette hanging on the other whilst I pushed Loretta along in her pram when we went for our walks or to the supermarket to do the weekly shopping.
And I'd quickly got used to both women giving me a kiss on the cheek when I left the house to go to work in the morning and arrived home again in the evening. What I have no idea about, is exactly when Josette's greeting changed from "Bye Bill!" to "Bye Darlin'!"
Damn it, it was so subtle that I never realised that she'd been doing it until after her birthday.
Oh yeah, Josette's birthday, the day that everything changed.
I arrived home from work that evening to find Josette in the house alone. Much to my confusion, Josette explained that Ben had taken Carrie, Bethany and Loretta off somewhere. I thought this odd because it was Josette's birthday, but Josette herself seemed to think nothing of it. And I also didn't realise that it was for the night!
"Here's your birthday present, Josie!" I said handing over the carefully wrapped package containing an expensive perfume that the assistant in the store had convinced me would have any wife convulsing in raptures. The assistant had given me a very funny look when I explained that it was for my friend and sort-of live in housekeeper.
"It's for my friend!" I'd explained when she'd said that my wife would love it.
"Oh your girlfriend, she'll love it as well." The girl had said, but then her facial expression suddenly changed.
I followed her eye line and realised that she was staring down at my wedding ring.
"Oh no, she's sort of my housekeeper and a very good friend at the same time."
"I see!" The girl had said still carefully wrapping the expensive packet.
Then I thought of what I should really have said in the first place. "I've been a widower for over ten years!"
"Oh, then she is your girlfriend then." The assistant said, a broad smile returning to her face.
Josette unwrapped the package and as promised by the shop assistant swooned over its contents. I thought that she overdid the enthusiasm a little when she threw her arms around my neck and planted a real humdinger of a kiss on my lips. Maybe just a little over the top, not that I was going to complain or anything. There is nothing in this world -- well almost nothing - as pleasant as kissing a beautiful woman. Well maybe, being kissed by the woman in question comes out top on points.
"I'd better go up and get changed." I'd said when Josette let me come up for air.
"No you can't!" Josette snapped back at me, taking me completely by surprise by the sharpness of her tone. "Er, what I meant to say was that your dinner is all ready to serve and it will get cold; you can change later." Then she dragged me into the dining room where I received a real surprise. The curtains were drawn -- it was still light outside - and the room lit by candles.
Josette pushed me into my usual chair and handed me a bottle of wine. "Open that and pour while I get the food!" She'd said planting a kiss on my forehead.
The meal was very romantic, but I'm afraid that Josette's efforts were completely wasted on me. Honestly, I had no idea whatsoever what she was up to. Although the light did begin to glow a little when we adjourned to the lounge after eating and Josette put on a film of the type that I believe is commonly referred to as a "Chick Flick"; then snuggled up close beside me.
All right I'll admit it; Josette seduced me!
Exactly what time it was when we started making out on the couch, I have no idea. But it sure felt like the right thing to do at the time. And I'm willing to admit that I have no idea whether I had my hands on her breasts first, or she had her hand on my rampant member. I do know that I was nursing on those magnificent nipples, well before her head disappeared into my lap. And the noise Josette made as I sucked and kissed them, spurred me to even greater efforts.
I can remember warning her that I was about to lose control and her brushing my hand away as she renewed her efforts. Then after I'd lost my erection, she'd raised her head and smiled at me. "Don't you think we'd better take this to the bedroom, Bill?"
"What if we fall asleep and the kids bring Bethany home and find us in bed together?"
"Christ Bill, haven't you got it yet? The children asked me what I wanted for my birthday. I told them and... well, Bethany and Loretta are staying over at Carrie and Ben's tonight. The girls said that the rest is up to me."
"Hmm..." I replied, after thinking for a few moments.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Well to be honest Josie, I wish I was as brave as you."
"Brave?"
"Yeah, look, Josie, I realise that you've given me more subtle hints than I could wave a stick at. But I never had the nerve to risk losing what we had. Well... to be honest, to risk what I had; I've been alone for so long you know."
"Bill, now I'm going to be honest with you. I had a crush on you way back when we were at school; but you had Mary then and she made sure no bugger got a shot at you. I loved Tony, but he was always my second choice. When I discovered your name after you saved Bethany I thought all my Christmases had come at once. Oh and it was my idea to ask you to give Carrie away, although she did jump at the idea. All I've been doing since is scheming to get you into bed."
"Oh, that's some admission, girl!"
"I know, but I didn't want you to suddenly realise that I laid a trap for you, in the future sometime. I want you now, just as much as I did when we were at school. But only if you want me the same way, Bill? It's up to you; you can take me this evening and then we can return to how we've been living for the last few months. Or... if you'd prefer it, I'll move out of the house and leave you in peace; it is really your decision!
"Oh, I can see some moving getting done alright. But I think that it'll be my gear into the master bedroom. Maybe we'd better get started on it right now?" I suggested.
"Not much point really Bill, Bethany and I moved it all in there this afternoon." Josette replied with a grin.
"Wow, confident weren't we?" I commented laughing.
"Not as confident as Bethany was; it was her idea."
"Nice kid that Bethany!" I replied.
"Well, if you're happy with the arrangements, then I'll get back to where I was, shall I?"
"Sorry?" I asked, Josette had lost me again.
But Josette couldn't reply, her mouth was full!
-------------------------------------------------
Epilogue
It was funny how quickly Josie and I kind of settled in as if we'd been married for years. Mind you, I was pleased that my daily walks had kept me reasonably fit. Although I soon found that Josie had me using some muscles, that don't really normally get used when walking and I hadn't used since I lost Mary. Still after a few weeks, I suppose you could say I was in fine physical shape for a man my age. Probably fitter than most, because Josie had been doing without since Tony had passed away and I do believe that she has been making up for lost time.
We aren't exactly planning to get married in a hurry, although Beth and Carrie have been making comments about it not being a good idea that the children ever find out their grandparents aren't actually man and wife. Mind you, I do appear to have assumed the title of Gramps and I'm not too sure that I'm happy about that. Look suddenly becoming granddad to two little girls is a bit of shock for the old psyche.
Ah, you spotted that did you? Yeah, Carrie dropped her little girl three days after Loretta's first birthday. Beth had a great time playing the old experienced mother to her friend and fussing over Carrie and her baby, even more than Josie did.
Josie and me? Well, we kind-a play the unpaid baby sitters bit most of the time, whilst the youngsters go out and live it up.
Oh yeah, Beth has taken up with one of Ben's mate's. Phil is nice lad, and to my mind, it looks like he's in for the long haul. Phil certainly dotes over Loretta, almost as much as -- if not more than -- he does over Beth.
Once he'd learnt the details, I did have to stop young Phil from looking up and sorting out, one particular office wolf though. The so and so had played hard to get with the CSA. Well those tosser's are pretty good at coming down hard - financially - on absent fathers who admit parentage. They don't seem -- well they didn't in Bethany's case -- to be too enthusiastic about bringing paternity suits against men who deny that they are the father.
Young Phil had decided that a little friendly persuasion might be called for; that is until, by lucky coincidence, I ran into the SOB in a pub one night.
One of the guys in my office's wife, had presented him with twins that week and just about everyone was in the local pub with him on the Friday evening wetting the babies' head. Well, I'll admit that I'd had maybe a few more than I should have that night. But Beth -- who I'd got through her driving test by then, Josie positively refused to try again - was picking me up; so I wasn't worried about driving home that night or anything. Anyway, when I was up at the bar getting a refill, I spotted Loretta's father in the other bar with some little slip of a girl about the same age Beth would have been when he seduced her.
"Christ, the bugger was up to his tricks again!" I thought, and maybe said out loud.
Pissed, yeah you bet I was pissed with the a-hole. I'm not sure whether I told any of the crowd who he was or not; but they were all aware that Josie and I had a young unmarried mother living with us. And, they also knew that the baby's father was denying parenthood. To my knowledge no one had made the connection between Bethany and the young woman pulled from the river a couple of years before, though.
Anyway, where was I? Oh yeah, well, as I said I'd had a few and I was pissed off with the guy, so without really thinking about what I was going to do; I headed into the other bar and confronted the sod, rather loudly. Actually loud enough and explicitly enough for the slip of a young girl to realise that safely at home with mum and dad might possibly be the best place to be at the time and she left "tout-de-suite".
It took me completely by surprise when the wanker very suddenly changed his tune and admitted publicly to me that he was Loretta's father. Although it did strike me at the time that without plenty of reliable witnesses, that admission wouldn't be much use to us in a court of law.
It was only when I turned around; that I discovered that almost the whole of my office had followed me into the other bar. Some of them, taking the opportunity to demonstrate to how useful their technical toys were to everyone, by recording the whole encounter on their mobile phones. I wondered afterwards whether it was me personally who'd scared the guy into accepting his responsibilities, or if it could possibly have been the horde of angry looking faces standing behind me.



The guy did actually come and visit Loretta a couple of times; but that was all. We haven't seen him in yonks. He's regularly paid maintenance directly into Bethany's bank account every month since though. Actually, he must be on a damned good screw, what with the maintenance money he pays Beth for Loretta and the alimony he has to pay his ex-wife and maintenance for their children. Either that, or he's living on the bloody bread line. I can't say that I've seen him about town in the evenings since.
I think that's everything, although someone is bound to complain that I've forgotten something; but hey, what's new?
Whoops, no it isn't! Anybody spot that I get away with calling Josette, Josie? You know, I didn't. That was until Carrie pointed it out to me one day in a rather confusing statement.
"Mum's only ever let two people get away with calling her Josie, dad, and that's you and my dad!"
Life Goes On
-------------------------------------------------
End note One of my proof readers who resides outside of the UK, often picks up on some of the colloquialisms I use, that they feel some readers might not have come across before. In the past I've put these clarifications at the beginning of stories. Henceforth I will only list them in the opening text and explain them in the story's end note, where I have more room; I hope.
Clarifications:-
Towpath, a path beside a river or canal, originally used as a pathway for horses towing barges.
Bedsit, a rented room consisting of a combined bedroom and living room, with cooking facilities.
Wobbly, (in this incidence) a fit of panic. Besides the definitions given in most dictionaries colloquially wobbly can also mean, a fit of temper, also referred to as "Throwing a wobbly!" Or it can refer to something that (or someone who) isn't exactly kosher in some way. "There's definitely something a bit wobbly about that guy!"
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Retribution 2
Why is it that some folk suddenly get religion when they are about go to meet their maker? Ain't it bad enough for those being left behind to be losing someone they love, but the love of their life - on their death bed - has to suddenly decide that they have to make peace with the world, and ask forgiveness for their sins before they leave it. Let me tell you my story and you might understand what I'm getting at.
It was a normal Monday, just like every other had been in the almost six years before. When I'd kissed Marnie good-bye that morning, she'd asked me what I fancied for dinner that night. "You!" I'd replied with a dumb grin on my face.
"Oh come on, lover. You have me every night and this evening will be no different. Marnie smiled back at me. "But you have to eat to keep your strength up for later; after all I'll be missing you and my little friend all day."
"Hey, not so much of the little! You can do a guy's ego a lot of damage talking like that, you know." I replied, with a playful hurt expression on my face.
"Oh go on with you, you know he's plenty big enough for me." She said grinning, and gave me a gentle kiss on the end of my nose. "Now get off to work, I've got to get ready for the office or I'm going to be late."
As I've said the drive to work was like any other, except that that morning it was raining, not that you could call that unusual after the weather we'd been having that year. In my office, I settled behind my desk with a cup of coffee and began to pour through the usual pile of Monday morning post.
Nothing out of the ordinary happened until just before lunch, when there was a loud knock on my office door and my secretary burst into the room. That knock on my door - unusual because Stephanie normally called me on the intercom before entering my office — was to lead to my cosy, and all I'd known before, world falling apart. From that moment on, it appeared that just about everything I had known and believed in for the previous ten years had been a lie.
Stephanie was followed into my office by two uniformed police officers, one male one female; both had serious expressions on their faces.
"Mr Gregory Tomlinson?" The male officer asked, his facial expression changing to one of concern.
"Yes that's me, officer; what can I do for you?"
I'm afraid, Mr Tomlinson; I have some distressing news for you. Your wife has been injured in a freak accident. We're here to take you to St. Martin's Hospital as quickly as possible.
"Seriously injured?" I think I asked.
"I'm afraid that we have no direct knowledge, sir. We were instructed to locate you urgently, and get you to the hospital ASAP. Blues and twos have been authorised; I'm sorry, but that usually isn't a good sign."
Weaving through the traffic in town at high speed, in the back of a police car with siren wailing and blue lights flashing, was a new experience for me. I can recall little of that journey, except for the pretty, young policewoman with a concerned expression on her face, trying to get some information about Marnie's condition from her controller.
All they would or could tell her was that Marnie was in the operating theatre and that her injuries had happened when some scaffolding collapsed as she was passing.
I was aware that the building next to the one Marnie worked in, had been shrouded in scaffolding for about a year whilst it was being renovated. Amid much fanfare from the local press, the announcement that the work was due to be completed in a week or so's time had been made the previous week.
After parking the police car in the emergency vehicle area, the female officer led me through the apparent chaos of casualty — it was plainly apparent that Marnie hadn't been the only person injured - into a sort of waiting area. The male police officer, obviously going off to locate a doctor or someone who could tell us what the situation was regarding Marnie.
Shortly, he returned with a doctor who had a grim expression on his face.
I'm sorry, sir: but I'm afraid your wife has sustained some catastrophic crush injuries, there's really very little we can do. She has so many injuries we almost don't know where to start. I'm really sorry, but I have to tell you it's just a matter of time."
"Can I see her? How long has she got?" I heard someone asking, not really realising that it was me.
"I don't want you to think we've given up Mr Tomlinson; she's in theatre now, we are doing our best to stabilise her. If she makes it through the next five hours then there's a chance, but I would be lying to you if I said that she would definitely do that."
"I'll have a nurse take you up to ICU; they'll take your wife there direct from the theatre. I'm very sorry; we are doing all that we can."
Ruptured spleen, liver, kidney and intestinal injuries, added to both lungs being punctured - because her rib cage had been crushed - plus massive internal and external bleeding, it said on Marnie's chart when I took a look at it after they wheeled her unconscious body in from the theatre. I didn't even try to read through the list of broken bones, I had no idea there was that many in the human body.
Much to my surprise, Marnie's face looked almost completely uninjured except for a small graze on her cheek. But the rest of her head and all of her body -that I could see - was swathed in bandages.
For the next hour or so, I sat there in a daze, staring at her lovely face, listening to the beep, beep, beep of the heart monitor and the slow rhythmical hissing sound from the oxygen cylinder attached to the mask that was over Marnie's mouth. At short intervals nurses and doctors would appear, inspect the readouts and screens surrounding the bed; sometimes fiddling with the many drips and things attached to Marnie's body. Usually, looking at me with a sympathetic expression on their face. The doctors - I think - with more of an embarrassed one, because they could do no more for her.
Around five in the afternoon Marnie tentatively opened her eyes. I lent over and asked her if she could see me. The little half smile I got in return told me she was cognisant, after a fashion at least.
As previously instructed, I pressed the nurse call button beside the bed and within seconds the doctors and nurses were back in the room; I was ushered away out of the room and into the waiting area, where I was surprised to find the two police officers that had collected me from my office and a couple of Firemen. All off-duty by then, they had come to the hospital to find out how she was getting on; the firemen had been the guys that had rescued Marnie from under all that steel.
What could I tell them? The machines were working and Marnie had regained consciousness after her visit to the operating theatre, but she looked terrible.
The firemen told me that Marnie had been conscious all through her rescue and that they had been impressed by her bravery and her forbearance; considering the pain she must have been in. They also said that she talked about me all the time. I very much appreciated their being there at the hospital and their concern about Marnie.
It wasn't very long before the doctor I'd seen when I first arrived came out of Marnie's ICU room. He really didn't have to say anything; the expression on his face told me what I didn't want to hear in actual words.
"How long?" I asked him.
"I'm sorry, not very. Although she's awake her body is shutting down and there's nothing we can do about it. She just has too many different injuries for her body to cope with. You can go in and be with her though."
I thanked him for what he'd done and was just going back into the ICU room when a nurse came out.
"She wants to speak to a priest, what denomination are you and Marnie?" The nurse asked.
Damn that was a question; Marnie and I didn't attend church. I'd always been an agnostic and Marnie? Well I had to think; then I remembered her christening certificate I'd seen at one time long ago.
"Church of England!" I replied with hopeful confidence.
I noticed the policeman give the nurse a thumbs-up sign, before he dashed from the room. I took it, that he was off to track down a vicar.
Back in the ICU room that I now shared with a nurse, as well as Marnie; I went over to the bed. The oxygen mask was gone from her face, replaced by a tube with two little pipes that appeared to go up Marnie's nose, I can remember thinking that they must be uncomfortable. Stupid thought; with all the injuries she'd sustained, Marnie probably didn't even notice those two little tubes.
"We talked as best we could, me telling Marnie how much I loved her and that she was going to be fine. Why do we lie to the dying?
Marnie whispering back to me — I had to put my face really close to hear what she said — that she loved me and that she was sorry.
Sorry! What the hell was she sorry for? I thought. What had happened had been an accident as far as Marnie was concerned. Whoever was in charge of that scaffolding, now he was going to be bleeding sorry when I finished with the bugger.
I really can't recall what we said to each other after that. Marnie was obviously exhausted and every word she uttered was a struggle for her. I asked her to rest and tried to do as much of the talking as possible.
Marnie was resting — if anyone in her battered condition can rest — when the Vicar finally arrived. I'd never seen the guy before, but he acted as if he knew both of us intimately, not bothering with introductions and instantly calling both Marnie and myself by our Christian names.
I stepped back as he leaned close to Marnie so that she could speak to him with a little privacy. He listened to what she had to say for some time, before he stood again with a grave expression on his face.
Tell me what is it with people. I was always under the impression that you told someone who is very ill and possibly about to die what they needed to hear. Bugger the truth, if you can raise their spirits then there's more chance they will survive. Not this old bleeder though, I was gobsmacked to hear him say.
"I'm sorry, Marnie, but I'm not empowered to absolve you of your past sins on this earth. The only person who can do that is the Lord when you stand before him or..." here he took a breath and lingered for a few seconds before adding. "The person you have sinned against. If they forgive you, then I'm sure the Good Lord will take that into account."
My real problem was that as the bugger spoke those words, Marnie's eye moved to look at me; there was something in the expression of those eyes that made a little voice in the back of my head tell me that I didn't want to hear what Marnie was about to say to me.
Of course I ignored it, Marnie's pleading eyes pulled me down to listen to what she had to say.
No I'm not going to repeat what she actually said. But, be assured that what she did say cut me to my heart and made a mockery of our life together.
"Please forgive me," were her last words!
I stood up and looked down at her, utterly devastated by what she had said. I have no idea what kind of expression I had on my face, but I could see the tears running down the side of Marnie's.
"Please?" she mouthed once again.
"To err is human my son; to forgive is divine.
"I forgive you, Marnie!" I heard myself saying without thinking about it. Then I lent down and kissed her on the forehead.
As I went to do so, she smiled again and then closed her eyes as I kissed her. Almost at the same instant, the beeping of the heart machine changed to a continuous constant tone.
When I looked up at him, the vicar had his little prayer book open and he was very quietly reading aloud from it. I turned away and walked from the room, my world shattered.
I can't say that I handled Marnie's passing well. Yeah, I had put on a front at the funeral; I had little choice. And I told no one of her deathbed confession to me.
I stood in the church that day of the funeral, and looked around at all my so-called friends, wondering to myself how best I could pay some of the bastards back for what they had done to me.
My biggest problem was, I had little or no idea which particular friends were guilty. Oh, I knew that it was more than one, but I hadn't been able to make out their names as Marnie listed them to me. Her voice had been too weak or my brain just hadn't been able to handle it; I know not which.
I think it had all been made much harder to bear, after I had learnt at the inquest that Marnie had been approximately six weeks pregnant with our first child at the time of her death. Although, had Marnie survived the accident; the doctors were confident that the baby would not have. But, I had to wonder, was it mine?
Very soon after the funeral, I withdrew from any kind of a social life. Although, at first friends would call regularly and invite me to dinner or out to parties and the like.
The guys even tried to get me to continue with our regular Thursday evening poker games; but I couldn't face the idea of possibly sitting opposite guys who had been regularly laying my so-called faithful wife behind my back.
I can't say things went well at the office either. For a long time I turned into a real miserable bugger; it surprised me that my secretary Stephanie stayed with me. Many a time I chewed her out over silly little things that I should have laughed at. But Steph would just stand there and take it, until my rant was over and I'd got it out of my system. Then she'd smile when I apologised and say "thank you!" Confused the hell out of me for a long time when she did that
About a year after Marnie's death I attended the court case; where I discovered that the scaffolding company had been employing unqualified workers. Several of which, had also been killed when one or more of them apparently made a mistake. The design of the scaffold — that was being dismantled at the time - had been judged fine by experts. They suggested the cause of the collapse was most likely down to human error; someone had undone the wrong bolts at the wrong stage in the operation.
I did get financial compensation for the loss of my wife. It was much larger than I'd expected, because of her young age and more than doubled because Marnie had been pregnant.
I believe a couple of the scaffold company's directors served some time for corporate manslaughter; but I didn't attend the court for that part of the proceedings. I'd only been interested in why the scaffold had collapsed.
It was two years after Marnie's death that the tool of my retribution was handed to me on a plate. It came in the unlikely looking form of an enchanting young woman by the name of Alice. Alice was the twenty-three year old daughter of a distant relative of Marnie's. An unmarried mother of a two-year-old with a bit of a reputation in her own hometown; anyway she needed somewhere to stay in town for a couple of months and I was only too pleased to make my spare room available to her.
Now, I suppose it would be useful if I described Alice and her character to the reader. Well, let's put it as succinctly as possible; Alice was sex on legs! Long legs, that went all the way up to the shapely little arse of hers, which usually was only just covered by her skirt, which could justly be described as a wide belt. Necklines just don't plunge as low as the ones Alice normally wears, for logistical reasons. Those damn great knockers of hers would literally fall out whenever she bent over to pick up her child. Not that many red-blooded guys would object to that happening; but the child didn't come to stay, she stayed with her grandmother for the duration of Alice's visit.
Alice's actual character can only politely be described as gregarious. Or to put it bluntly, as beautiful and attractive as she was, Alice was still the village bike. She had one other quality that I needed but I'll leave that one until later, if you don't mind.
The week Alice moved in, I called around the guys to ask if they were still playing poker on Thursday nights. I was informed that a suitable venue no longer being available — Marnie and I had always hosted the Poker nights before her passing — they'd kind of fallen by the wayside.
That first week, half a dozen guys turned up and were virtually gobsmacked to see the sexy looking Alice hanging all over me when they arrived. Alice as I said was gregarious and flirtatious. She had this habit of hanging onto me as if we were married. I think all the guys were impressed and none mentioned Marnie.
The next week and every week after, all twelve guys turned up and we had to return to using two card tables, as we'd had to do when Marnie was alive. Alice played waitress every Thursday as well, nearly always dressed in one of her sexiest outfits.
Something else in my life changed, besides the poker games that is. Once again like they had for years before Marnie's passing, one or two of the guys would meet me as I came out of the office some evenings and we'd go for a drink or two together. When we did Alice, as Marnie had done before her, would complain that the dinner she'd cooked for me had gotten cold.
I'd just smile and tell her I was surprised she'd had time to cook it. Alice would grin back at me and wink.
But all good things must come to an end and before I really knew it Alice's two months were up and she went back home to her daughter.
"Jesus, I bet you're going to miss having that sexy little arse of Alice's around the joint," One of the guys said whilst we played poker the following Thursday.
"Well, I'm going to miss her cooking that's for sure!" I replied.
"Give over and the rest. I'll bet you've been giving Alice the seeing to of her life every bloody night since she's been here. Christ she always looks like she's chafing at the bit!" One of the other guy's said.
"You must be kidding; I wouldn't touch Alice that way if my life depended on it. I replied.
"What are you, mad? That little babe has been begging for it ever since she turned up here. Are you trying to tell us that you never shagged the arse of the little minx? We all thought she was really sweet on you."
"Sweet she might be, but Alice tends to hang out near the docks when she's down home. Silly little bitch picked up a dose of the Saigon flu last year. Real bastard strain as well, virulent and almost incurable."
"Is that anything like the Asian Flu?" One of the other guys asked.
"No, Christ don't you guys remember when we were kids, there was that strain of Clap the US soldiers were picking up in the Saigon brothels; there was a lot in the papers about it being incurable." I explained to them.
"No that weren't the Saigon Flu. But it was called the Saigon something. Maybe it was the Saigon Clap!" Yet another of the guys interjected laughing.
"Well, anyway Alice picked up a dose of the same strain of VD off some bleeding foreign seaman. That's what she's been up here in town for; they've been giving her jabs everyday trying to cure her at the STD clinic in town. But I think they've given it up as a bad job now." I told them all, with wry smile on my face.
Funny though, I noticed that about six of the guys had suddenly lost all the colour from their complexions. And you know what? Now those same guys seem to have quit turning up on our poker nights any more, as well.
I suppose I'd better tell you that eventually they did cure young Alice and she firmly keeps her legs crossed around strangers nowadays. Mind, it didn't stop her popping up to see her favourite uncle now and again; well, quite often really. That is, until Stephanie and I got married.



Oh yeah, at least seven divorces eventually came out of that little escapade. It appears to me that someone else's wife — if not more than one - might well have been putting it about a bit, whilst he was out playing games himself.
Hey maybe Alice and I are responsible for the growing divorce rate that they keep going on about in the newspapers.
Life goes on

This story is posted on the site with the Author's knowledge and consent.
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Chapter 1: The Memory Card
It all started on a Friday evening, I was just arriving home from work; rather later than I'd expected, because I was in the middle of some rather complicated negotiations on a bugger of a contract with some Yanks. They're several hours behind us, and now and again they tend to forget about the time difference; and that we have homes to go to.
"Dad, dad, it's gone wrong. I could only take seven photographs and it won't let me take any more, what's wrong with it?" My tearful thirteen-year-old daughter Katie whined at me, before I'd even gotten out of my car.
It didn't take me long to discover that someone had removed the memory card from the digital camera she'd been trying to use for her school project. The camera was my old one, and I'd left it in the bureau for anyone in the family to use when they wanted to. Assuming that Jamie had removed the card, either because he wanted to wind his sister up, or —and much more likely for a randy little sixteen-year-old who was quite definitely a chip off the old block - because he - and his friends - had been taking some pictures that he/they'd prefer no one else to be aware of. I smiled to myself wondering just what kind of japes the little bugger was getting up to now.
Then I showed Katie where to find and how to put one of the other memory cards into the camera. Technology had moved on and - as is all too usual when you upgrade just about anything electronic nowadays - my new camera used a completely different type of memory card. I suspect that most people have been there at some time or the other, upgrade the main item and all of the little ancillaries that you've carefully accumulated over time are no longer compatible with state of the art technology.
Consequently, I'd been left with an assortment of different capacity cards that didn't fit my new camera; I'd put most (but not all, for nefarious reasons) of the spare memory cards for the old camera, in the bureau drawer with it.
I went further, we wrote my daughter's name on the chip and I told her it was her personal card and to keep the card safely away from her brother's grubby little hands. Panic over, I began to get the dinner going.
My wife Vivian was up country for the week, visiting her little sister again as she had just dropped her first sprog, so I was playing chef that week. Young Stacie had had a rough old time of it and Vivian had been (busy) running backwards and forwards to her house spending a few days with her every month for most of her pregnancy. Stacie who was ten years younger than Vivian — an afterthought their parents claimed, an accident I should really imagine — had had three miscarriages on the trot and during this fourth one she had been molly-coddled by the rest of her family in the hope that it would go full term. So Vivian and her other sister had been spending one week a month each with her since shortly after the conception.
The kids and I were old hands at surviving a week without Vivian by then and as usual we'd worked our way through all the different takeaways in town - well the near-by ones anyway - consequently that evening I was going to have to actually cook. Was I glad that Vivian was due back some time on the Sunday morning?
When the kids and I sat down that evening to risk our lives and eat my efforts, I tackled Jamie on the whereabouts of the other memory card. There should have been five altogether in that draw if you included one in the camera, but there was only three left in the bag.
"Haven't seen it dad. I borrow Frankie's camera nowadays when I want to take any pictures, it's far better than that old thing and it uses different cards anyway."
I wasn't too convinced about Jamie's statement, because I'd actually seen him with the old camera several times in the not too recent past. Although I had to admit that Frankie had been proudly showing off the new, all singing, all dancing technological wonder, that her father brought back from Japan for her some weeks previous. It must have cost her father a bleeding mint; the damned thing could do just about everything, but make coffee. I'd been quite jealous of the girl when she showed it off to me; it put my new camera really in the shade.
But then what would you expect? Frankie's parents had been divorced a few years back and like many divorced parents they were both vying for her affections. The little vixen was having a rare old time of it, playing the pair of them — and their respective new spouses - off against each other, the best she knew how. Between them, they had managed to turn the really nice little youngster that I remembered, into a spoilt little brat who could get just about anything that she desired, by playing one of them against the other.
Frankie by the way is actually Frances, the fifteen-year-old temptress that Jamie's whole life had revolved around for the previous year or so. Although she'd been living several doors away all her life. God, the girls didn't look like that when I was at school. Frankie was a great kid, if as I said, a little spoilt since her parents had broken up, and had really always been a bit of a tomboy. She'd grown out of the tomboy bit a little as she'd began to mature and was really turning the young men's heads, because she'd developed one hell of a figure - for a fifteen year old - and I foresaw Jamie having the same sort of problems that I had with his mother when we were young in a year or so's time. That's of course assuming that Frankie and Jamie's courtship - that they both adamantly denied was really happening - lasted that long.
Frankie and Jamie were still quite shy about admitting to Vivian and me that they spent as much time as I knew they did, snogging. Bit of a chip off the old block was my son Jamie! I had to wonder if my dad worried as much about what I was getting up to, as I did about what Jamie was doing; especially where Frankie was concerned.
The card was useless for my new camera, but it had cost me a fair old screw back when I'd bought it; prices have dropped a hell of a lot since then. But, yeah call me a "tight-arsed bastard" if you like, but all the money that was spent in our house had been earned with the sweat of my brow.
The other important point about the whole little charade concerning that missing memory card and in particular Jamie - the most likely candidate to have some knowledge as to its whereabouts - claiming that he hadn't taken the thing, was that it had set the "suspicious parent" part of my brain, off a thinking. Quite surprising what kind of scenarios my lecherous old brain conjured up.
Later that evening I had the bureau drawer out and emptied its contents onto the floor, but there was no sign of the card. Then I tackled the drawer below to see if it had been dropped over the back of the drawer somehow. Still no sign of it!
Jamie was one step ahead of me and promptly volunteered to turn the drawers in his own bedroom out, so that I could see that he didn't have the memory card tucked away anywhere.
I knew full well - because he'd volunteered - that should I search his room, the card was not going to be in there; well, nowhere that I would find it in a hurry anyway. So I told him that would not be necessary and the card wasn't that important; thanking him for his offer of assistance, I pretended to give up on the search. Well, I won't say I gave up completely; I just apparently gave up actively looking. If Jamie had the card tucked away somewhere I was wasting my time searching for it when he was aware that I was actually looking.
On the Sunday, Vivian came back from her sister's place full of stories of sleepless nights and shitty nappies. Yeah, just the kind of thing you need to hear about whilst eating Sunday dinner. Come on fellas we've all been there, at one time or another; well most of us have. Why is it that women seem to have much stronger stomachs than men when it comes to babies?
That first night back Vivian was all over me and demanded that we retired to bed early. Her excuse to the children was that she was tired from her journey, I saw no sign of that tiredness when we got into bed that evening and I could hardly keep my eyes open the following day in the office. We hadn't gone at it like that since the children had been born; or maybe since the last visit Vivian had made to her sister's place. She always seemed to come back from there feeling excessively randy.
Anyway, I'd almost forgotten about the memory card for a week or so; then one day when Katie had wanted to use the camera again, for some reason and she asked me what she should do with the card that was already in the camera. I told her to put it back in the camera bag with the other three.
"Four" Katie corrected me, "there's four of them in here now, dad!"
Not that I didn't believe that my daughter was capable of counting to four, but I broke off from watching the cricket on the TV and went over to check for myself. Sure enough there were four little plastic storage cases for the cards in the camera bag and each one had a memory card in it.
Curiouser and curiouser. I thought to myself, now I wonder what kind of pictures Jamie had taken that he hadn't wanted anyone to know about. And ... was there any chance that I could recover them?
"Mummy might have found the card in his room somewhere and put it back," Katie suggested, with a wicked smile on her face, "I told her that you were looking for it."
Possibly Katie was hoping to get her teasing elder brother into trouble. There was a possibility that she was right about her mother finding the card in his room, but I somehow doubted it; Jamie had been too eager for me to search his room that day.
But then again, had the little bugger been playing the infamous double bluff, and figured that I wouldn't bother to waste time searching? Figuring that if Jamie had been, the boy would have deleted any pictures from the card that he didn't want anyone else in the family to see. But then again, I thought, were they safely deleted from his cynical and cunning father's eyes? I knew I had to be careful how I reacted then. So I just shrugged my shoulders and told Katie not to worry about it; I must have miscounted when I was looking for the missing card the first time.
"Oh well they're all there now, so there's nothing to worry about, Kate." Then ostensibly I went back to watching the cricket on the TV.
But I'm going to admit that my mind wasn't really on the match. You can call me a dirty old man if you like, but I was curious about what kind of pictures Jamie had stored on that card that he hadn't wanted me to know about.
Come on, there's a bit of the voyeur in all of us, and even if Frankie was only just approaching her sixteenth birthday, she had the figure on her of an eighteen or twenty-year-old. And besides that, I had to ensure that my son wasn't breaking any age of consent laws, didn't I?
Well, that's my excuse and I'm sticking to it!
My chance to start the process of checking things out came later that same evening, after everyone else had gone to bed. I took all the memory cards into my study to find out which one of them I wanted - or rather needed - to examine closely. It was relatively easy to work out which one I was interested in, because it was the only one of the four that apparently had nothing on it at all.
All of the other cards had the two "finders files" on them. You know, two files, one text and one jpeg that carried our details and a telephone number where we could be contacted should the card get mislaid somewhere. Okay some folks who might find the card or even the camera that the card is in, might just pocket the thing. But you'd be surprised how many honest people there are out there nowadays. Adding those two files, at least gives a finder - or the police if its handed in to them - a chance of tracking the owner down.
No charge for that tip by the way, I've been doing that since way back when we used to send photographic films away to be processed; the first picture on any roll of film I sent was always of a piece of card with my name and address on, just in case the film got separated from the paperwork somewhere in the system. Even all of my data CD's carry text and jpeg files with that information on, in case I should mislay them somewhere.
Whoever had wiped the card, it was apparent they had done it in a hurry, because they hadn't separated the "finders files" before they cleared the card; I was hoping that they had just highlighted everything on the card and hit the delete button or maybe just reformatted the thing. I wasn't too sure how well I could recover files from a reformatted drive though.
Switching the card in question for one of Vivian and my "special cards", that for nefarious reasons I still kept locked in my desk draw. Yeah well, all right, I'll explain, my wife Vivian is a very sexy woman and a bit of an exhibitionist to boot at times. She likes to dress up sexily and pose for me; and then undress even more sexily for the camera as well.
If I point a camera at Vivian in the bedroom, she can really get wound up; the best move I ever made was to suggest she posed nude for me a few years back. One of her favourite pastimes - between sessions of lovemaking, whilst I recovered - is watching the videos (CD's nowadays to be precise) that we've made of ourselves engaged in sex play together over the previous couple of years.
I first checked that the card I was replacing the "card in question" with, had been safely downloaded to a CD-rom though. Then I ran a scrubber program over the thing — twice - just for safety's sake. I wasn't dumb enough to fall into the same trap that I'd hoped my son had fallen into, so I wasn't taking any chances.
I doubted — or rather hoped — that Jamie hadn't thought of running a scrubbing program over the card in question, I figured that kids normally think that they are much cleverer when it comes to computers and things, than their elders. I was hoping that teenage arrogance was going to work in my favour.
Then I replaced the cards in the camera case and put the whole lot back in the bureau draw.
It was the following Saturday morning before I got the opportunity of looking at the card more closely. I hadn't told Vivian about my research, she'd have gone ape-shit at Jamie if there were any questionable images on that card. I figured that if necessary I'd tick the little monkey off myself, and Vivian need never know about it.
For a woman who was as liberated as Vivian could be in the bedroom; she could be very narrow-minded sometimes, especially where the children were concerned. Jesus, if she saw some of those mucky mags' that Jamie had hidden away down the garden shed he used as a den, she'd have thrown a bleeding pink fit.
Oh yeah, well, as a concerned parent I felt it was my duty, to be ... recognisant, of my son's literary interests. But I thought that it was better not to remove or destroy any of them - or even let on to him that I knew of their existence - because he might then find a new hiding place; or to be more precise, he might find a new hiding place where I wouldn't be able to vet his reading matter. That's my cover story and there's no hope in hell that you'll get me to admit otherwise.
That Saturday Vivian had taken Katie into town shopping. Jamie - with Frankie in tow - as usual had conned a lift into town with her also. We wouldn't see them for the rest of the day; they were planning on taking in a movie later. Then they'd tap Frankie's father for a lift home; the poor sob had a flat right in the town centre and his daughter was always tapping him up for a lift home to her mother's house late in the day. Kinda saved me running around all bleeding night.
I put the memory card into the reader on my computer and set the recovery program running -I'd got it free on a magazine cover disk—then left it to get on and do its thing. It was the first time I'd tried the program out and by the look of the way it was going, I figured that it was going to take some time; so I went out to cut the lawns, although I nipped back in to see how things were going every so often.
Why is it that these programs keeping stopping and asking you if you want to continue or what file you want to recover? Shit I wanted everything on the card recovered, all the damned thing was giving me was a list bloody numbers, how the hell did I know what they were until I could at least see them as thumbnails? I had to tell the thing to proceed again several times during the morning.
Anyway having set the thing going again, I returned to pushing the lawnmower around the garden. I'd have thought that by then my son should have been cutting my lawns for me, but no, the little bugger was off living it up with his bit of fluff. Mind, every time I looked at Frankie, I thought that I couldn't blame the little sod; at his age I'd have chosen sitting in the back row of the local flea pit with Frankie, over mowing lawns any day.
George one of the neighbours, who'd been mowing his lawn as well, came over with a can of beer for me and we chewed the fat for an hour or so. Guess what? His son was off with some bit of candyfloss as well, instead of mowing his father's front lawn like he'd promised he would.
I was still chatting to George when Vivian and Katie unexpectedly returned early. Katie had met some school friends — read boys - in town and she was also heading for the movies that afternoon; she had to come home first to make the necessary changes to her appearance i.e. put on a tighter sweater and pair of tighter jeans, not forgetting several layers of make-up.
"He's a nice boy Jim, don't worry so much!" Vivian had assured me when I questioned who this boy was.
"Oh yeah, your mother thought I was a nice boy, once!" I replied with a grin, after Katie had run inside the house to perform the transformation from thirteen-year-old out shopping with mummy, into a thirteen-year-old going on twenty-year-old temptress, who I knew would re-emerge from her room half an hour later.
"You can drive her back into town and look him over and to see if he passes muster." Vivian laughed back at me.
Funny how they do that, isn't it? Wives I'm talking about, how they set you up for playing chauffeur so easily.
I was just about to tell Vivian that she must have volunteered to drive Katie back into town in the first place, when I remembered that the recovery program was still running on the computer in the study.
Damn that would set Vivian's radar off; I normally used my laptop at home. I only used the family machine for stuff like downloading photographs from the cameras', because the remote card reader I'd originally had, died. There had seemed little point in spending money on replacing the remote one, because our new Dell had a card reader built into the case when we'd upgraded the home system. The old thing couldn't play the latest games, according to the kids.



I made some incredulous excuse and dashed inside to shut down the program. Luckily I set the recovery program to store the recovered files on one of my pen-drives. All I had to do was hit the shut-down tag and then pull both the memory card and the pen-drive from the machine. Then kill the PC as well.
Luckily it was all shut down by the time Vivian appeared after putting her shopping away in our bedroom and asked me how I'd wasted my morning. As if she hadn't been able to see the lawn mower outside the garage door and the grass all neatly cut?
Damn it women get me sometimes. Us guys are supposed to be able to tell that the vacuum cleaner cupboard door being slightly ajar, means that the wife has been busy cleaning house all day and someone else should volunteer to get dinner or possibly take her out for a meal.
An empty washing basket on the landing at the top of the stairs, means that she's spent he whole day washing and ironing, and should lead to similar conclusions.
But the lawn mower outside the garage door and the front and rear lawns having taken on the look of Crown Bowling greens, does not tell her anything at all about what I'd been doing all morning.
Anyway I was informed that Katie would be ready to leave in about twenty minutes and the hint was made that a cup of tea would go down very nicely. Then Vivian dropped the hint that we were going to have the house to ourselves for a few hours.
"I think I'll go soak in the Jacuzzi for a while, I've had a heavy week. Perhaps you can join when you get back, lover?" She grinned at me.
Katie's admirer got a cursory look over and the "Don't you dare try any hanky panky with my little angel!" stare when she introduced him to me. I'd got out of the car, better to give the little bugger the evil eye. Several of Katie's school friends and their boyfriends were going to the cinema as well, so I had relaxed a little.
Back at the house I found Vivian sitting naked in the Jacuzzi and watching one of our home videos at the same time. I knew that I was in for a harder afternoon than I'd had that morning.
Oh, I suppose it wouldn't hurt to explain that our Jacuzzi is inside a conservatory that we'd had built on the back of the house. That way we had the best of both worlds. Open the conservatory's sliding doors and we were virtually outside in the summer. Close all of the blinds and it could be blowing a gale or pouring down with rain on a cold winter's day; but in the Jacuzzi you'd never know the difference.
It was a very tired Jim who had to get dressed and drive into town to collect Katie later that day. Jamie's curfew was a couple of hours later and Frankie's father would transport them home. I'm not quite sure how I stayed awake on the drive home with Katie; Vivian had done a pretty good job on me during the afternoon. And by the time we got (back) to bed that night she'd got her second wind, if you understand where I'm coming from.
------------------------------------------------
Chapter 2: Curiosity Kills the Cat
Tuesday lunchtime had come around before I got a chance to look at the files that I'd recovered from the memory card on the Saturday, and what I discovered was to be one hell of a shock to the old system.
The program had put the recovered files into several folders. One of Jpeg's, one of mpegs and one of bits and pieces of recovered files; at first sight, I somehow doubted that I'd be able to make much out of them.
I opened the Jpeg folder first and from the thumbnails it soon became pretty obvious that Jamie had little to do with the memory card's short disappearing act.
The first six thumbs that I could see were of Vivian, and she had taken them herself; her arm stretched out holding the camera was plainly visible. After getting over my initial shock, I switched the window to slide show view and slowly began to scroll through the recovered files.
I found the pictures confusing at first though, I couldn't figure out why Vivian would want to take self-images?
Then as I scrolled through the images I got a real shock, the first shots had been of Vivian's face smiling at the camera. A couple of images further on and the camera had been inexpertly tilted down and her ample cleavage appeared to be the highlight of the picture. In the following shots Vivian had slowly undone the buttons of her blouse and eventually her bra was the centre of attention and Vivian had pulled a cup back to display one of her nipples. I honestly couldn't understand what she was playing at, or why.
The sequence began again almost back to repeats of the first pictures. Only the shots had obviously been taken on a separate occasion, because Vivian was wearing a different blouse and bra; this time one of several she had that fastened at the front. By the end of the sequence, her naked breasts were displayed in their full glory. And what's more, she was playing with one of her nipples with her free hand.
Quite suddenly my brain went into overdrive and I began to put a few things together. Charlie Crum had pictures like these plastered all over the inside of his locker door at the gym and at the golf club. Jesus he was always telling anyone and everyone who'd listen - and who might believe him - that they were of the women he had cyber-sex with on the Internet.
"Jesus F Christ," I said to myself out loud "Vivian has found herself an Internet lover!"
I quickly scrolled through a lot more of the pictures at high speed, remembering — with hindsight — as I did so that when Jamie had asked that we get a web-cam some months back, Vivian - who usually showed little interest in the computer - had taken his corner when I'd said I didn't want the associated software clogging up and slowing down the system. There's always a penalty of some kind to be paid for adding all that unnecessary junk.
Shit, further along the list of files were some images of Vivian's legs and then bugger me, if there weren't some — what are euphemistically termed - up-skirt shots where the gusset of her ... Shit, she was wearing that bloody thong I'd bought her; she would only ever put that on for me, in our bedroom.
Then, Holy cow! She had her knickers completely off in some of the shots ... and she was playing with some of her toys.
There must have been over a hundred self-taken images of Vivian — mostly sitting in the study at the computer desk, well on the computer chair anyway — in various stages of undress and playing with herself.
Then finally and quite suddenly there were several images of Vivian - dressed in her lowest cut blouse — sitting at a table in a restaurant somewhere. These last three shots were not self-taken and I couldn't recognise the restaurant in question either. Vivian was smiling at the camera provocatively. I knew that expression I'd seen it on her face many times over the years.
There were three more pictures, but they were indistinct and at first I was a little confused as to what they were supposed to be of. But then I realised that whoever had taken those pictures of Vivian smiling at him — I was assuming it was a him, I somehow doubted that Vivian would smile at a woman that way — had tried to take an up-skirt picture of Vivian's privates, under the restaurant table. Vivian had her knees just about as far apart as she could get away with in a public place like that, and her skirt pulled up someway to display that bleeding thong!
By that time, I was beside myself with anger. I had to slam the screen of my laptop down and I stormed out of my office. My destination was the tobacconist on the corner at the end of the road. I'd stopped smoking - at Vivian's insistence - three years before; but it had always been a battle to keep off of the bleeding things; suddenly that battle was suddenly lost.
From the tobacconist, I headed to the pub over the road; avoiding the lounge bar that the guys from the office would be in, I hit the public bar and sat there in a corner brooding. Just what the hell was I going to do?
You know it was a real shock to the system to find your wife stepping out on you after nearly seventeen years. After all that time it's not like you can kid yourself that you got married too young or anything; although we had been forced to move the marriage up a year or so because Vivian had been expecting Jamie. But it wasn't like a shotgun wedding or anything; Vivian and I had planned to get married, just not quite as soon as we did.
And it wasn't like our marriage could be described as iffy either. There never had been any arguments, well not big ones anyway. There'd never been any extended periods of being uppity with each other either, sending each other to Coventry or anything like that.
Vivian didn't get all out of shape about the time I spent doing my own thing, like golf and she came to the gym with me most of the time. And - not that I went that often - she'd always been enthusiastic about coming to the odd test match with me, as well. The same as I was suitably enthusiastic when I took her to Badminton for the horse trials every year, and all the other horse shows that she and Katie liked to go to.
So, had I missed something completely; what the hell was so wrong with our marriage that Vivian would find herself a boyfriend? Come to that who the hell was he, and exactly when was she meeting him?
I'd downed half a dozen whiskies before I came to my senses — well, to be honest, they rang the last orders bell — and I thought I'd better make my way — a little unsteadily on the old feet - back to my office.
"Jesus wept Jim, what the hell have you been getting up to?" Grace -my secretary come PA - demanded the moment she clapped eyes on me.
I was over an hour late back from lunch and it was pretty obvious that Grace had been worried. Grace followed me into my office and stood there staring at me as I slumped into my chair.
"I do believe you've been drinking Jim! Is something wrong, what's brought this on? You don't drink like that."
"I don't find that my wife's been running round behind my back with some tosser everyday either, Grace."
"Oh my god Jim. Are you sure?"
I didn't have to tell her that I was, my facial expression must have said all that Grace needed to know. She disappeared out of the office and said something that I couldn't hear clearly to one of the other girls — I assume she told them that we weren't to be disturbed "By anyone!" Then she returned, locking the door behind her; poured out a couple coffees and placing one of them on my desk, took the seat opposite me.
"Right let's have it all, chapter and verse. What makes you think that Vivian would run around on you?"
"I don't think Gracie, I know! Look at this?" I lifted the screen on my laptop and punched in my password. By chance the picture that I'd left showing in the window was of Vivian smiling across the restaurant table at the camera.
"But she's just having a meal with a friend Jim, what does that prove ... Oh shit!" Grace exclaimed. I'd scrolled the pictures through to the under table shots as she spoke. "Oh my, what's the silly cow been up to?"
"Doesn't take a genius to work that out Grace, take a gander at these." I scrolled back through the image files.
"Crike's where did you get these. The silly cow didn't leave them on your home computer, did she?"
"You know what they are?"
"Oh my, unfortunately I do, I'd say they are evidence that Vivian's been having cyber sex with someone. Well, I'm assuming that's what she's doing there; I have no personal knowledge of how you go about having cyber sex with anyone. Always thought it sounded a bit ... pointless, to me anyway. Mind, she could have just been chatting to someone on line and got carried away, isn't that what those paedophiles do to the kids, chat them up and then get them to send mucky pictures?"
"Except for those pictures in that restaurant!"
"Except for those yes, they sort of put the kibosh on the idea that Vivian just got carried away one day, don't they. But then again Vivian might well have been buggering about with an old girlfriend from school or something, what has Vivian got to say for herself?"
"Dunno, I haven't challenged her. I haven't had a chance to work out what I'm going to do about any of this yet. Anyway I very much doubt that it was a female, Vivian would never behave like that with another woman."
"Why-ever not? My school friends and I got really out of hand sometimes, when we were young. Especially when our figures began to develop. Dowdy old gymslips they might have been, but if you knew how to strut your thing you could drive the boys wild, in them."
"Too much information Grace, you're supposed to be everyone's mother around here, remember?"
"Yeah sorry, but what I'm trying to say is that there could be an ... Well ... maybe not an entirely innocent explanation. But ... Oh God you know what I mean. Don't declare Vivian guilty until you know all the facts. And don't go off half bloody cocked either, make sure you know as much as you can before you challenge her; remember what happened to Martin Banks. He accused his wife of cheating on him and when it came down to brass tacks, he couldn't prove a bloody thing."
"Oh shit, yeah!"
"Yeah, in the end, she divorced him for what she claimed was his unreasonable behaviour and took him to the bloody cleaners in the process. Then the next thing you know, the bitch marries her fancy man and they are living the high life on Martin's dough. Banksie should have made sure he had all his ducks lined up in a row before he opened fire. Just make sure that you are completely sure of your facts, before you say anything about this to Vivian. Oh and make sure that you are sober as well, how much have you drunk by the way; you smell like a damned distillery?"
"Too much Gracie, and I've started smoking again."
"Yeah I know; I can smell the cigarettes as well. For now, we'd better do a little damage control; we don't need every bugger in the place to know that you've tied-one-on, they will want to know why. You stay in here for the rest of the afternoon; get your head down and try to sleep it off and I'll head off any visitors at the pass. We'll wait until they've all gone home this evening and then I'll drive you back to my place; you can stay there tonight. I'll call Vivian and tell her you've been called down to the factory in Eastleigh at short notice to sort out some problem or the other."
"What's the point in doing that Grace?"
"Jesus Jim, Vivian is going to smell that booze on you the moment you walk in the door; and those damned fags as well. She'd go bleeding loopy and want to know why you were drinking. And that would probably lead to the pair of you going at it like hammer and tongs. How long do you reckon it would be before you lost it and let fly with the only ammunition you've got?"
"Good point Grace, what would I do without you to watch my arse for me?"
"Probably enjoy having one of those silly little girls out there sitting on your knee, taking dictation. Funny isn't it, how when you guys get a pretty young secretary or PA, suddenly you don't seem to be able to type very fast any more. Now, keep quiet and lock this door behind me."
Grace woke me from my drunken stupor after everyone else had left the office that evening and led me down to my car, in which she drove me to her place; declaring that I was still too drunk to risk driving myself. She'd added that her little Honda parked in the company car park wouldn't raise any eyebrows, because she often left it there when one of her dates picked her up from the office. But if anyone saw my car parked there and it got back to Vivian, it would be pretty obvious that I wasn't down in Eastleigh.
She stashed my car in her block's underground car park and then we went up to her flat where after throwing me a pair of her ex husband's jeans and a tee shirt she told me to get showered and changed whilst she fixed us something to eat. She'd wash my shirt and get the smell of cigarettes out of my suit later.
I suppose I'd better tell you something about Grace, or Gracie as she was often called. Of indeterminate age, probably her late forties or early fifties, she was still a fine looking woman. I have no idea why her marriage had broken up just before she became my secretary; rumour has it that her husband had a cute little assistant. But anyway after working for me for a year or so, Grace had made some very drastic changes to her own lifestyle and appearance. She had taken to going to the gym several times a week and going out dancing with some of the younger girls from the office in the evenings.
Although playing the matronly part with the other females around the office - because she was the eldest by a good few years - I'd gathered that Grace had let her hair down a bit and turned into quite a girl on the quiet. She'd found herself a whole string of handsome and I believe very rich suitors; but for some reason she didn't hook up permanently with any of them, well not at that time anyway.
Gracie even reconciled with her ex-husband for a little while at one time, but I heard rumours — and reading between the lines — that he no longer cut the mustard in the bed department. The word was that the poor bugger found he couldn't keep up with Gracie any more and she kicked him out again. I have to wonder whether Gracie reconciled with the bugger in the first place just so's she could take the piss. Maybe he should have taken that old saying about a woman scorned, a little more seriously.
I'd better point out that Grace must have been at least ten or maybe fifteen — damned hard to judge some women's age sometimes - years older than me, and besides the fact that plenty of innuendos flew around in our conversations; neither of us had any intention of buggering up our fantastic working relationship. I hope that's understood, so nothing untoward should be read into my spending the night at Gracie's flat.
After we'd eaten we went through the images again, and Grace was the first to spot that whatever had been going on it had lasted at least four months and probably longer. Grace had thought to check the dates on the files, buggered if I know why I never thought of doing that.
Eventually we got around to the other folder, the one containing mpegs. Well actually there was only one file in there, it had been made about two months previous. When clicked upon it opened in Media player.
The picture started very dark and at first, neither of us could make out what it was of.
"Oh god he's tried to film under the table." Grace suddenly realised, "look there's the table leg and that whiter area must be the table cloth hanging down."
Then the screen went very bright as the camera was pulled up into the light above the table. The auto focus and iris controls, doing their utmost to get the exposure correct. Then the image stabilised and all that could be seen was a cruet set on the table. But on turning up the volume Vivian could be heard ordering her meal.
"Oh shit, that bloody camera!" I exclaimed, "The silly buggers gone to take another photograph under the table and hit the wrong button; he's set it to video mode by accident. It'll record until the card fills up, or the battery goes flat."
"Quiet, I can't hear what he's saying." Grace admonished me. "Turn the volume right up?"
Grace was right we could only just hear his voice; the microphone on that camera was directional and had a very narrow beam of sensitivity. Although we couldn't see her, the camera was obviously pointing in Vivian's general direction. However the guy's voice must have been bouncing back off the glass containers of the cruet set. I turned the volume as high as it would go so we could make out almost everything that was being said.
"About time you showed me a bit of the high life, do you bring Stacie here?" Vivian asked.



"What do you think I am, bloody mad! No one we know comes to this place, too damned expensive." A man's voice replied.
I'm not sure what expression came over my face, but Grace's hand shot out, grabbed the mouse and hit the pause button.
"You know who he is?"
"Jesus Christ that's William, her bloody brother in law. Her sister Stacie's husband."
"What, the one who's just had the baby?"
"Yeah!"
"Are you sure?"
"Of course I'm bloody sure, I'd know that little tosspot's voice anywhere. Fuck, they are always sodding around together, but never in a million years did I think that they'd ever..." my voice must have faded to nothing as I remembered Vivian and the little shit flirting together so many times over the previous few years. Funny how you always think that kind of behaviour is innocent fun when it's with a family member.
"Hold on Jimmy, don't go jumping the gun; lets see what they say to each other?" Grace hit the play button.
Generally the conversation was pretty unintelligible. There was a lot of background noise from the restaurant and often Vivian and Bill were lowering their voices so they wouldn't be overheard by the other dinners.
Eventually Grace went off and found some earphones; she was adept at taking shorthand notes at meetings and although we hadn't used them at our office for years, she was used to transcribing Dictaphone recordings as well. Grace sat there and listened to the recording several times taking shorthand notes as she went. Then she was going to type them up so that I could read them.
I made copious cups of coffee for us both and sat and brooded.
Right from the first time I'd met him, I'd never been a fan of Bill Banks. Well, he was an Estate Agent so that should tell most folks that he was a slime ball; or maybe that's my personal opinion of the profession. He was a dapper looking bloke, always smart and with a pretty smart mouth on him as well. But he had been Vivian's sister's intended (and later her husband), so I'd cut the bugger some slack and tried not to show my natural dislike of the guy.
The few times that I saw him at family dos and the like — I tended to avoid the bugger and the do's, if I could get away with it - he was pleasant enough; maybe a little on the loud side. And he had the annoying habit of flirting with Vivian and her other sister Janice most of the time. But then again, I flirted with both Janice and Stacie at those family do's as well, so I'd never read anything into it. Maybe I just hadn't been cynical enough?
"Yeah well, none of this makes much sense to me, Christ alone knows what Vivian and her sister thought they were playing at?" Grace said, eventually taking the earphones off, after going through the recording several times. "This is going to sound completely bonkers Jim, but it is plainly apparent that both Vivian and Janice have been shagging him regularly so that he'll leave Stacie alone during her pregnancy."
"Do f-ing what?"
"You heard me! I take it that there's been a consensus of opinion that Stacie's miscarriages were down to the idiot's constant demands for sex whilst she was heavily pregnant."
"That doesn't make sense Vivian and I were still at it. Almost until the kids were born."
"That's my opinion as well, but it seems that this Bill guy, is a bit of an arsehole..."
"You can say that again!"
"Yeah well, I'm reading between the lines, but I gather this Bill guy thinks he's something special in bed, but he goes at it like a bull in a china bloody shop. Listen to some of this." Grace began to read back snippets from her shorthand notes.
"Vivian. Jesus you know that you hurt me sometimes going at it like you do. It's no wonder Stacie never went full term."
"Him. Give over Viv, you enjoy every minute of it and so does Stacie. I know you can't wait to feel my monster in you again."
"Vivian. You overrate yourself Bill. I let you shag me for one reason, and one reason only; so that you leave Stacie alone until after the baby is born. But you know, you'll never win any prizes as a stud."
"I think he got a little annoyed with her here." Grace commented and then read on.
"Him. I'm a damned sight better than your old man and that little dick of his anyway. You told me that yourself."
"Vivian. Don't kid yourself Bill, I was just stroking your ego. Jim's a better lover than you'll ever be. And what's more, he's bigger than you as well."
"Him. Balls, you told me that it was my big..."
Grace looked up at me. "The rest of what he said there is unintelligible."
"Vivian. Christ Bill, it's got little to do with size anyway. It's what you do with it that counts; and Jim has more sensitivity in his little finger than you have in your whole body or that bleeding dick of yours. Just to make a point though I'll tell you that he is bigger, quite a bit bigger actually. He's a damned sight more sensitive to a woman's needs and very gentle when we make love. All you seem to be able to do is rut like a bull in the matting season."
"Him. Well Janice has never complained. And you're never reticent to come back for another session."
"Vivian. You do nothing to make a woman feel she's anything other than a blow-up sex toy Bill. Damn it you've spent too much time shagging those damned pro's, you have no idea how to make a woman feel really good. You know that those pro's will tell you how good you are, just to get you to cum quicker, they don't mean a word they say."
"Him. "Balls Vivian, you can't wait until we get up to that room and I give you a good seeing-to. You need me now; both you and Janice can't get enough of me, you'll be back after the baby is born, I guarantee it!"
"Vivian. Not a hope in hell Bill. Our deal was that you could have one of us every fortnight, providing that you left Stacie alone until the baby was safely born. And that you stayed away from those bloody pro's. Once Stacie has the child, then Janice and I are cutting you off for good."
"Him. Oh no you don't! Come-on, that weren't the deal and you know it. I get one of you every couple of weeks until the doc gives Stacie the all clear for her to resume her wifely duties."
"Vivian. Yeah, that was what we promised. Okay, I'll give you until a month after the baby is born and that's the end of it."
"him. You think? Nah girl, you'll be back for some more, take my word for it."
"Vivian. Not a hope in hell Bill."
"Well that's about the gist of it Jim; the camera appears to have shut itself down then." Grace said looking up from her pad.
"Yeah, it does that; I'm surprised that the battery lasted that long."
"Well I couldn't get it all, some of it was much too faint to hear properly, but I think we can gather what's been going on."
"Yeah my wife and her sister have been letting the bastard fuck them so that he leaves Stacie alone whilst she pregnant."
"I gather that it isn't just to do with keeping him away from Stacie whilst she pregnant though, Jim. I could only pick out a few words of some of it, but joining the dots. Did you know that he gave Stacie VD at one time?"
"No, but I did get the idea that the marriage was on the rocks a year or so back. Stacie lost a baby about the same time. I thought that was what caused it."
"Yeah well, this is only supposition, but I believe that him staying away from prostitutes was part of the deal as well. This guy seems like a real arsehole to my way of thinking. And what the Christ, Vivian and her sister thought they were playing at is anyone's guess. If he goes with pro's and the two of them, behind his wife's back; what's to stop him going with a pro or some tart he's picked up when neither sister is around?"
"Good point, but I can't see that Vivian or Janice's action can possibly be as altruistic as they would like to pretend. They have both had the habit of flirting with the bugger, ever since he appeared on the scene. And I've got to admit he's a good looking bugger and having a bloke ten years younger than them chasing after them must have stroked their egos a little."
"So ... What are you going to do, Jim?"
"Well I don't have much choice do I? Mrs Vivian Standing is about to become the ex Mrs Vivian Standing."
"What, just like that; you're not going to talk about it with her?"
"What's to talk about Gracie? She's my wife and she's been shagging that wanker for god knows how long..."
"But only because..."
"Because of what, Grace? She's my wife, and wives don't go around shagging arseholes like Billy Banks behind their husband's back; at least mine don't. The first time she climbed into bed with the bastard ended our marriage as far as I'm concerned."
"What about the kids Jim, have you thought how they are going to take it?"
"Don't ask me Grace. Ask Vivian, she's the one who made this bleeding mess. The children will have to learn to live with their mother's actions. That's assuming that they are mine."
"Don't be so bloody stupid Jim, of course they are yours. The family likeness is obvious."
"I've got cousins with the same facial features as mine Grace. Or maybe she found herself a man who looked like me."
"Now you are being stupid Jim; you know that they are yours. From what I got off that recording Vivian and her sister are just keeping him otherwise occupied, whilst Stacie is pregnant. Probably they will never go near him again. Isn't there some way that you could see your way to forgiving her?"
"Grace you saw those photographs. She might say that she started it to keep him away from her sister. But those pictures that she's obviously sent to him ... Jesus Christ, or some other lover that she's found, over the Internet. She could well have another stud kicking around somewhere that I don't know about. Anyway, those pictures tell me that she was having the time of her life. I don't see why you can't see that?"
"Oh I can, Jim. But I just want you to think of all the alternatives before the balloon goes up. Once the ball starts rolling, there's sweet FA that can be done to stop it, you know. You've got to have it all worked out in your mind before you start. There's the children and your financial situation to think about. You know that Vivian will get the children and most likely the house as well, don't you?"
"Yeah, I had that figured. But the house is almost paid for, and the children will only be around for a few more years. They both intend on going to Uni, and once they've gone, I can insist she sells the house and we split the difference. Or she can have the house as part of her cut of our communal property."
"Okay, if you're sure about what you want to do, then I suggest you see a solicitor first thing in the morning. You can use Judy, she handled my divorce and she's shit hot. But first thing I suggest is that you go to the bank and withdraw a hunk of cash to tide you over, just in case Vivian gets smart. If she decides to fight you, then the first thing that will probably happen, is your bank accounts will get frozen. And don't go opening another account in your own name in a hurry, the courts are wise to that and they will freeze that bugger as well."
"But I can't run around with twenty grand in cash in my pocket."
"You don't have to Jim; you trust me don't you? Christ, I've worked for you long enough."
"Of course I do Gracie."
"Well in that case we can open an account in my name and you can have full access to it. Damn it, if we put a debit card on the bugger, I'll cut mine up and you'll have almost exclusive access."
The next morning Grace and I stuck our noses in the office for a little while, to prove we were both still alive, then hit my bank and followed that with a visit to her bank; before going to see her friendly solicitor. I'm not too sure that friendly was the right way to describe her though.
Anyway she went through all the "are you sure that you want to do this" rigmarole. Then informed me that there were arbitrators and counsellors to be seen before we could get a quickie divorce. And that if Vivian put up a fight over just about anything the battle could go on for some time and prove to be expensive.
We worked out an outline plan. We weren't talking millions, but I'd do well as far as my salary is concerned and Vivian didn't do too bad either, even if she was only working part time. Our savings, the house, our communal property and how it was going to be divided, were going to be the biggest problem.
After dropping Grace back at the office I headed for home, I wanted to be ready for Vivian when she came home from work at one.
But Vivian didn't arrive home at one; she didn't turn up until half two. My mind did wonder where she'd been and what she'd been up to?
"Hello Jim! What are you doing home at this time of day?" Vivian called as she entered the front door. She'd obviously seen my car in the drive.
"I'm in here." I called from the kitchen, "Where have you been until this time?"
"Shopping," she said joining me in the room, "I brought that new dress I told you about, for Saturday night. Look at this I'm going to kill them at the Parsons' party." She said, pulling the little black number she'd been raving about for a couple of weeks from her bag and holding it up for me to see.
"What's up, Jim; are you all right?" she said when her eyes met mine, expecting to see approval of her purchase in them.
Instead she saw anger. I'll give you controlled anger, but I was on the limit and we'd been married long enough for Vivian to be able to recognise the fact.
"No, I'm not all right Vivian. Sit down and let's get this little lot sorted, before the children get home."
She took a seat opposite me, for a moment I thought she knew that I knew about her adultery with Banksey. But she didn't, she didn't work it out even when I shoved the forms at her and told her to fill it in.
"But this is a divorce petition?" She suddenly gasped out after studying the forms for a few seconds.
"Yeah, now I think that you should stay here with the children; if you like we can add our net worth up and when we divide it down the middle the house can come in your half."
"What are you talking about, why should we divide anything?"
"Well, I don't intend to walk away from this marriage with nothing Vivian, although you can if you wish. Oh, but don't go expecting me to pay you any maintenance by the way; I'll of course cough-up my share for the children, but you can earn your own bleeding living."
"Jimmy, I don't understand; what's all this about?"
I've got to admit Vivian did look like she had no idea what was going on. She's an accomplished actress, but not that good. I really think that she hadn't put two and two together.
"Adultery Vivian!" I said sternly, "Your repeated adultery with your sister's husband."
I really should have been a little bit quicker in my reactions. But she took me completely by surprise and I had to get right around that bleeding table. So there was no way that I could make it in time to catch her. Vivian had just keeled over and disappeared from view; plus there was an almighty crash as her head hit the cooker before it hit the floor.
Vivian had split her head open on the cooker and knocked herself out cold when her head hit the tiled floor. So I made a panicked 999 phone call for an ambulance with one hand, whilst I damped a tea towel to place on her forehead with the other. Another clean tea towel I placed over the large cut on her scalp. Then I gently put her in the recovery position, before rushing out to open front door ready for the medics, when they arrived.
But the medics weren't the first to arrive on the scene; the police were! Unfortunately for me, the WPC who was first to show up, was a very observant police officer, and she soon noticed the divorce petition forms lying on the table. From there on in, things spiralled completely out of my control.
I suppose that you do have to look at it from the policewoman's perspective. There was Vivian lying on the floor unconscious, bleeding from a wound on her temple, and with a bloody great bump on the back of her head to boot. On the kitchen table were the shiny new divorce papers filled in and all ready to be signed. It stood to reason that any bugger who spends several nights a week watching police crime shows on the telly, is going to figure that quite possibly, Vivian and I had had an argument about the divorce and I had gotten violent with her.
Look they dragged my mate away and locked the bugger up, when his wife unfortunately got injured during some over-ambitious sexual gymnastics, and his wife had been fully conscious when the emergency services arrived.
Net result was, Vivian - still unconscious - went to the hospital in an ambulance and I took a ride to our local Nick in the back of a police car. There followed several hours of probing questions before Vivian came around long enough to convince the police that she had fainted and injured herself accidentally. I'm not sure that the station sergeant was at all convinced by her story, but eventually he told me that I was free to go.
It was forty-eight hours before the hospital released Vivian. I came home from work that evening to find her waiting for me this time. Her sister Janice was sat beside her. Vivian pushed the completed form across the table to me.
"You won't change your mind whatever I say, will you?" Vivian asked.
"Nope, not a hope in hell." I replied.
"Look Jimmy, aren't you being a bit hasty here." Janice butted in.
"Tell me Janice what's Graham going to do, is he going to divorce you?"
I thought for a moment that Janice was going to do a Vivian and faint as well. But she recovered quite quickly."
"What are you talking about?"
"Oh Christ, don't you try any of that bullshit with me, Janice. I know all about you and Vivian's little arrangement with your arsehole stud, so don't try to treat me like a bloody idiot."
I could see by looking at Vivian that she'd realised that I knew everything. She'd known that when I'd turned up at the hospital with the children and didn't get closer than ten feet from her. The children had been with us all the time so we hadn't had a chance to discuss anything; it was all said and done with our eyes. The children - and the hospital staff - I think were confused as to the reason why Vivian kept bursting into tears all the time, when I was around.
"You're not going to tell Graham are you, Jim? We've been married twenty one years." Janice said, with tears welling up in her eyes.
"I can't see that there's much point, Janice. After all, he rolled over and took it the last time you stepped out on him."
"You knew about that?"
"Yeah of course we did, didn't your loving sister here tell you that Graham sat in the same seat as you are sitting in now and cried his eye's out like a little kid. I told him to dump you, but Jezebel here persuaded him to go back home to you. Was that the plan, were you trying to repay the favour to her now?"
"No Jim, I know you better than that, Janice would be wasting her time." Vivian had at last decided to speak. "I'm sorry ... things kind-a got out of hand. It was all a big joke, until it wasn't any more; I think both Janice and I got carried away. Neither of us thought of the consequences, we'd been drinking and ... well you know how it is, it seemed like a good idea at the time. But once we'd started, we couldn't very well stop because he threatened to tell you about it."
"Bollocks, Vivian. You knew exactly what you were doing and don't try to lay the blackmail excuse on me. Jesus that arsehole knew as well as you did that I'd have killed him if he'd tried to tell me some cock and bull story, and so do you. You thought you could pull the wool over my eyes and get away with it, but I'm not as dumb as I look." I took a breath and calmed my temper. "Right there's really no more to be said on the matter, you can explain it all to the children when they get home. I'll see them Saturday when I come for the rest of my things. I'm leaving now." I said, picking up the completed forms.



"Jim no wait; where are you going to live?" Vivian asked.
"Not that it's any of your business any more Vivian; but in an emergency I can be contacted at Grace's place for the time being. I'll have to look for somewhere permanent in the next few weeks."
With that, I collected the two cases I'd already packed from the bedroom and left the house. I think Vivian was still sitting at the kitchen table with Janice, possibly in a state of shock.
End of Ch. 02
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Chapter 3: Complications of Life as a Divorced Man
Things didn't go as easily as all that, though. Vivian and I did have to see some arbitration or counsellor guy, not that it was much more than a waste of time. There were some uncomfortable confrontations between us, but not in front of the children.
The divorce took six months to go through and all that time the children were trying to talk me into going back home again. The poor little sods had no idea why their parents had broken up and weren't to know for several years. I believe both Vivian and I, told them that we'd just drifted apart, not that the children bought that story for a minute. Kids aren't daft nowadays and Katie - at least - put two and two together successfully within the year; or so she was to tell me later.
I stayed sharing Grace's flat for over a year, actually until she found a fella who asked her to marry him. He had plenty of cash and she promptly moved in with him, which allowed me to take over the lease of the three bedroomed flat from her. It was plenty big enough for the children to stay over with me when they wanted. As a matter of fact, they had stayed over even whilst Grace was living there, with James bedding down on the sofa in the lounge.
I liked the guy that Grace married. He was a big shot at one of my company's clients and to be honest he suited Grace down to the ground. I got the feeling that Grace had known him much longer than she ever let on to me; it could be that he might have visited my office many years previous, before I worked there and whilst he was lower in the pecking order at his own company. My suspicion always has been that he must have run into Grace back then, but they both would have been married at the time.
Whether she actually loved him — or he loved her - is another matter, but they had something special going between them. They were two fifty five year olds who had little to worry about but growing old together. Which they did rather extravagantly; you say it, they did it. World cruises, a holiday home in Florida and all that kind of thing.
Grace of course retired when she married her new man, and Dizzy Lizzie replaced her as my secretary come PA. That's slightly unfair way to refer to her because although Liz (actually Elizabeth) had the air of chaos about her and everyone seemed to be under the impression that she was a dizzy blond. I believe most of it — if not all - was an act. She has always been extremely intelligent, and she surprised me with her efficiency the first week she stepped into the breach.
I should have known that Gracie would never have dropped me in the apple-cart; Grace hired Liz whilst I was away visiting our French operation for a month. Being single again, had the drawback of making me the first guy on the list to be sent — or rather asked to go - all over the place at the drop of a hat. Grace must have decided that I needed someone who could inject a little fun into life in the office when I was there, and Liz was fun to have around the office and really played the dizzy character to the hilt.
The nearest parallel that I can draw, is to the kind of thick dizzy blond character Marilyn Monroe used to play in some of her films; there was a remarkable resemblance between them, even down to that voice. She looked sexy, she dressed sexily and nearly every other guy in the office envied me my secretary. Quite a few guys in the office asked Liz out on dates, I do believe assuming that they were going to get lucky. But as it turned out, Liz wasn't that kind of girl. In fact we soon learnt that Liz packed one hell of a left hook, and more than one of my - would be Casanova - colleagues walked around the office sporting dark glasses for a week or two, after they had taken her out.
"Liz, you really must stop beating all the guys up. It really hurts their ego's and you could finish up giving them a complex." I jokingly said to her one morning. After yet another Casanova entered the office wearing a large pair of sunglasses.
"Bugger Jim, what do they expect? Just because I enjoy the messing about and flirting, that doesn't mean to say that I'm easy. They want a laugh and a joke, I don't mind. But if they think that a meal and couple of drinks will get them into my knickers; then they've got another think coming. I'm very choosy about who I go to bed with."
No, I didn't ask! I needed a reliable PA behind me and I had no intention of letting my life around the office get any more complicated than it already was. It was complicated enough outside the office, as it was anyway.
When I was in the country, Katie and James would spend most weekends with me. Although I would have been happy to pick them up from Vivian's house; generally I found them waiting in reception at the office when I left work on Friday evenings - or even coming up to my office to find me if I was running late.
One thing that I thought was funny was that after Grace had left and Liz came on the scene, James took to arriving very early on Fridays and sitting in Liz's office with her until I was ready to leave. That was providing that he didn't have Frankie in tow, because I'm pretty sure she'd had chewed his balls off (hypothetically); tease that she was, Liz had the poor little bugger's tongue hanging out most of the time.
And yeah well, Liz would play dizzy Lizzie and wind the little bugger up just as much as she wound every other male of the species up, except me. As I've said, Liz had a great sense of humour and was also a great tease; but we had a good working relationship, she never, ever, teased me. Well except maybe for one or two times, and the truth be known I didn't know it was really Elizabeth anyway. I'll explain all that later.
Anyway, for a long time, I totally misunderstood what the children turning up at my place of work on Fridays, instead of waiting at home for me to collect them, was all about. I assumed that it had something to do with their mother having another boyfriend around and either the children not liking him, being embarrassed to see her with him, or Vivian not wanting me to spot him. But I was completely on the wrong track.
It took a very long time for the information to get back to me that Katie had sussed just about everything out. Because I'd blanked both the children on their requests to bury the hatchet and get back with their mother, they'd eventually dropped Vivian as a regular subject of conversation. I have no idea why I got the idea that Vivian was dating other guys into my head, but I had assumed that was the reason the children stopped bugging me about getting back with her.
But then one day Katie mentioned something about memory cards and recovered files — I can't remember exactly how she phrased it now, because I wasn't paying close attention to what she was saying — but when I reflected on what she'd said later, I realised that Katie knew almost all there was to know about her mothers indiscretions, the who, and the when; even if she didn't know the why.
Exactly how Katie had worked out how I had found out what had been going on between Vivian and William Banks - which by the way, I believe is something that her mother has never discovered, to this day — I didn't know. I had told no one about that memory card and what was on the file I recovered from it, except Grace and my solicitor, neither of whom would have told Katie. The who, and the when, I believe she worked out from snippets of overheard telephone conversations of Vivian's.
I had never questioned Katie on what she did or didn't know, because that would open the way for Kate to demand that I was completely open with her, I'd vowed to myself that I would never bring the children into the fight.
Anyway, that day, I also discovered the reason they were spending every minute they could at my place was to punish their mother for breaking up their once happy(?) home. I learnt that both my children spent nearly every evening out with either friends or at Frankie's parents house just a couple of doors down the road to their home. For Katie to spend evenings with her brother and his girlfriend by choice, says a lot more to me, than it does to most folks. They were never that close, were forever trying to score points against each other at home and fought like cat and dog before the break up.
It all came to a head when I was having one of my regular medicals with the company doctor, who just by chance was also our family NHS physician. After he'd finished my medical and told me that I would safely live until next year's check-up — and the exorbitant payment he'd get for doing it - he asked me if I would mind having a little chat about the family's health. I thought he meant the children, so I said of course I wouldn't mind; but it soon became apparent that he wanted to talk about Vivian.
I had little or no interest in Vivian or her health by then, - except for the fact that the children lived with her and I was about to tell him so - but before I could stop him, he'd informed me that he was worried that Vivian might be heading for a serious mental breakdown. Once he'd told me that, I had to let him carry on.
The Doc informed me that, in essence the children and almost all of Vivian's family were treating her as a pariah, and it was placing her mind under more pressure than the doc thought it could take. He beseeched me to investigate, and intervene if I possibly could.
"Look, Jim, I don't know what happened to break up your marriage to Vivian. But the way you, your children and even her family are treating her, she's going to have a nervous breakdown before very much longer. I'm worried about her, Jim; can't you cut her some slack, or at least get the kids to lighten up on her a little."
I told him that I hadn't actually clapped eyes on Vivian since our divorce. I had no idea that her family or the children were giving her any grief, and that I would investigate what was going on.
My investigations started the following Friday evening when I tackled Katie. James had gone off with Frankie somewhere.
"What's this I hear about you giving your mother grief?" I asked her at an opportune moment, during the TV adds.
"Don't know what you mean, dad."
"Katie, I was at the surgery this week for my annual check-up and Doctor Bridger told me that you mother is not well, she could be heading for a nervous breakdown! And that the way you and James are behaving at home could partially be the cause of it. So what have you two been getting up to?"
For a few moments I saw a look of embarrassment on Katie's face, then she looked me right in the eyes and said.
"What does she expect? She cheated on you with Uncle Bill and drove you away! She destroyed our family. James and I don't want to live there with the slut any more, we want to come and live here with you."
"Jesus, who in the world told you and James about your mother and Bill Banks?"
"No one, it wasn't hard to work it out dad. First you suddenly leave home; there were no rows or arguments or anything at home, you were just gone one day. Then a few months later and somewhat strangely I thought at first, Gran and Granddad Keats aren't talking to Mum any more when they call, they only ever want to talk to James and me. James and I soon realised that it was something mother had done that had caused you to leave home, but it must have been something bad that would make them be nasty to mother; after all she is their daughter.
The next thing we discover is that Aunty Stacie and Uncle Bill are getting a divorce, and then when I was on the telephone to Gran one day, I heard Aunty Stacie talking to granddad in the background; she was very angry with mother about something, but Gran wouldn't tell me what.
"So I put it all together, Mum had been making all those trips to Aunt Stacie's house when she was pregnant. Although where she found the time or opportunity while she was there I have no idea. But I figure that something had to have gone on between Uncle Bill and mother and you eventually found out about it. Oh yeah, I'm pretty sure now, that you finding out had something to do with the missing memory card turning up again; it was less than a week after it did, that you left home. What did she do, leave pictures of her and Uncle Bill together on it?"
"Katie, whatever your mother did, is strictly between her and me. You and James are being very silly, by taking sides."
"But she destroyed our happy home dad."
"Technically I suppose you could say that she did, but it was me who walked out. So as far as you children are concerned, you should blame both your mother and me equally."
"Don't be silly, dad, you didn't cheat on mummy!"
"How do you know what I did, can you ever be sure that I haven't had a girlfriend tucked away somewhere for years."
"No dad, you wouldn't do that, why are you even suggesting that you might have."
"Because I could have had one for all you know. I haven't asked you to get involved in my argument with your mother. Maybe I haven't told you about the whys and wherefores of your mother and my divorce, because I'm as guilty as she is."
"Why are you saying that?"
"Look Katie, whatever your mother or I, did, or didn't do, you only have one of each of us. One mother and one father, and we both love you and James equally. If you don't return that love now, then before you know it, it could be too late. Accidents happen you know; what are you going to tell your own children when they ask you about their grandmother. That you ignored her until the day you had to stand at her graveside?"
"But mother's not going to die."
"Of course she is, Kate, the same as I will one day. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but one day your mother won't be there any more; the same as one day I won't be here any more either. We all have to go at sometime Kate ... and accidents happen all the time. Life is far too short to hold grudges, especially when they have nothing to do with you."
I didn't want to tell her that a friend of mine had had a nervous breakdown some years before. He never recovered fully and had become what was known at the time as a manic-depressive; eventually he'd driven his car into a tree and killed himself.
"But you hold a grudge against mother."
"That's a little different Katie and you know it. Your mother made a sacred oath to me and she broke it. Anyway ... I don't really hold a grudge against her; I just couldn't remain married to her. If I met her in the street tomorrow, I would be completely civil to her."
"Dad, are you telling me that if we didn't come to the office on Fridays. You'd talk to mother without arguing when you picked James and me up from the house."
"Of course I wouldn't argue with you mother, there's nothing left for us to argue about."
"We ... James and me, we thought that you and mother would argue if you came to the house and that would put you into a bad mood for the weekend."
"Well I can assure you that would not happen, Katie. Now will you please tell me what kind of a social life does your mother have?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, does she go out in the evenings with friends."
"No, mother never goes out ... unless it's to work or shopping. Oh, I see where you are going, mother's life must be pretty empty. She doesn't go out in the evenings now that you're not there to take her, and I'm not even there for her to take shopping on the weekends most of the time. When you're away she used to ask me if I wanted to go shopping, she's stopped now because I always told her I was meeting my friends from school."
"Well that's all got to change, Kate. I'll talk to your brother when he and Frankie get back, Frankie had got into the habit of sharing Katie's room on Friday and Saturday nights. Your mother needs you two and you might find that you need her in the future as well. I'm not immortal, who knows what could happen to me in the future."
When James and Frankie came home later that evening, I discovered that I had an unexpected ally in Frances. I know that the girl played one of her parents — and their new spouses - off against the other, but she appeared adamant that Katie and James had been behaving appallingly towards their mother. I got the feeling that James and her had had words on the subject before.
Saturday morning saw all three children and myself stopping at the florist, so James and Katie could buy flowers for their mother, which I paid for. Surprisingly Frankie bought a bunch of flowers for Vivian as well.
"I feel rotten because I knew what they were doing was wrong and I should have done something about it." She told me, when I caught her eye as she ordered the flowers.
"You spoke to James, what more could you have done Frankie?"
"Spoken to Mrs Sanders more, or even come to you about how things were going. My dad almost had a breakdown after mum walked out the first time, I should have seen what effect all this was having on Mrs Sanders."
That was an interesting thing for Frankie to say, because I didn't think that I'd actually mentioned that the Doc thought Vivian was heading for a nervous breakdown to the children. That had been my reserve ammunition.
Another stop - at a cash machine - and I handed James fifty quid as I got back into the car.
"What's this for dad."
"Tonight you and Katie ... and Frances if she wants to go, are taking your mother out to dinner at Bailey's; your mother likes it there. I'll ring them, book a table and organise for the evening to be charged to me. Don't forget that your mother likes to dance either. That money's for the taxis; I don't want your mother drinking and driving, you hear me!"
"You're the boss dad."
"Why don't you come along as well, dad?" Katie asked.
"Regretfully that ain't going to happen, Kate."
"But you still love mum, don't you?"
"Of course I do, Kate. We were together for a long time. But that doesn't mean that I can live with her if that's what you are thinking. Your mother and I will never get back together believe me. And anyway, today is about you and James repairing your relationship with her. If I was there it ... Look, you just convince your mother that you still love her, that's all I ask. Besides I've got somewhere else to go later today and I won't be back until tomorrow."
After calling Baileys and arranging everything I dropped the three youngsters off at Vivian's house, then headed north towards my ex-in-laws house, up in Lincolnshire. It was late afternoon when I arrived and found Vivian's father working in his front garden. He looked pretty shocked to see me there.
"Hello Jim, what brings you to this neck of the woods?" He asked with an embarrassed look on his face. I hadn't seen or spoken to the man since before the divorce so I could understand his surprise at seeing me.
"Hi, Dad, I need to have a word with you and Mum." Although not my favourite people, I had always called Vivian's parents Mum and Dad since before we had got married.
The old codger led me inside the house and for the next two hours we had a real old ding-dong of an argument. By the time I left - on reasonably amicable terms - I think I'd successfully drummed it into their heads that all three of their daughters needed them.
So what if Stacie had a justifiable beef with Vivian and Janice. I figured I'd convinced them, that as parents, it was their duty to a least try to stay neutral and treat all three daughters the same. They could be annoyed about what the girls had done, but I thought it was a big mistake to cut Vivian and Janice out of their lives. I gave them the same warning that I had given the kids; if anything happened to Vivian — or Janice come to that — then it would be too late to put things right.
I'd also added into the mix that they were unlikely to see much of Jamie and Katie in the future as well, and that punishing the children for the sins of their mother was not very Christian of them. I felt reasonably confident that they'd change their attitude towards Vivian when I left and pretty pleased with myself, as I drove to the hotel I'd booked into later that night.



Just before lunch on the following Monday Lizzie came rushing into my office without knocking.
"Jim, Alice on reception just called me, Vivian's on her way up." She blurted out in panic.
It was completely uncharacteristic of Liz to panic, but she had never met or even laid eyes on Vivian before, so she had no idea how her sudden appearance in the office should be handled or was going to go.
"No panic, show her in when she gets here will you. Oh and she doesn't drink coffee, could you organise some tea for her."
"Okay boss, no need for the tin helmets then?"
"I don't think so, Lizzie." I replied smiling. A very relieved Liz left my office heading for the lifts to meet Vivian.
Oh, I'd been promoted and changed to a larger office since Lizzie had joined the company, she knew without me asking that Vivian wouldn't know where to find me.
A few minutes later Lizzie brought Vivian into my office and sashayed out again. I saw the look that Vivian gave Lizzie's backside as it disappeared through the door.
"She's pretty. What happened to Grace?" Vivian asked as the door closed.
"She got married again and retired; I'd have thought the children would have told you. Now what can I do for you Vivian?"
"Oh, so that's why you're still in her flat. No, the children don't tell me anything about you, Jim; they never have. And I'm here to thank you, for what you did."
"I haven't done anything, Vivian."
"Jim, stupid I might be, but it's pretty obvious that you've been up to something. First the children come home unexpectedly with all those flowers and apologise to me for being so nasty since..." Vivian stopped speaking and I saw that she'd started crying, but she soon recovered. "And you have to have paid for Saturday evening, I saw Jamie sign the chit."
"The kids said they wanted to take you out, so what could I do but offer to help them financially."
"Jim, I just told you, stupid I might be, but daft I'm not. The kids would have taken me out for a hamburger, there's no way in the world they would have come up with Bailey's on their own. It's just not their kind of scene."
"I might have suggested where they went Vivian, but that's all."
"Fine, if that's the way you want to play it. But thank you anyway. And while I'm thanking you, what made you go up to my parents?"
"I don't know what you are talking about Vivian."
"Oh come on, Jim. First the children after treating my like the piece of crap I am..."
"Don't talk about yourself like that, Vivian!"
"Well after what I did, I deserved how they treated me. Anyway suddenly you bring them home early and they spend the whole day apologising to me, telling me how much they love me and then insist on taking me out for a surprise meal in the evening."
"So what's wrong with the children realising that they've made a mistake and trying to put things right."
"Nothing, Jim, I really appreciated it. I love our children, I wish it was as easy to put things right between you and me."
"Never going to happen Vivian, you know that."
"Yeah I do. But I had to come and thank you for whatever you said to my parents as well. They called me yesterday morning and they asked me to take the children up there next weekend. I know that's where you must have gone the other day after you dropped the children off. So I assume that you've no objections to me taking them up there next weekend."
"Fine with me, Vivian. You can take the children anywhere you want, providing they want to go as well; but what makes you think that I had anything to do with your folks calling you?"
"Katie tried to call you to let you know how the day had gone. We spent most of the day talking about what I'd done, you know ... I thought it was about time they knew the truth, and for some inexplicable reason Katie thought I might have acted in revenge for something you had done; I put her straight on that one."
Vivian smiled at me, whether Katie told her that I'd suggested that I might not have been as innocent as Katie had assumed, I don't know. But it was apparent that Vivian had put her right on the point.
"They are our children, Vivian, maybe we can't live together any more but there's going to come a time when they will need both of us and we are going to be little more than an embarrassment to them if we can't get along."
"Thank you; but now I want to ask you a favour, can I take you to lunch today?"
I didn't answer for a few moments, so she continued.
"Just as a thank you, Jim, please say that you'll come."
Then after a short break she added,
"If you'd like, your ... er, assistant could come along as well. Just so that you don't think that I'm trying to ... Oh you know!"
"Thank you, Vivian; lunch would be nice. It's up to you whether you invite Lizzie. Sometimes we do go to lunch together."
"I can understand why you would; she's a ... very beautiful young woman."
"And a good ten years my junior, Vivian, I don't cradle snatch."
"Touché, I walked into that, didn't I?"
"It's nice to see that you can still take a joke, Vivian. Come on if lunch is on you, we can live the high life."
Vivian surprised me as we passed through Lizzie's office, she invited her to accompany us. Much to my relief Liz made her excuses and although Vivian argued, she politely declined.
"Why were you so adamant that Liz join us for lunch?" I asked Vivian once we'd ordered our meal in one of the local pubs.
"I knew Grace very well, and I'd like to get to know Liz. Even if we're not together, surely there's no harm in me getting to know your new friends, Jim?"
"What are you up to, Vivian?"
"Honest answer?"
"Honest answer!"
"I'm just, sussing out the opposition, or to be completely frank; who's likely to capture your heart now that I can't have it any more."
"Liz is my PA and nothing more, Vivian, you know that. She's a very good assistant and I can't afford to do anything that might put our working relationship in danger. I've told you that many times."
"You did, but I also know that Liz will know who tilts their hat in your direction. I think Gracie knew more about you than I ever did; I assume that Liz will have a very similar relationship with you. Look Jim, if I could go back and live my life over again, I wouldn't change anything up until Stacie got pregnant that last time and then I would have smacked Bill on the nose, the moment he suggested what he did."
"Vivian, why do you have to talk rubbish again? You and Bill flirted whenever you saw each other for years. I don't know how it started and to be honest I really don't want to. But it strikes me that Bill Banks didn't have to work too hard to get into your knickers. Don't try to kid me otherwise, you sent him those suggestive photos."
"I told you, Jim. Once it started I just got carried away with the game. I was stupid and I'll regret it every minute for the rest of my life."
"Great okay, you regret it for the rest of your life. But do me a favour; I'll forgive you for what you did. But I won't forget it. There is no way in hell that we are ever going to get back together I could never trust you again, so don't even try to worm your way back into my affections."
"I don't really have to, Jim; I know what your true feelings are for me and regretfully I also doubt that you would ever take me back; but I have to live in hope that one day your resolve might weaken."
"Don't waste the rest of your life waiting, Vivian. No matter how much you say you love me, I could never trust you again. You know that!"
Vivian basically let the subject of us, drop after that. But she hinted that she thought the reason I'd sorted the children out and talked her parents into accepting her back into the family, was because I loved her; which in a way I suppose was true. But just because you love someone, that doesn't mean you can let them take the piss out of you as Vivian had done to me.
After that day Vivian would turn up at the office about once a month or so and we'd have lunch together. I gathered that her relationship with the children had returned to about as normal as it could be, in the circumstances. A couple of times she invited me out for a meal in the evening with her, but I always refused. I didn't want to give her any false hope.
As the months passed Vivian and my relationship did develop a little, she became more like a very old and dear friend, than anything else. When I did eventually take a couple of women out on dates, She - to all intent and purposes, and much to my surprise — encouraged me.
At first I wondered how she'd found out that I was dating. For some unknown reason I first suspected Liz of telling her, because on the days Vivian turned up at office to buy me lunch she always chatted to Liz for a little while. Later I was to discover that it was Katie who was feeding Vivian just about every bit of information she could about what I did and with whom, Katie even going as far as pumping Lizzie for as much information as she could as well.
"Mum needs James and me dad, you told me that. But I know she also needs you as well. You know except for work her social life consists of her monthly lunches with you and the odd occasions James and I take her somewhere." Katie replied when I tackled her about it.
"Katie, what you mother needs is a new boyfriend, what we had together is over. You're a clever girl and some of your friends have divorced parents, can't you set her up with of their fathers' or something?"
The expression that came over Katie's face was one of complete horror. However some weeks later I did hear that Vivian had a new friend that she was going out with. It turned out not to be the divorced father of one of Katie's school friends, but her mother. I have no idea how Katie managed to get the two women together but they started hanging around together. Shopping at first, but eventually even going out and socialising, dancing and the like in the evenings.
Vivian began to mention that she'd been out dancing at the odd lunch she was still in the habit of joining me for. I'd taken over paying for it by then and we tended to go to more salubrious places. Often I'd drag Liz along, if she wasn't having lunch with one of her many admirers.
As time went by I gathered that when I was out of the country on one of my by then regular trips, Vivian and Liz had the odd lunch together without me. During the school holidays Katie would even go with them. I suppose I could have objected but I couldn't see the point, to have told Liz not to get too pally with Vivian sounded a little vindictive to me.
--------------------------------------------------
Chapter 4: Moving On
Often I was away from home for up to a month or so at a time, sometimes even longer, flying home for the odd weekend during the longer stints abroad to see the children. During those longer trips I did have a couple of tentative relationships, but there was only one that became anything like serious.
Semine was a Danish woman I met over dinner at a colleague's house in Sweden. Whether he set the pair of us up, I don't know. But if he did, he should branch out into the dating industry. Semine and I hit it off like a house on fire.
Divorced around the same time as me, I was to discover that she had two children about the same age as mine as well; Semine and I soon found that we had a lot to talk about. There were some remarkable coincidences in the circumstances - although tenuous to some peoples eyes - of our divorces as well. Semine had actually caught her husband in bed with her sister. Well surely infidelity within the family can't be that common.
Anyway Semine's husband and her sister had run off to the UK together, and she'd heard sod-all about them and never received a penny in maintenance from the bastard since. Although she did get the house; but she had two teenage children to support. I'd made a mental note to see if I could trace the bugger and stitch the sod up somehow when I got back home.
I went back to Semine's hotel room after dinner that first evening. She was only supposed to be in Sweden for a couple more days and I think we were both in somewhat of a hurry. I really can't explain why after sitting at the dinner table for no more than a few minutes I knew that some kind of a relationship was going to come out of our meeting. The way she was looking at me, I just knew that Semine was thinking the same as I was.
On the way back to Semine's hotel in the taxi — I was supposed to be dropping her off on the way to mine — we started kissing and cuddling like a couple of teenagers; I don't remember any groping or anything like that, it was just kissing, I think. Whatever, by the time we got to Semine's hotel there was no question of me continuing on to mine. We paid the cab off and proceeded straight to Semine's room where we sucked and fucked the rest of the night away.
Now some folks might think that Semine was a loose woman to climb into bed with a guy she'd met for the first time that day; I can assure you that she wasn't. I think we were both reticent about what we were doing, but we knew that time was short. Semine was supposed to be going home to Denmark the next day.
Semine — the name by the way means goddess of sun, moon and stars — didn't take the ferry home the next morning; after calling her daughter — who appeared ecstatic that she'd finally met a man — she moved into my hotel room with me and stayed for a further five days. Even coming with me to work during the day, we covered her presence by passing her off as my official interpreter. Not that I met a soul in Sweden who didn't have a reasonably good grasp of English. No, not a bleeding word, except maybe for hallå — hello- and tack — thanks or thank you; generally I rambled on in English and everyone appeared to know what I was talking about.
Semine had to return to Denmark at the end of that week though, and I flew home to the UK for the weekend as well. Katie seems to have a sixth sense about some things and almost the moment she arrived at the flat on the Saturday morning insisted on me telling her all about Semine. Well I didn't go into fine details, although my daughter shook me to the bone by asking if Semine was good in bed.
"Christ dad, I only asked." She said with a cheeky grin on her face after I'd chastised her for asking such a question. "If she can put a smile back on your face, then good luck to her. Do you think that you'll get married; I'd like to meet her before you do."
Marriage to Semine was not something that had crossed my mind at the time. It could be that my daughter was just giving me a warning not to let things get out of hand too quickly. However she seemed pleased that I'd teamed up with someone, even if Jamie didn't sound as pleased when he heard about my new girlfriend. Mind you, Jamie for some inexplicable reason seemed to get the idea that I'd be moving to Denmark to live with Semine. I have no idea where he got that notion.
For the next two months whilst I was based in Sweden, Semine and I made regular weekend trips on the ferry to be with each other. Katie and Jamie flew over one weekend to spend it with us in Denmark, Jamie wasn't too enamoured because he was without Frankie for the weekend. He seemed to get on well with a friend of Semine's daughter though.
On another weekend Semine brought her two over to the UK to spend it with me. Most of that weekend was spent in Oxford Street shopping, and doing the tourist sites. The kids seemed to get on quite well though.
At the end of my stint in Sweden, Semine and I went on holiday together for three weeks. We had a great time and fucked like bunny rabbits at almost every opportunity we got for the first two weeks. Half way through the third week though things changed a little; we both knew that decision time was rapidly coming upon us. Before we got home again we had to decide whether we were going to get married or just remain friends and opportunist lovers.
What I mean by that is, lovers when we could arrange to be in the same country together. My children were in the UK and Semine's were in Denmark, and on top of that none of them were young enough to change educational systems in mid-stream. And that didn't take into account our jobs; we were both in pretty good jobs that neither could contemplate throwing up lightly. Perhaps we were not in love enough, but the eventual decision was that we would remain friends, with benefits when the opportunity presented itself. Which it did several times a year for many years!
I had a couple of short liaisons after that whilst I was away, but for some inexplicable reason I never got anything like close to any other woman in the UK. Yeah I bedded a few but none that I wanted to get closely involved with except maybe for Anna; Anastasia to give her, her full name.
Now the way I met Anna was quite funny, even funnier to some folks than it was to me. Even to this day I have to wonder about the short relationship I had with her and was it all that it seemed to be. I'll let you ponder on the question the same way, as I always have.
It all started with a company seminar down in Torquay. The Palace Hotel if my memory serves me correct. Anyway the company had virtually taken the place over and Brass from our operations all over Europe were there. Including our PA's and that meant that Lizzie was with me, doing her dizzy thing and winding-up all the unattached — and some of the attached guys - as usual.
Anyway the Junket - because that in essence was what it was — had been thought up by the "powers that be" to bring the management of all the different operations together in one place to get to know each other. The company had been buying up smaller operations all over Europe for god knows how long, but they all remained essentially working as they had been before the takeovers; it was only the likes of me - that travelled around a lot - who had any kind of social contact with any of them.
This junket was to enable the management of all the different operations to get to know each other. Basically one of the board members got up on the stage every morning and for about an hour rattled on about group identity and interdepartmental cooperation etc. Then the rest of the day was spent playing sports or silly games of one kind or another. Your opponents always selected by computer to make sure everyone met as many people as possible.
Me, I knew just about everyone and my job for the week was to wander around making introductions. It was on the Tuesday I think, that I lost Lizzie just after the boring speech. I was pretty sure she was around somewhere with half a dozen randy guys in tow, all hoping they were going to get lucky. I had no real need of her services that day, so I wasn't looking for her when I spotted her in the dining room having a quiet cup of tea on her own. I was surprised that her little entourage of admirers had disappeared though.
"Hi kiddo, seen the randy buggers off have you? What you doing in here the sun's over the yardarm let's go and have a couple of bevies in the pub whilst it's quiet." I said plonking myself in the chair beside her.
Just for a moment a look of confusion came over Liz's face, then she smiled before replying that a drink in the pub would be nice.
Completely unexpectedly she took my arm as we walked out of the hotel to a pub just down the road. A drink in the hotel bar would probably have meant that we'd be pounced on by some of the wolves after getting into Liz's knickers.
Strangely that day Liz sounded a little more serious than usual. Several times I asked her if she was feeling all-right, usually I'd have got chapter and verse on who had tried to ply her with alcohol the previous evening and how she'd drunk them all under the table. During that walk Liz remained uncharacteristically quiet. And somewhat confusingly what conversation she did make for some reason was about Jamie and Kate, and when I had last seen Semine; as if she herself hadn't booked the plane ticket for me?



Things got even more confusing in the pub, we talked about music and the like. Not a subject I'd ever known Liz to talk to me about before that day. After hiding away for a couple of hours of peace and quiet and eating lunch in the pub, I thought we'd better go and show our faces around the hotel for a while, so went back. Liz disappearing quite rapidly and unexpectedly after we had entered the hotel's reception area.
I didn't see Liz at dinner that evening, but she walked through the lounge later, where I, and several of my foreign colleagues were sitting, chatting about sweet FA and having a quiet drink. A few moments later Liz completely shook me by strolling over with a big grin on her face and then, without a by your leave, planted a kiss on my forehead. Then, whilst I was still in shock and before I had a chance to ask her what I'd done to deserve such an unexpected favour from of her, she walked away again.
Less than five minutes later she was back, and did almost exactly the same thing again. I was completely lost as to what she was playing at. But a couple of my colleagues seemed to think it was a great game and began to kid me that they now knew why no one ever got anywhere with my lovely PA. More than one of them had tilted their hats in Liz's direction over the years, to no avail.
But Heinz one of the managers from our Berlin operation showed that he was more observant than the rest of us. "Why does Elizabeth keep changing her clothes this evening?" He asked.
"Sorry!" I replied.
"Red dress, blue dress and now red dress again. Why does she keep changing her dress?" He asked again.
Sure enough Liz soon reappeared, and she was wearing a blue dress.
"See, she has changed it again, how does she get changed so quickly and why?" Heinz asked.
"I've no idea what she's playing at; but you should know Lizzie by now. Who can guess what she's going to do next!" I laughed back at him.
Once again Liz was heading in my direction but this time I was ready for her, when she was in range, I grabbed her hand, pulled her down onto my lap and wrapped my arms around her holding her tight.
"Ok Lizzy, what's the big game; why the quick change artist all of a sudden?"
"I'm not with you boss." She replied.
But Heinz got in first. "Elizabeth!" — actually Heinz always pronounces her name Elizibet — "You wear a red dress, then a blue dress and then red and now blue again."
"Sorry Heinz, but you are mistaken. I haven't changed my dress since I came off the tennis courts at one o'clock." She replied smiling.
"Liz we were in the pub having lunch at one." I pointed out.
"No, I had lunch with Elizibet today, Jimmy!" Heinz contradicted me.
By this time I could feel Liz's whole body shaking and she was making strange noses trying to stifle her laughter.
"Come on, what's the game Liz?" I demanded, tickling her until she could no longer stifle the laughter.
Okay I had — like most everyone else at the so called seminar - probably drunk a little more falling down water then I normally consume that day, so I was in the mood for messing around a little. You have to let your hair down sometimes.
"All right, all right, I give in Jimmy. And if you don't stop tickling me, I'm going to pee all over your trousers." Liz eventually managed to say.
I stopped tickling her and she grinned at me before waving her arm in the direction of the door she'd entered the lounge by. This caused me and the other guys to look over at the doorway and we were all surprised to see Liz stroll back into the lounge. Only this Liz was wearing a red dress. In shock I stood up and that dumped Liz on the floor.
"Charming." She commented as I helped her to her feet again. "Boss I don't really have to introduce my sister Anna to you, do I? After all, the pair of you sneaked off for lunch together."
I looked from a grinning Liz to an equally grinning Anna; they had to be identical twins. I could remember Liz mentioning her sister Anastasia who lived in Canada many times in the past; but she'd never mentioned that they were identical twins.
"Sorry, Jim." Anna said taking my offered hand and shaking it. "Liz told me you always enjoyed a good joke, and so when you mistook me for her this morning, I couldn't resist seeing how long it took you to realise your mistake."
Then she lent forward still hanging onto my hand so I couldn't get away and kissed me full on the lips. That kiss — or maybe it was the shocked expression on my face - prompting hoots of laughter and several questionable comments from around the room in general.
"If I'd known Liz's boss was so handsome; I'd have come back to the UK to visit a lot sooner." She grinned at me.
By this time the guys were, really laughing at me; it appeared that more than a few of them had seen Anna and Liz together earlier in the day and were in on the game. I had wondered why not one of them had shown any sign of disapproval when the girls had kept kissing me earlier. Fraternisation between staff members wasn't taboo or even particularly frowned upon in our organisation, but it was discouraged between managers and their subordinates for obvious reasons.
I'd better explain that as my personal assistant Liz was on equal footing as far as seniority went with at least half the people at the seminar. Liz was empowered to sit in on meetings in my absence and act on my behalf when I was away. Her veto of any action that she felt she wasn't sure how I'd react to, was as good as my objecting to it in person. Generally nearly everyone in the company was aware, that I'd never had cause to reverse anything that Liz had said and done on my behalf.
Back to that evening. The joke on me over, most of the guys drifted away and left Liz, Anna and myself chatting amongst ourselves. Later we moved into the ballroom where there was dancing every evening.
I might add here, that nearly all the married guys had their wives with them and some — if not all of the female employees — had their spouses with them as well. Add to that there were more than a few girlfriends and boyfriends on the junket as well. The whole affair was a kind of "you're in our big family now" exercise. What the shareholders would make of the extravagance I had no idea.
Somehow I found myself dancing with Anna for most of the evening. The moment Liz came off the dance floor, some randy bugger or the other was waiting to ask her for the next dance. Lizzie's reputation as a dizzy blond had spread far and wide. Word had also got around that she was a tease and an ice-maiden on the quiet as well; I do believe a lot of the would-be Casanova's were trying to prove the rumour wrong. And/or possibly hoping to gain some kudos by being the first to thaw her out. I don't believe anyone got lucky and I was pleased that Liz apparently didn't have to demonstrate her boxing skills that week either.
To be completely honest, I can't say for sure what happened that evening. I thought I was just being polite by dancing with Liz's sister. On the dance floor we talked a lot about her life in Canada, she was working for a news agency or something and she was going places in the firm as well.
She told me that she moved over there to be with the boyfriend she met at university, but the relationship didn't last the course. But by the time they broke up she'd somehow got this dream job of hers, so she'd stayed-on over there. Anna raved on about her job so much I kind-a got the feeling that the job could possibly have come between her and her guy.
On reflection, for all Liz's messing around, maybe that's why she held men at arms length and apparently chickened out of any relationships. I was pretty sure that Liz was going places in the company even with her apparent light-hearted persona.
I've digressed again haven't I? I wonder if that's what Anna did to me that night, kept my mind so busy on other things, that I didn't realise that she was quietly seducing me. Yeah well, around twelve Anna said it was time she hit the hay, and I honestly didn't have any idea what she was planning when she asked me to escort her up to her room.
It was only when we got into the lift and she asked me what my room number was that I had any inkling as to what she had planned. The fact she could only ask me my room number after she remove her tongue from my throat, at which point I wasn't in any kind of mood to turn her down. Oh, and yeah well, she was sharing a room with Liz, so by using my room we wouldn't be disturbed.
Christ, I wasn't going to turn the lady down, in a way I was being offered the chance of bedding Liz. Only of course, it wasn't Liz it was Anna; but hey, who could tell the difference? Well I couldn't after all the booze I'd consumed that day. Anyway bedding Anna couldn't endanger my working relationship with Liz, could it?
Look, I'd had a few that night and alcoholic logic, ain't quite as clear as stone cold sober logic. Add to that that I'd always secretly had the hot's for Liz, even if I did a good job of hiding the fact; well I thought I did. The net result was, l was led like a lamb to the slaughter and I didn't give a hoot.
Considering the amount of booze I'd consumed, I personally don't think I put on a bad show. Put it this way, Viagra would have been overkill. Mind the old back reminded me of my age for most of the following day, and I figured I needed to increase the amount of time I spent in the company gym every week. Whatever Anna seemed very pleased with my performance, and even requested a rematch for the following evening, even suggesting that we start a little earlier. But only after we'd done a little plain talking in the morning.
I awoke lying on my back with Anna snuggled up beside me, her arm draped over my chest. I had to wonder if I'd been snoring, I tend to do that when I sleep on my back, but Anna didn't mention it if I did. I must have stirred or something and Anna became aware that I was awake. Her hand moved down to my rampant member.
"Still early, you ready for another go before breakfast." She whispered.
"Whenever you're ready, I certainly am." I replied.
"Good on you stud, lets go for it." She said, then before I could make a move she'd jumped up on her knees straddling me, leaning forward to kiss me at the same time as she impaled herself. "Liz doesn't know what she's missing here." She added as a throw away comment before she started moving very slowly up and down as if savouring the moment.
I did think about asking her what she meant by the comment, but decided not to. Well, I was kind-a beginning to get into it and didn't want to spoil the moment. Instead I reached up and played with Anna's breasts, until she lent forward again and pushed one of them into my mouth. The thought crossed my mind that Anna was completely in control of the encounter and had been from the start the evening before.
"What's wrong lover," she suddenly asked, I must have reacted somehow when the thought had crossed my mind. "are you okay?"
"No I'm just wondering what all this is about Anna; you jumping into bed with like this. Not that I'm complaining. But I ain't no spring chicken, there was lots of good looking blokes down there last night, how come you decided on me?"
"Honest answer."
"Of course."
"Because you were the most handsome man there."
"Bullshit!"
"Okay, for a couple of reasons. Because I fancied you and I knew I could trust you."
"Trust me."
"Yeah of course, you're my sister's boss and she knows you well. I knew you wouldn't turn nasty on me. Look, Jim; I'm on holiday over here and I needed a bit of loving for a while. Now shall we get back to it before we run out of time and have to go down for breakfast."
We joined Liz for breakfast that morning and I was treated to a conversation filled with innuendo from Anna and humorously sarcastic remarks from my faithful assistant. I didn't mind, because Liz had become a close friend and we had a very good working relationship. Our off duty conversation often centred around me either trying to match Liz up with an extremely unsuitable mate, or taking the Mickey out of the guys who she did allow to take her out; although often our roles were reversed.
My having spent the night with her sister opened me up for all kinds of off-hand and extremely suggestive comments from Liz. As well as some conversation with her sister — within my earshot and designed for me to overhear - about some unnamed guy's stamina and prowess in the lovemaking department. But by about lunchtime though they began to lay-off me some and Liz with Anna's help, returned to winding up and frustrating some of the other guys.
Now don't go thinking that Anna and I hung around together all day. I had some work to do and both Liz and I had to attend the regular morning pep talk from one of the whizz-kids on the board. After that Liz and Anna went off together, to play sports or just socialise with the staff and their respective spouses from all our other operations. I was doing the same thing really, but spent most of my time introducing people to each other. My travels for the company had led to me knowing just about everyone, if sometimes a little vaguely.
But we did run into each other several times during the morning and that's when Liz (and Anna) played the innuendo game.
Anyway after lunch I had a formal meeting for a few hours with some of the board and the heads of the local operations. Liz didn't attend but I would have to spend an hour or so later filling her in on what was discussed. Chiefly into which countries we were going to expand next. No point in going into all that here.
Although I will mention that Liz and Anna were brought into the conversation a few times; the similarity between the two girls being the main comment made and the odd joke about not knowing which one was which.
Oh, add to that Heinz, setting everyone off laughing when he related the trick the girls had played on me the night before. To my relief it appeared that no one knew that Anna and I had spent the night together.
After the meeting I didn't see Anna or Liz until they joined me for dinner. Most of which I spent relating the afternoon's meeting to Liz. But I did note that they had obviously spent some time during the afternoon in the hair salon. A little trim here and there had changed their hairstyles just enough to make them absolutely identical. I enquired what they were up to, and they replied that they'd always had the same styles as children. Their hairstyles had taken on a little variation because they'd been living several thousand miles away from each other.
"You wait, tomorrow night at the big dance, you won't be able to tell us apart, we nipped out and bought matching dresses today." Liz informed me.
"Now that's a worry, I won't know which one of you I'm cuddling up to later." I replied in a whispered voice. It wouldn't have done to have anyone hear me say that.
"No problem lover, there is a different between us; I'll show you the secret later." Anna whispered back with a grin on her face.
I went to my room somewhat earlier than we'd retired the previous evening. Anna tapping on my door about half an hour later, after I'd had my shower.
"Ready for me lover?" she asked after she let me breathe again. I'd only just managed to maintain my balance; Anna had thrown herself at me so enthusiastically when I'd opened the door.
"Who wouldn't be, kiddo? You're one sexy looking woman you know."
"You're not bad yourself Jim, what the hell your wife thought she was playing at, running around behind your back; god alone knows. I know that Elizabeth wouldn't mind throwing a rope on you either if you weren't working together, that is. Oh, you know she did toy with the idea of moving to Mainard's just so she could get a chance at you. But then, you took up with that Danish girl."
"Run that by me again Anna." I said.
"Whoops you didn't know, did you? Ah well, I think you should know anyway. Liz was offered a job at Mainards, one of their head-hunters approached her. Well, she was happy as your PA, but she toyed with the idea of taking Mainards up on their offer, just so that you and her could get all nice and pally. She's always had quite a crush on you, you know."
"Anna I'm almost old enough to be Liz's father."
"Um, and mine!"
"Yeah well, and yours as well. And if we are talking like that, with all the handsome younger guys down there, why did you really drag me into bed last night?" I hadn't bought Anna's explanation from the morning.
"Oh Jim. Young and handsome doesn't make them good in bed. Like my sister I appreciate a man with a little experience; older guys know how to treat a woman well. And besides, I was attracted to you the moment you sat down beside me yesterday; I immediately knew why Liz loves working with you so much."
"You do, why?"
"No chance buddy. I might look like a dumb blond, but I'm not stupid; I'm not spilling the beans about everything."
As if she hadn't already; whatever I never did get to the bottom of that statement of Anna's, well not for a very long time! But she did go on to explain that she was a career woman and intended to be running her agency by the time she was finished. A regular guy wasn't part of Anna's career plan — not for a few years anyway — and she feared that one-night stands and that kind of thing might get her a reputation as a slut. Her answer to that problem was to avoid guys like the plague when she was back home in Canada.
"But if you don't go out with guys over there, isn't it possible that someone might think that you're gay or something?" I asked. Okay, I'm not sure I should have asked, but it was the first thought that entered my mind.
"Oh, don't get me wrong, Jim. I date a few guys now and again; but I keep it strictly platonic. I think most of the guys who know me are under the impression that I'm some kind of a nun as far as my sex life goes. But I come over here every so often to get my regular fix of sex; I was just lucky that I ran into you this time." Anna stopped speaking for a while; I could see that she was thinking. "I hate to tell you this, but I think that I can trust you. Jim I come over to the UK twice a year to see my sister ... And usually when I'm over here, I use a very discrete escort agency."
"You're funning me." I replied somewhat in shock at Anna's revelation.
"No, Jim, I'm perfectly serious. I don't go picking up guys in bars and things ... Christ it's dangerous out there. God alone knows whom the guys have been with ... And shit, what if I picked up a nutter ... you know, a murderer or something! An agency might sound a bit seedy, but at least the guys are well vetted; well the guys at the agency I use are."
I have no idea what Anna read in my facial expression, but it was obviously more than I intended. She sat looking at me for a few moments with a strange expression on her face.
"I've upset you, haven't I? I apologise, Jim. You're a nice man and I've selfishly taken advantage of you; I really didn't mean to do that. Honestly I'm truly attracted to you, but I can see the disgust on your face now."
"Whoa Whoa, hold up there, Anna. Yeah, I'm disgusted all right, but not with you or anything you did. Actually I'm pretty disgusted with myself ... Oh shit look, how am I going to explain this. Look Anna you ... I ... last night. It wasn't you taking advantage of the situation, it was me! I think you are a very beautiful woman and I kind of blurred the edges of acceptable behaviour!"
A little smile returned to Anna's face. "Oh my, Jim, an honest man as well. In your mind at least, you pretended that I was Liz last night, didn't you?"
"Um yeah, in my subconscious I think I possibly did, Anna. But for Christ sake don't you dare tell her."
She leant forward and kissed me. "Hey that's fine with me, lover; I'll be Liz for you anytime you want Jim. God we used to play that game all the time when we were young." I'm not sure what expression I had on my face by then. "We were ... still are," Anna's smile turned into a grin, "identical twins, Jim. We used to run our boyfriends ragged on occasions."



The hint was there, in her tone of voice, but without being too specific.
"You didn't ... did you?"
"Now that would be telling, wouldn't it!" She grinned back at me.
"But you told me earlier that there was a difference between you. You even told me you'd let me in on the secret. Surely one of your boyfriends would have noticed."
"There's only one difference between Elizabeth and I, and only you will ever know it. Liz would never do this!" Anna pushed me back onto the bed and began to attack the belt of my trousers. "Liz and I have a golden rule, never mix business with pleasure, nothing ever good comes of it in the long term, so I'm sure she'd never do this with you."
I kind-a lost track of what was said after that. Except for a good few "Oh Yeah's" and that kind of thing from Anna.
The following evening was fun for everyone; Liz and Anna wore their identical dresses and for the whole evening never let on to anyone which was which. Later in the evening someone produced a flower that one of them put in her hair and a sort of sweepstake was run at a pound a time to guess which was which; the cash being destined for charity.
Personally I had a little trouble telling them apart until I got one of them on the dance floor alone. I don't think she or anyone else had realised that Liz had got into the habit of calling me boss when we talked together privately. And after a little quiet conversation on that dance floor the one with the flower — as I was sure she would — called me boss whilst discussing some innocuous point or the other.
At midnight we had the count up and Liz took her bow amid much laughter by everyone who had been fooled. Look Anna had done very well considering she hardy knew a soul and Liz worked with a lot of the people there. Mind you, I should imagine that Liz had battled hard in not calling anyone by name — except me — all evening.
That was the last night Anna and I spent in bed together on that trip of hers to the UK. Although we were to get together again on her subsequent visits. I began to look forward to them very quickly.
End of Chapter 04
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Chapter 5: Lost and found
I was over in Denmark for a few days when Vivian disappeared, or I suppose I should say that it was noticed that she was missing. It wasn't a secret that she was going away on holiday, I believe Katie probably knew more details than most of us, because she had been at home the weekend before Vivian was due to go and had actually seen the tickets for the coach trip.
Kate didn't panic that her mother wasn't home when she called until a fortnight later, because she assumed that she'd made a mistake and her mother's trip must have been for longer than the seven days she thought she remembered Vivian saying she was going for.
But she did panic when she could not reach her mother the following weekend. I suppose she tried to call me but as I've just said, I was over in Demark with Semine. Yes Semine and my friends with benefits relationship was still going on, we'd see each other about once or sometimes twice a month, one of us flying over to the others country for a few days at a time.
Anyway when Katie couldn't get me on the telephone, she'd called her brother and Liz. Liz hadn't wanted to disturb my weekend away so she'd started the investigation; meeting Kate and later James at the house. Both Katie and James were away at college at the time.
Liz found some paperwork regarding Vivian's trip to Rome and called the tour operator for more information. They weren't particularly helpful, but informed Liz, that Vivian had apparently left the coach tour in Lido di Jeselo on the morning of the fourth day. She hadn't been on the list of passengers who travelled on down to Rome with the rest of the party. And she hadn't used any of the accommodation booked for her for the rest of the trip. The person Liz spoke to seemed to think that it wasn't a particularly unusual thing for someone to leave a tour halfway through.
Liz had pumped them for more information but was told that the only person who would possibly know why Vivian left the trip was the tour guide, but he/she was away on another coach tour and it would be difficult to get in touch with them at short notice. However Liz did manage to get the name of the company whose coach the tour company had used and Liz had set about tracking down the driver in case he knew anything.
When I arrived back at my flat late on the Sunday evening, I found a note from Liz and Katie pinned to my door briefly explaining that Vivian was missing, so I went straight to Vivian's house where I found Liz and the two children.
Although James was annoyed that his mother hadn't got in touch, he was of the opinion that Vivian had just gone off on her own somewhere, but Katie was convinced that something was terribly wrong. Katie, I think, was closer to her mother than anyone by that time and she tended to speak to her mother on the telephone several times a week, besides going home every other weekend when her studies allowed.
It was apparent to me that Liz was very worried and she pointed out to me that Vivian hadn't called in at the office to join us for lunch in several months. She had been getting curious about Vivian's unexplained absence for some weeks. I think I made some quip about Vivian getting on with her life and maybe finding another man, but all that brought me was a withering look from both girls. I don't recall that James made any comment.
Liz informed me that she had managed to get in touch with the owner of the coach that Vivian had been travelling on, but he — for the sake of the driver's privacy - wouldn't give Liz the driver's phone number. He hadn't ignored Liz's request for information though and must have called the driver himself, because he called Liz back just after I arrived and told her that the driver remembered Vivian. The coach's owner arranged to have the driver in his office at a prearranged time on the Monday so that Liz could speak to him personally.
There was very little else that could be done that evening so Liz went home and I bedded down for the night at Vivian's house with the children. But not before I got my ears chewed off from Semine for not calling her earlier when I had first arrived at my flat, as was usually my habit after coming back from Denmark. Semine, like Liz and Katie was also more perturbed about Vivian's apparent disappearance than either James or I was. Although James appeared to be getting more perturbed as the women expressed their worries.
To be perfectly honest, I very much suspected that Vivian, had just got lost on one of her history gigs. You've got to understand Vivian, show her a museum or an old building, like a church, castle or cathedral and well she'd be in her element for hours; time meant nothing to her. Personally — and having been to Venice once or twice on business myself — I figured she'd just got lost in the beauty and history of the place; I could imagine Vivian spending a month or two just visiting every nook and cranny.
Monday morning I was awoken early by Liz — god knows what time she returned — and Katie cooking breakfast. Then Liz insisted that I called the police and reported Vivian missing; they didn't seem drastically perturbed either, once I'd explained the situation, but asked me to call in the station to make the report official. Then after we had eaten all four of us set off for the coach operator's depot in Essex. Liz apparently having already called Marsha who acted as secretary to both of us and told her to handle or reschedule anything that came up that morning.
The driver was a nice guy and — as I suspected he would — he told us that Vivian had been fascinated by Venice. So much so that she was late back to the coach to return to Jeselo, having missed — like some of the other passengers - the waterbus she should have travelled back across the lagoon on and consequently missed the coach; it apparently isn't an unusual occurrence for passengers to miss the coach and return directly to the hotel under their own steam. Although the driver considered it bad manners for the passengers not to inform them or the courier what they were doing, because it delays the coaches departure unnecessarily.
A little group of them returned to the hotel later in the evening by taxi; some of them — including Vivian - apologising to everyone for keeping them unnecessarily hanging around at the waterbus stop.
The following morning when it was time for the coach to leave for Rome the driver had seen Vivian getting into a taxi — possibly the same one she'd returned to the hotel in the evening before — and the courier had told him she'd left the tour; but didn't enlighten him as to the reason why.
I got the impression that there was some ... animosity between the drivers' — there were two of them, but we only met one - and the courier and mentioned the fact. The company owner butted in at this point and said that that wasn't an unusual occurrence on the cheaper coach tours where the courier is picked up on the other side of the channel. The drivers - who meet the passengers' first, as they go around collecting them all from near their homes - generally have a pretty good rapport with them before the couriers get on the coach. The couriers then see the drivers as the enemy in the gratuity stakes at the end of the tour. There's also the problem of what the courier would like the drivers to do, and what the drivers are legally allowed to do as far as driving hours go as well.
The driver told us that he thought the courier was a complete tosser and rip off artist as far as couriers go. But didn't enlighten us on what kind of rip-off's he was pulling. From personal knowledge though I'm aware that he probably insisted on stopping at places where he would get a kickback or commission on any cash that the passengers spent. It's fairly standard procedure in the holiday industry.
Anyway as it turned out the driver had no real idea as to why Vivian had left the tour or where she had gone. But he did remember the name of a couple who had returned from Venice with her that evening, and as she eaten breakfast with them the following morning, they might have had some idea of her plans.
Liz was already calling the tour company again before he finished speaking to get their home phone number, when the coach operator told her not to bother; they would most likely refuse her request anyway. But then - after looking through his files - he produced a copy of the passenger list that the coach had been required to carry and which contained their details.
Liz was on a roll by then and she was soon speaking to the wife of the couple, who informed her that they'd run into Vivian as she was coming out of a small hotel and she'd told them she had decided to stay over in Venice for the rest of the week.
We thanked the coach operator and the driver for their help and headed back to my flat via my local police station. I thought that we'd kind-a solved the mystery, but both Katie and Liz pointed that a week isn't a fortnight and they were sure that Vivian should have got in touch with one of us by then. So the missing person report was made official.
There was really nothing more any of us could do, so the children stayed another day and then went back to their colleges. They couldn't afford to sit around waiting for news; they had their education to think about. Liz had gone back to the office on the Monday afternoon and I returned on the Tuesday after I'd dropped the children at their respective railway stations.
Nothing much else happened for the rest of the week. That's if you don't count plenty of phone calls between the children and Semine, and Liz and myself. Janice and Vivian's parents I discovered later were calling Liz regularly as well; it seemed as if every other call we got in the office was from someone enquiring if there was any news.
It was the following Monday before we heard from the police. The officer who called me back - after I'd been prompted to call him yet again — told me that the Italian police had traced the hotel in Venice that Vivian had stayed at. But after staying there for five days she'd left again. They'd tracked her to the railway station where she'd apparently cashed a couple of traveller's cheques, but they could not discover where she'd gone from there.
There had been some hearsay from the hotel where she'd mentioned the Eurostar and that suggested that she had been heading for Paris. But apparently she'd possibly mentioned Monaco and Nice as well. Apparently Vivian had paid for her train ticket in cash, and because of that fact and the time that had passed, they could not find out where she'd purchased a ticket too.
It was all I could do to stop James from dashing off to the south of France to look for his mother. James by then had — like myself — begun to get really worried as well. It was unlike Vivian not to let someone know where she was.
By the end of the third week it was becoming obvious that the British police had begun to take Vivian's disappearance a bit more seriously as well. I knew that when they turned up at my flat and requested details of my movements around the time she disappeared. An ex-husband it appears is a likely candidate for inclusion in the suspect list if anything untoward happens to his ex-wife. Even Semine got a visit from her local police to confirm that I was with her the weekend we reported Vivian missing. Oh and they didn't just take Semine's word for it either the Danish police questioned several people we saw that weekend.
It wasn't until the French newspapers picked the story up that Vivian turned up again, she was in a clinic somewhere in the middle of France. All the police could — or would - tell me, was that she was physically fine but somewhat confused. Confused was to turn out to be a massive understatement.
After a lot of telephone conferencing it was decided that Vivian's parents along with Janice would go down and bring her back to the UK. But as I said, there had been a little bit of understatement going on, or maybe the details got lost in translation. Anyway they did not return the following day with Vivian as I'd expected.
"Jim this is serious, Vivian's lost her memory and has no idea who she is. She didn't recognise any of us, not even mum or dad." Janice blurted down the phone line at me.
Janice - as you might expect - isn't one of my most favourite people in the world, and that telephone call was the first time I'd spoken to her in person in a few years by then. But the news she gave me pushed all the animosity I felt towards the woman aside.
"Why not; what happened to her?" I asked. Now that was a pretty stupid reply really, when you've had time to reflect on it; but it was the first thing that jumped into my brain at the time.
"No one knows, Vivian was found by some farmer wondering across his fields. She had no recollection of how she got there and had no idea who she was. She's lost her memory completely, Jim. The people at the clinic here actually thought she was Canadian; honestly Jim, Vivian's in a terrible state, she couldn't even recall her own name."
"But surely she must have got there somehow. Someone must know how she ended up wandering around in the middle of France."
"The middle of nowhere Jim, this place is about as far from civilisation as you can get in France. Strangers' stand out like a sore thumb around here, but the local police can find no one who saw her before the farmer found her in his field. They have no idea what happened to her; except..."
"Except what Janice?"
"Except they think she was attacked and robbed ... Possibly raped as well, but they can't be sure. The doctors and police over here think that she'd been wandering around for a couple of days until that farmer and his wife found her. God knows how they got it into their heads that she was Canadian, but it meant that they didn't do the obvious thing and get in touch with our police. Not that that would have done much good because you hadn't reported her missing at the time they found her."
"Oh Christ what's the prognosis, have you any idea?"
"Not really, we're in rural France here and there's a bit of a language problem; I never did do French at school. I gather that the doctors believe that Vivian's still in too much of an emotional condition for us to bring her back to the UK yet; well that's what I think they are trying to put across. Not surprising really Vivian has no idea who we are and she's only just got to feel secure with the French staff here. I never realised that my sister is almost fluent in French, did you know?"
"Well I knew that she could speak the language; we went over there a few times on holiday. But I didn't think that she was fluent."
"Neither did mum or dad, but she sounds pretty fluent to me. Jabbers away to the nurse two to the dozen. Jim, I don't think she believed us when we told her who she really is. I was wondering if Katie could come over; she's speaks French better that any of us and maybe James as well. I think the doctor said Vivian's mind needs prompting to remember things; surely she can't forget her own children."
"I'll speak to them and see if they can get away from their colleges for a few days."
"And, Jim, is there any chance you can come over? You were the main person in her life for such a long time."
"I don't think so, Janice, not at the moment; I'm caught up in something pretty important here. After what she did, I don't think it would be sending out the right kind of signals anyway."
I spoke to the children during the morning and they both expressed a wish to go out to France. After talking to Liz, she agreed — or rather suggested - that she take a couple of weeks holiday to drive the children over and act as my representative. Vivian had known her quite well and the two women had always got on okay. Honestly, I would have liked to have gone over myself; I was worried about Vivian. But, - call me a pessimist if you like - I still wasn't completely convinced that Vivian wasn't trying to pull some kind of a fast one.
You know, once your trust in someone has been broken, you can never be sure what kind of a game, they are playing.
Katie was really upset when she called me from France two days later. To find that your mother has no recollection of you at all and treats you with suspicion must have been quite a shock for the girl. James was a little less upset, being a little older, I think he'd had a little more insight into what to expect.
"Crikes Jim, its difficult to explain, Vivian appears to have really lost it. I've never seen anything like it in my life. You know that when they first found her, everyone assumed that she was French; it was only her accent that told them she wasn't. She really can't recall anything at all. Although she's apparently accepted who she is now; she still doesn't recognise anyone, but she appears to be accepting what she's being told." Liz told me when she came on the line.
Liz's knowledge of the French language was to prove a boon. Katie's French was good but she was young, and being upset about her mother's loss of memory and general condition, she was pretty emotional about everything.
Liz informed me that when she was found, Vivian had all the signs of having been beaten up; she still had some bruises on her face and body when Liz got to see her. But the police had changed their minds on what had actually happened and were now under the impression that Vivian had been in some sort of an accident. The latest suggestion was that she might have fallen or possibly even been pushed from a train. A suggestion, that I thought unlikely but not impossible when I first heard it.
But I was to learn later, that it had happened several times in the past. And the French police eventually appeared to settle on the scenario that Vivian had accidentally fallen from a Paris bound express train when by lucky chance it hadn't been travelling very fast. Their argument was that if someone had been trying to kill Vivian, they would have pushed her out when the train was travelling very quickly and there'd have been no chance of her survival.
So their assumption was, that she'd fallen from a relatively slow moving train and by lucky chance landed in some bushes or something similar beside the track. It was suggested that the bushes cushioned her landing and were also responsible for her torn clothes, which had first led them to believe that she'd been sexually assaulted. It was also suggested that she'd been knocked out for a while and that was the reason that she was still suffering from concussion when found several days later. The doctors as they expected they would, had found signs that she'd received a significant blow to the head, besides the bruises all over her body, which it was suggested were as to be expected after such a fall. The blow to her head they also suggested was responsible for her loss of memory. Later back in the UK, some suggestion of a hairline skull fracture was spotted by the doctors at the private clinic in Hertfordshire that she was eventually moved to.
The fact that a few weeks later it was discovered that several of Vivian's travellers' cheques were cashed in Paris and several more in Holland about a month after that. The police put down to an opportunist amateur thief having found her abandoned luggage on the train. They appeared to base that assumption on the fact that apparently no attempt was ever made to use any of Vivian's credit cards.
Liz's presence at the clinic in France proved to be very useful, because it was she who organised for Vivian to be transferred to a private clinic near St Albans in Hertfordshire, less than a week later. It was some way out for us to drive, but it was far closer than the middle of France. Liz's organisation also surprised me when I learnt that she and Katie had picked up some clothing for Vivian to travel back in, from the house before they had gone out to France; I hadn't - and I don't suppose anyone else either —thought of doing that.



Liz's conviction that Vivian wasn't playing some kind of weird sick game, led to me visiting the clinic the day after Vivian arrived back into the country. I arrived early and was led up to her room where she'd just finished her breakfast. Immediately she spoke I was sure that she genuinely had lost her memory.
"I know who you are, you're my ex-husband James." She'd said the instant she spotted me walking into the room.
Never in her life had Vivian — nor had anyone else (and got away with it) for that matter — ever called me James. My given name is Jim or Jimmy and not James. I have no idea why my father had been so insistent about the difference, but my mother told me it had something to do with his experiences in the Far East during the Second World War. Mother wasn't even sure that I was named after a man, but she was sure that I was named for someone who was very close to my dad when he was in the jungle and cut off from his unit for a very long time. Dad hadn't talked very much about his war experiences, but he stayed in touch with a small group of friends and they always drank a toast to someone - variously and very fondly - referred to as either, Jim, Jimmie or Jimmel, when they got drinking together.
After my father had passed away, my mother suggested that whoever Jim was, my father owed them a great debt. Mother thought it was most likely to have been a native girl that she heard them mention had brought them food from a Japanese occupied village. The inference being that my father and this native girl were very close friends, and that possibly, she didn't survive the war. Otherwise - mother inferred - my father might have never returned home and married her, had the girl still been alive. How she knew this or repeated it after my father's death I never did discover.
Anyway that's digressing, but the fact is Vivian had never, ever, made the mistake before and I'm pretty sure at that time that she didn't make it deliberately.
"The children and my parents have brought me all these photographs of you and I together. There's no way I could mistake you, James." Vivian had gone on to say.
Out of habit I corrected her to Jim. Well, if she'd always called me Jim or Jimmy, it wasn't going to jog her memory calling me James, was it?
"I know we were married a long time Jim, but no one will tell me what went wrong; why did we divorce. On that paper there, it says irreconcilable differences, what did we do, fight a lot or something? Everyone clams up when I ask them about it, even the children."
"You had an affair, Vivian." I told her maybe a little brutally. But what was the point in beating about the bush, I thought the idea was to prompt and maybe shock Vivian into remembering.
"Oh my god, I didn't, did I?
"Yep you sure did; with your sister Stacie's husband."
"Oh god no! But it must be true, that would explain it."
"Explain what?"
"Well my other sister Janice has been to see me several times. But when I asked about Stacie, she's in some of those pictures; everyone kind of went quiet. My dad said that she's too busy to travel down here or something."
"I think she bears a bit of a grudge, Vivian."
"I don't blame her, what kind of a woman am I; what kind of a woman cheats on her husband with her sister's husband?
"One like your sister Janice. She was having an affair with him at the same time."
"Oh my god no! Please tell me you're joking with me?"
"No, I'm deadly serious girl. And what's more, both you and Janice were aware of each others liaisons with the bugger."
Should I have hit Vivian with these revelations as I did? Well, I'm buggered if I know. But I figured that she might as well hear it all up front. What was the point in not telling her the nasty bits about her life, you never know it might be the recollection of rolling around in the hay with Billy Banks, that was going to trip the switch that turned her memory back on.
"Oh my, it's no wonder my mind's decided to wipe my memory from my brain. It's like a horror story. Am I that evil?"
"No Vivian you weren't evil, you just ... I don't know, I think you convinced yourself that you were doing the right thing at the time. Plus the fact you were always attracted to the bugger."
Vivian was suddenly scrabbling through the great pile photo albums and pictures scattered across the table in her room; eventually she found the one she was looking for, it was of the family at Stacie's wedding. She sat and stared at it for a long time before she turned and looked at me again.
"He's nowhere near as handsome as you!"
"He had a golden tongue, girl and from what I can understand he was sex mad. But to be honest with you I'd prefer not to go into the details."
"I'm sorry, I just can't understand why I would do such a thing; we were happy weren't we. We must have been we were married for so long. And we had two such beautiful children."
"I though we were happy, but I guess I'll never know what you really thought. Suddenly I discovered that you'd been bedding the bugger for several months."
"Oh god, Jim, I'm so sorry."
"Vivian I forgave you a long time ago, but it isn't the sort of thing I'm built to forget. We got divorced and went our own ways; actually I thought you were doing pretty well in your new life until this happened. Can't you recall anything about what happened?"
"No, everything is a bit crazy until I woke up in hospital in France. I can remember waking up in the middle of a field and that's about it. Then there were faces and French policemen, then an ambulance then the French doctor. They though I was Canadian you know, something about my accent or something. Anyway then Janice and my mother and father were there, but I didn't recognise any of them."
"Then Liz arrived with Kate and Jamie, with all these people telling me my real name was Vivian and that I was English, I had to believe them. But after hearing what you've told my I wish I hadn't. It doesn't look like I have much to come back home to."
"Don't be silly, Viv, the children love you and you were building up a pretty hectic social life for yourself from what I hear." I might have been stretching things a little here but Vivian wasn't looking too enamoured about anything by this point.
"Oh god, I don't think I want to know about that, thanks!"
On reflection, probably of my own doing. I had to wonder whether I'd said too much.
"Come on, Viv, life has to go on. Besides the children need you at home for when they come home from college. They need to know there's a loving mother waiting for them. And what's more I do believe that when Jamie finishes college next year you're going to become a mother-in-law at least. Maybe even a grandmother before too long."
"I've met Frankie, she's a nice girl. But maybe a little manipulative."
"What do you expect she's been playing her divorced parents off against each other for donkey's years. They've taught her to be manipulative, now she needs a nice stable mother-in-law she can rely on and keep a friendly eye on her. She's always had a soft spot for you, you know. Even when ... Well, she's always liked you."
"And what about your life, Jimmie, are you going to marry that so called assistant of yours?"
"Liz, oh my god no. She's my PA and confidante in many things but there's not what you might call an intimate relationship between us."
"You could have fooled me."
"What do you mean by that?"
"I've lost my memory Jimmie, not my common-sense ... Although from what you've told me, I suppose you could say I lost that years ago. Anyway, whenever that woman mentions your name she all but sings it out. If she isn't in love with you, then I'm definitely not Vivian Sanders. You know, I'm beginning to feel very jealous of Liz."
"Why's that?"
"Because your eyes light up whenever you mention her as well."
"You're reading far too much into a good working relationship Vivian. Anyway we are not here to talk about me we are here to try to get your memory back."
"I'm not sure I want it back, I must have been a real bitch."
"I'd say more like a naive bitch for a while, but for many years you were a faithful wife and a brilliant mother to our children."
"How do you know that? I could have had a whole string of lovers from what you tell me."
"I have to believe that you only strayed once, Vivian. For my own sanity if nothing else."
"God I must have been off my head to have cheated on someone like you."
"I hope I can take that as a complement."
"You can, it was the way it was intended. But, Jim, do you mind if I ask. I'm not the same woman now; I can't recall a single detail of our life together. Is there any chance ... once we get to know each other ... That we might? You know we must have been in love once."
"I really don't think so, Vivian. You might not have the memory, but I always will have."
"Sorry please forgive me for asking, but I think it's better that we know exactly where we stand. Now, have you any ideas about how one goes about getting their memory back. The doctors here are quite vague."
"I've been looking on the Internet, and there doesn't seem to be a particular method or treatment. As I understand it, little bits of your memory will or can return when they feel like it. Doing once familiar things and going to familiar places is supposed to help; but it basically seems to be down to patience. You may never recall everything, you know."
I think after a tricky start the meeting went off amicably. At least Vivian didn't get any ideas like we'd be getting back together, although over the following months as she began to be able to recall more and more about our life together and we talked about it; I'll admit, that I did almost weaken. But eventually I knew she'd recall what she'd done with Stacie's husband.
I've got ahead of myself again. After a lot of heated discussion with all the family present except for Vivian, i.e. her mother, father, Janice and even Stacie, plus our own two children it was decided that it was best for Vivian to move back into what had once been our house. Her parents wanted her to move north to be near them, but a new environment wasn't going to help her recall her old one.
Hilary - the divorced mother of one of Katie's friends — who had become Vivian's best friend moved in with her for a long time, just to keep a friendly eye on her whilst the children were away at college.
I called in regularly and took them both out for dinner etc. nearly always to places that Vivian and I had gone to when we were married. Oh, often Liz came with me as kind of back-up and Anna too when she paid an unexpected call to the country again. Well not completely unexpected and she did lodge with me for a few nights during her stay.
Janice came down often to spend time with Vivian as well. Slowly at first, Vivian began to recall her memories, but later they came as a bit of a rush. They were a lot of tears when she recalled our married life together, and the children's birth's, christening's etc.
--------------------------------------------------
Chapter 6: The Last Waltz
Then came the day Hilary called me at work and told me that Vivian had tried to kill herself. Well, she'd emptied the medicine cabinet of just about every pill in there; not that I think there was enough of anything to be fatal. But in combination, who knows?
Anyway Vivian's stomach had been pumped — an experience she later informed me, that she'd prefer not to be repeated — before I arrived at the hospital.
"I'm sorry Jim, it was a really stupid and thoughtless thing to do. Haven't I caused you and the children enough problems already?"
"The children don't know, Vivian, they've had their education buggered up enough as it is. Hilary and I figured we wouldn't tell anyone. The story is, that you took a nasty tumble."
"Thanks I never realised that I could be so thoughtless, I had a revelation during the night and it shook me to the bone."
"Up to date are we?" I asked after giving her a friendly cuddle.
"Not quite, but I was lying in bed during the night and suddenly remembered being in bed with him!"
"I see!"
"I must have been mad."
"No comment!"
"No honestly Jim, as a lover he totally stinks. What the hell I thought I was playing at I don't know. Maybe I'll remember how I ended up in bed with him one day, but it's not an experience I'd like to repeat."
"Pleased to hear it, but you did several repeat performances by all accounts."
I'd have preferred to have relived some of them on those videos and DVD's."
"Oh shit, you found them. God I'd forgotten all about them."
"I'm disappointed, I thought we did well together. A damned sight better than Stacie's husband could do anyway! They were in the back of the wardrobe; I suppose it was lucky that the children never came across them. Anyway I like to watch them sometimes, in the evenings when I'm alone."
"Oh Christ Hilary hasn't..."
"Don't be daft, Jim, they are our memories; private and personal to you and me. I just wish there was some way ... But I know that's never going to happen, is it?"
I chose not to go down the road Vivian was hinting at, so I replied. "You've got most of your past back now, Viv, I think you ought to stop thinking about the past; think about getting out with Hilary a bit more and finding your future."
"I will try, Jim, but I must thank you for being so patient with me."
"I'll always be here if you need me Vivian, but we are divorced and there's no going back."
"Well, I'd say that you'd better look to your future as well then, Jim."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"I've told you before that I think that Liz is waiting for you to ask her to marry you."
"Both Liz and her sister Anna are dedicated businesswomen Vivian; I doubt either of them will ever get married."
"I wouldn't be so sure, identical twins they might be, but I can see them falling out over you. And what about your Danish friend, you don't seem to have seen much of her lately?"
Who the hell had told Vivian about Semine, I had no idea. I'd thought I'd kept her out of the equation where Vivian was concerned. I had to assume that Katie or Jamie must have mentioned her to Vivian.
"There was a time when Semine and I could have got together, but I don't think that will happen now. She's met up with a local guy over there and I do believe they are getting pretty serious, or so her daughter told me when she was over a few weeks ago."
"You never told me, about her."
"I couldn't see much point Vivian."
"Yeah, I understand your life is your own now."
For some weeks after that Vivian apologised for the pill episode almost every time we saw her; the we, being Liz and I. It was shortly after the same incident that Vivian returned to work part time at the same insurance office where she'd been working before her disastrous holiday.
She seemed to take my advice to look to her future to heart, because she and Hilary started going out together fairly often. Although because the insurance office wasn't very far from my office she did join Liz and I for lunch every so often and, from what I heard, Liz when I was out of the country.
I suppose a year must have almost passed before Katie dropped the first hint that there was a new man in her mother's life. Jamie had finished his education and had moved back home with Vivian and Hilary; but I never saw very much of the lad because he and Frankie were ... Well I suppose they were doing what most engaged couples do. Anyway it wasn't going to be very long before Frances conned the biggest wedding in Christendom out of her still warring — or trying to out do each other - parents.
Anyway Katie had come home for the weekend and on the Saturday morning she had turned up at my place with a questionable looking young man; I believe she'd dragged him along for my inspection. Well what could I say; what father ever finds that his daughter's suitors measure up to the mark? But he seemed a personable enough young man, so I didn't come on all that strong.
But it was while we were eating lunch that Katie mentioned Grif. When I asked who Grif was, poor Katie took on the expression of a rabbit caught in a car's headlights.
After a short period of um's and ah's from Katie that left me smiling, she blurted out that Grif was a friend of her mother's who she'd met for the first time the night before. Actually I believe Katie's trip home had more to do with Grif being presented for Katie's approval than it had the young man who was accompanying Kate, being presented for mine.
"He's very nice, dad, if a little on the shy side. He's quite funny really although I don't think intentionally, never been married and gets all tied up in knots when he tries to say things to women."
"Sounds like a bit of a geek to me." I commented.
"Yeah I supposed you could call him a geek. But he's crazy about mum and that's what's important. Grif's not the sort of bloke to mess her around."
"Glad to hear it; where did she meet him, do you know?"
"At some work do, I think. Birthday party or something, everyone was dancing, mother took pity on him and dragged him out on the floor. I told you he's very shy, I doubt he'd have had the nerve to ask Mum to dance. Apparently they went out on a date with Hilary and his friend a few days later and he's been sending her flowers and things ever since."
"Hilary and his friend, have a real hot romance going and I think that could be helping them along a little. You know what mum's like, she's a little reticent to get involved too much."
"What do you mean, she isn't as keen on this Grif bloke as he is on her?"
"Well not exactly, mum still worries about what you'll think. She likes Grif a hell of a lot, you can tell that when she talks about him. But you're still not hooked up with anyone are you dad?"
"God she's not waiting for me to get hitched before she gets involved with anyone else, is she?
"I don't think she's doing it intentionally dad. But you know mum, she was hoping that one day you two might ... So really, it's any excuse she can come up with not to get involved with anyone else. I think she's worried about what you're going so say."
"Oh shit, what are we going to do about that?"
Katie grinned back at me. "Well, we're all going out for a meal this evening at the Checkers with Jamie and Frankie. Wouldn't it be a coincidence if you turned up there, maybe with Liz and joined us? If mother saw that you didn't get all out of shape over her being with Grif, then ... Well who knows?"
"Or it could scare the pants off of the poor guy; he might run a mile!" I replied.
"No, you'll be your most charming self; magnanimous in the extreme."
I will?
"Yeah, if you like him. But remember dad, he's mother's boyfriend, not yours. It's mum he's supposed to make happy!"
"On my best behaviour Katie, I promise."
Katie called Jamie the moment we were out of the restaurant and cleared things with him. I had a little chat with him and gathered that he also approved of Grif. Apparently he could talk "networks and servers" and I think that puts just about anyone on Jamie's good guy list. But hearing that Grif passed muster with Frankie meant a lot more to me. Frankie was never going to be anyone's fool
I knew the people at the Checkers, so it wasn't too much of a hassle for me to change the party's reservation. I'd told Jamie I'd slip him my credit card and he should insist on taking care of the bill with it, but without letting on to anyone who's credit card he was using."
Liz and I were waiting for Jamie and Frankie when they arrived from their flat and I slipped him one of my charge cards. Then Liz and I stayed out of sight until Katie, the gooey eyed young man I'd met earlier, Vivian, Grif, Hilary and her heartthrob turned up. Then Liz and I, as subtly as we could, appeared.



I got the impression that Hilary had been tipped off that we'd be there. Vivian got a little flustered for a few minutes; but maybe because the children acted as if our presence was the most natural thing in the world, she seemed to settle quite quickly. I was aware of Grif giving me sideways glances for most of the evening.
Jamie and Frankie rose to the occasion very cleverly though. We hadn't been seated for more than a few seconds when they announced that their wedding date had finally been set for the following December. A rather clever move because it gave the excuse regarding Liz's and my presence; and it took the wind out of the "which parent do they tell first" argument.
I tried to play the whole evening as coolly as I could, but I did find myself appraising Grif's worth as a husband for Vivian, whether I wanted to or not. Liz had to kick me in the leg a couple of times when I asked what she considered to be too probing questions.
Look, a lot of guys have been there, when some young suitor turns up to court their daughter. Well, can I help it if I had the same fatherly instincts about the guy who was — or at least trying to — court my ex-wife?
On the whole, I think the evening went off quite well. Jamie paying the bill - although both Grif and Hilary's guy wanted to argue the toss — didn't make it look like I was lording it over everyone. Whether they ever worked out that it was my card Jamie was using, I don't know.
As Liz had predicted she would, Vivian turned up to join us for lunch on the following Monday. I know what she wanted to ask, but she didn't. Liz and I acted, as it was no concern of ours — as it wasn't - that she'd found herself a boyfriend.
In the end, I think Vivian chickened out, because Liz and I - when we mentioned him - said that he seemed like a very nice guy. I can't quite recall exactly how Liz managed to bring the subject around to Grif without making it seem too obvious.
My spare time over the next few months — when I was in the UK — seemed to be taken up with plans for Jamie and Frankie's wedding. Considering that I really had nothing to do with the actual planning - that was all down to Vivian and Frankie's warring parents, Vivian I think had been playing piggy in the middle for most of it — I was surprised at how much time I spent on it ... But I had to be kept up to date — by Frankie and Vivian — so that I could step in as the big gun when Vivian couldn't get them to come to an amicable conclusion on some innocuous detail.
Eventually - with Frankie and Vivian standing behind me - I was forced to turn up at one of the planning get togethers and announce that Frankie had had enough. If the two warring parties couldn't bury the hatchet, then Vivian would organise a wedding that I would finance completely without them; what's more they wouldn't be invited. From then on Vivian was able to control things quite successfully, so that Frankie and Jamie got the wedding that they wanted.
But along the way I picked up from Jamie, Frankie and Katie, that Vivian and Grif were going strong. I figured that it wouldn't be too long before they announced their own up-coming wedding. I think I assumed that they were waiting for the marriage in the offing to be out of the way before they told everyone; because they didn't want to steal the children's limelight.
September that year saw another company soirée down to the Palace Hotel in Torquay. It was much the same kind of junket as we'd had two years previous. The difference this time being that I - and just about everyone else - was aware that Anna was going to be there from the beginning. For appearances sake, Anna officially shared Lizzie's room again, but she spent most nights with me in mine.
For the kick, most of the time the two girls dressed identically; except for the evenings when one of them would wear something to differentiate between the two of them and we ran the "guess which is Liz" sweepstake. By the end of the week the girls had accumulated almost a thousand pounds for charity.
I diplomatically threw my money in the pot every day, but I never won because I always bet on Anna. Apparently the girls still hadn't worked out that Liz had that habit of calling me boss when we were alone - usually when we were dancing - so I always knew which was which before the evening was out. Well, that's what I thought anyway!
In the privacy of my room, Anna and I did talk a lot about Liz and my feelings towards her. You can't work together as closely as Liz and I did, without an emotional relationship of some kind developing. But Liz had always been adamant — as was Anna — that she wanted to "make it" — as both girls so succinctly put it — in her chosen profession, before she settled on a life partner and got married.
"Raising children and doing a high-powered job at the same time, can't work. Something has to give and it's inevitably home life and the children." Appeared to be both girls oft repeated maxims.
I was to learn later that their mother had been a businesswoman who took over the reins of their father's company when he died at an early age. They had first hand knowledge of the repercussions that had caused in their own family and upbringing; Liz and Anna had no intentions of neglecting their own children, as they believed they had been. I'll add that neither of them blamed their mother, they knew she had done what had to be done at the time.
Where was I? Oh yeah Anna and I in my room. Yeah well, we won't go there, suffice to say Anna tried to kill me most nights. Still it was fun; I was lucky to have a friend with benefits such as Anna. I was really sorry to see her board that plane to fly back to Canada.
"Ask her nicely, and I'm sure Liz will keep you warm at night!" Anna had whispered in my ear as I kissed her good-bye at Heathrow.
"You've got to be joking Anna. Liz is far too important to me to risk doing anything like that with."
"Silly boy!" She replied, then she turned away and walked through the departure gate.
After that seminar I spent some time in Sweden, flying backwards and forwards several times during the month. I managed to nip over to Denmark to see Semine and her son Jahn a couple of times. But by that time Semine was hooked up with a really nice local guy. I did wonder if he realised just how close friends Semine and I had been at one time; but if he did he showed no sign of the knowledge. He didn't even blink an eyelid when Semine enthusiastically kissed me at the ferry terminal. I tended to use the ferry when I could because I always enjoy a boat trip.
We'd arranged for Semine's daughter Edla — Ed or Eddie to most people when she was in the UK - to do a one-year internship at my company, lodging with Vivian whilst she was in the country. Oh yeah, Vivian had always known all about Semine, she'd met her and both of her children as well.
Of course I'd been making a point; it seemed the most sensible thing to do at the time. Maybe a little hard on Vivian, but it had helped to drive home the point.
Katie was home most weekends and she and Eddie went out together a lot; the girls always had seemed to get on well with each other. But, although she had never actually said anything, her body language - when he was around — had told me that Katie would have preferred it if Edla's brother Jahn had been doing the internship. It was pretty obvious that Jahn had the hot's for Katie as well, what with all the excuses he found to visit his sister. Semine told me that they'd never been that close when they were younger.
Eddie — who was of course assigned to our department, seemed to be both fascinated and perplexed by Liz. As I've said before there always has this air of chaos around Liz, she still liked to play the dizzy blond all the time. But at the same time she'd amply demonstrated to everyone that she was not the fool she acted and she had her finger very firmly on everything that happened in the department. I think Eddie couldn't get her head around Liz at all, but she'd try to spend every spare minute she could in her company.
I'm not sure what happened when I was away, but every lunchtime - when I was at the office - Eddie joined Liz for lunch. At first I'd put this down to Liz keeping a friendly eye on Eddie. But, you could say that Vivian was doing the same because she and Grif took to meeting us in the café we used for lunch as well. From what Eddie and Katie told me, it was unusual to find Vivian without Grif being around somewhere by then.
It was Eddie who told me that something needed doing about Vivian and Grif; well I think that's what she was surreptitiously trying to tell me. Why else would Eddie tell me that Grif was carrying an engagement ring around in his pocket all the time, and that she'd overheard Grif asking Vivian, but she'd never given him a straight answer.
"I think that if Katie's mother doesn't make up her mind, Grif might give up eventually." Eddie informed Liz and I over coffee one afternoon.
"Well?" Liz eventually asked, after looking at me for a few seconds.
"What the hell can I do about it?" I replied.
"Jim if she's prevaricating, then you know why she is more than anyone else; or at least you should do!"
"Bleeding hell Liz, what more can I do?"
"I don't know; you're the one with all the ideas around here. But I think you'd better come up with something pretty sharp-ish." Liz insisted.
"The wedding's in a couple of weeks, we'll see what happens after that. It could be Vivian is too wrapped up in that that to think about anything else at the moment." I suggested, hopefully.
Neither Liz nor Eddie looked convinced, but they let the subject drop after that.
Jamie and Frankie's wedding day dawned sunny, but cold. It was the extravagant affair that I'd predicted; what with Frankie's warring parents trying to out do each other.
It was who was whose escort that I found interesting. Jahn and Eddie had been invited because they had got to know Jamie and Frankie well over the years. Jahn arrived with a guy in tow who spent nearly the whole time drooling over Eddie. I learnt later that he had been Eddie's boyfriend of sorts for donkey's years; I'd seen the bugger with Jahn on my visits to Denmark, but I'd never spotted that he'd been sweet on Eddie. Although Eddie was no relation to me, I think I looked at the guy with a father's quizzical eye.
Anyway Jahn was never more than a few feet from Katie all the time he was in the country, except at night; he and Eddie's guy were camping out at my place. But anyway I realised I had been correct in spotting that little romance before it had even got off the ground. By the way, Jahn and Katie are married now but only after a lot of discussion on where they were going to live. I suppose that Brugge is about as half way between, as you can get.
Vivian of course had a very smart looking Grif in tow. Christ, really we all looked like complete wanker's dressed up in those top hats and tails; but that's what Frankie - and I suppose Jamie - had wanted. I kind-a got the feeling the lad just stood back and watched things happen a little.
Where was I? Oh yeah, my escort for the day. Well it had to be Liz; she was like a surrogate mother to my kids in a way. And well ... she out-did herself. Okay the dress wasn't white, but it was as near as damn it to that famous white dress of Marilyn Monroe's, although Liz kept a cardigan or wrap around her shoulders for most of the day. Only divesting herself of it and displaying her bare shoulders and cleavage, later in the evening.
I was to learn much later that Frankie had been a little embarrassed about the rather revealing wedding dress she'd chosen. Apparently it had looked great on the model in the bridle shop, and parts of it could be removed. The train, the attachment of which also covered her shoulders, and even the outer long skirt part, so as to convert the dress into a rather swish-looking little cocktail type number; albeit flared out some, to make it more comfortable to dance in. The whole ensemble removing the need for Frankie to disappear later and change into something comfy to dance in. But the dress did display rather a lot of bare skin and cleavage.
Apparently once Frankie got the several thousand pounds worth of wedding dress home, she'd begun to chicken out of wearing it, because she thought it revealed a little too much bare skin and cleavage. Liz and Katie had come to her assistance and promised they'd wear something just as revealing. Hence the Marilyn Monroe number on Liz and a few dirty looks from her father to Katie - who smiled back at me sweetly - over her choice of evening attire.
I suppose I'd better add that Jahn beamed from ear to ear most of the time as well. The only times he wasn't beaming were when some other guy asked Katie to dance, and that included her father when he chastised for her revealing attire. I also had a go at Vivian and Liz because I was fairly sure that they'd both supposedly vetted Katie's dress for the occasion. Both quietly informed me, that I could be an old fuddy-duddy on occasions.
The day had gone off pretty well, all things taken into consideration. Frankie's parents had even had a few nice things to say about each other during their speeches; a worrying time for poor Frankie. I said my bit, telling everyone that Frankie had often seemed like she was my own daughter, she being the focus of Jamie's affections for so many years.
It was pleasant dancing with Frankie and feeling so proud that my son had captured her eventually; it hadn't always been plain sailing between them. But whilst I was dancing with her, Frankie asked me a question that I wasn't expecting.
"So dad!" The emphasis really being placed on the word dad. "When are you going to make an honest woman out of Elizabeth?"
"Sorry daughter" Frankie asked for it, she was going to learn I gave as good as I received. "I have no idea what you are talking about."
"Oh come on, Jim. There's no way in the world that Vivian is going to marry Griffith until you're married off. Have some pity on the poor guy, can't you?"
"Frankie before I can marry anyone they have to want to marry me. Liz is set on joining me on the board of directors; maybe even becoming chairman, or should that be chairwoman one day."
"Chairperson I think, dad. I'm not so sure she wouldn't jump at the chance if she had it."
"Well I think she's going to get her chance sooner than she expects. We were only talking about offering her the sales director's job last month. But for god sake don't say anything to her about it.
"No silly, not the directors job; we're all pretty sure she wants the job of being your wife."
"Now you're being silly, Frances, Liz and I have never even so much as kissed each other. We're just good friends with a brilliant working relationship."
"You think?"
"I know, Frankie. Look both Liz and her sister know where they're going and no matter what I think or would like, they are going to get there. Now let's not talk about me, how's it feel being a married woman?"
"I'll let you know when we get back from honeymoon."
"I'm not sure that's a good idea, well not the details anyway." I grinned at her.
Suddenly Frankie took me by surprise she pulled me close and kissed me full on the lips. She'd often given me a peck on the cheek over the years, but that was the first time she'd kissed me on the mouth.
"You're a married woman now Frankie, you shouldn't go kissing dirty old men like that anymore."
"Shame on the Romans." She said nonchalantly.
"What the hell have the Roman's got to do with anything?" I replied, confused some by the girl's statement.
"Didn't you know that before the Romans came along, the British guys were supposed to have shared their wives with their fathers."
"Where to hell did you hear a story like that?" I asked in disbelief.
"I can't remember now, some Roman historian wrote about it, I think. I can remember reading it when I was at school and being jealous of them. I had a real crush on you back then, you know."
"You flatter me Frankie."
"It's true, I'm sure Jamie and I wouldn't have lasted if you hadn't been there. I always thought that Jamie and Katie had the most perfect father. Mind I thought Vivian was the perfect mother as well, even if she did ... Well what I mean is even after ... you know; you didn't fight with each other all the time. My mum and dad can't say a civil word to each other most of the time."
"They did today Frankie."
"Only because I threatened to publicly disown them in front of everyone if they said a cross word to each other. I even insisted that I wasn't coming unless they promised to have one dance together, which they did. What surprised me was that they were smiling as well."
"Yeah, I noticed that. Vivian and I had been ready to step in and run interference."
"See what I mean, you and Vivian planning what you intended to do if my parents kicked off at each other again? But you're both divorced as well."
"What can I say, Frankie, some people can't get over the hate. It's a very short path between love and hate. The trouble is some people let the hate eat away at them instead of getting over it and getting on with their lives. Life's much too short to waste hating anyone. Except for maybe Billy Banks, I make an exception for him. I'm pretty sure I'd deck that bugger if I ever ran into him somewhere."
"Billy who?"
"Don't ask Frankie, I haven't been there in years."
"Oh him. I'd give him a kick or two myself, if I got the chance."
The number we'd been dancing to ended, and Jamie joined us on the floor to reclaim his bride at the same time. And he stood there grinning like a bleeding dummy, as his new wife gave me another kiss before releasing me from her arms.
A little later after dancing with Liz, I slipped out into the hotels conservatory for a quiet cigar, only to find a rather depressed looking Grif sitting out there all on his own.
"What's up mate, Vivian worn you out; she loves dancing doesn't she?" I said, trying to make it sound as if it's normal to talk about your ex-wife with her suitor.
"Tell me, Jim, did you have this trouble with her when you asked her to marry you?" Grif asked.
"Sorry mate, not quite with you." I replied.
"Look, Jim, I've asked Vivian to marry me god knows how many times, but she just won't give me a straight answer."
"She hasn't said no, has she?"
"And she hasn't said yes either. She just sort of changes the subject; I can't pin the woman down."
"Ah now, she always was pretty good at that little trick. Try asking her what she wants for her birthday or Christmas. I found it was easier to ask Katie once she was old enough."
"That's fine, but I can't really go asking your daughter if her mother will marry me can I?" Grif replied with an even more dejected tone to his voice.
I had to agree with the poor bugger.
"Yeah you got a good point there, perhaps we'd better pin her down." I suggested.
"Oh and how do I do that? I've asked her until I'm blue in the face and I never get a straight answer out of her."
"You got that ring I've heard so much about in your pocket?" I asked.
"Yeah I've always ... how did you know?" He asked, obviously taken by surprise that I knew about the ring.
"Not very much about Vivian doesn't reach my ears eventually, even if I didn't want to know. And some that I'd rather not have known as well!" I mused. "Anyway, you stay sat-sitting there and we'll see what we can do to get a straight answer for you."
Yeah well, as the father of the groom I had imbibed a little that day. Possibly the reason Frankie had been so forward; she knew she could get away with it. I'm one of those people who get merry when I've had a few.
It didn't take me long to track down Katie, I asked her to find her brother and mother and bring them both out into the conservatory. Katie arrived very shortly with not only Jamie and Vivian, but Frankie, Liz and Jahn as well.



I instructed Vivian to sit beside Grif, which - somewhat surprisingly — she did without question. Then I told Grif to get down on one knee and do his thing. Which — also surprisingly considering the audience he had — he did without argument, almost pulling the little ring box from his pocket with obscene haste.
Vivian sat there not speaking and looked from Grif to all the others present in turn. Finally her eyes met mine.
"Well if you don't grab the bugger whilst you got the chance, don't you dare come crying to me in the future." Was the best little line that I could come up with.
"Go for it mum!" Katie added.
Vivian didn't say yes in so many words — well not to start with anyway - she just held out her hand and said, "Thank you," when Grif slid the ring on her finger.
There were no worries about it being the right size, Katie had borrowed her mother's wedding ring from the draw in my flat when Grif asked her if she knew what size ring he should buy. Oh, apparently Katie helped him choose the ring as well; I've always wondered what the jeweller made of that one. "Can we have an engagement ring to fit the lady who used to wear this wedding ring please?" I'm digressing again, sorry.
We all did a disappearing act back into the reception rooms then and left the newly betrothed alone for a while. But Jamie stationed himself beside the stage so that he could nip up and make a public announcement when they decided to reappear. I think, much to both Vivian and Grif's embarrassment.
Two weeks later, Jamie and Frankie had returned from their honeymoon.
"How'd it go, Frankie?" I asked when she called me at the office on the following Monday.
"Great, dad" - the heavy emphasis on the dad again - "You did a great job of raising your son."
"Thank you daughter-in-law, I'm pleased he comes up to your expectations."
"Come on, dad, we've been living together for nearly a year; I knew what I was buying. Anyway, I'm not sure that I like the daughter-in-law bit."
"That's what you are sweetheart. My legal daughter now, whether you like it or not."
"Oh, I like it all right dad, especially the nights."
"Now Frankie, watch your tongue young lady, or I might have to take you in hand."
"Ooh, that sounds like fun, but I've got someone keeping me very busy at the moment."
"And if he hears you talking like that, I'm pretty sure he'd soon have you over his knee and give you the spanking you deserve."
"Now you are talking!"
"Come on, cut it out."
"Okay sorry, dad, but you are so much fun to talk to; much better than my father. And a damn sight more understanding. Anyway I didn't call to spar with you, I wanted to invite you and Liz to my first dinner party on Friday evening."
"Dinner party eh, we are moving up in the world. Does Jamie know yet?"
"Providing he gets his stomach filled, I don't think Jamie much cares. But he's promised to be on his best behaviour. Wasn't so keen on the dinner jacket idea though."
"Oh, going all formal, are we?"
"Yeah, come on, dad, this is my first big dinner party, I want it to be really special."
"I'm sure we'll be there, I'll ask Liz what she's got on when she reappears."
"Yeah Liz is coming, I've already checked that she's free. I just wanted to make sure that you'd be her escort."
I kind of got the idea that my input on the dinner party was just a formality. Frankie had obviously spoken to Liz, who would have checked with our secretary that we were both free. Therefore Frankie's call had been a polite formality. Liz or our secretary — as they usually did - would have just told me what to wear and when to be there anyway.
Frankie had gone all out. Their flat wasn't very big but it sure looked the part that evening. I was somewhat surprised when Katie turned up with Jahn in tow, he - and Eddie's guy — had flown over especially for the occasion; or so they claimed. So that was it the eight of us sat around the table.
During the meal, photographs of the wedding and the kids' honeymoon were passed around the table. They were all very nice, but considering the fuss Frankie had made about that low cut wedding dress ... Well, put it this way, there weren't much of the bikini she wore on the beach.
"No matter, I didn't have it on very much. Jamie kept dragging me back to our room." She replied with a cheeky wink, when I commented on its lack of material.
"Too much information, Frankie!" I used the stock answer in reply.
"Anyway I borrowed it off of Katie, didn't I Kate?" She added with a grin.
Katie avoided my eyes when I looked at her in shock at hearing that piece of news. But everyone else was grinning at me like Cheshire cats so I let it slide, because I realised they were taking digs at me.
After eating Frankie's superb meal, we were all settling around the TV to watch the video of the wedding when Katie asked the question.
"Have you told him yet, Liz?"
"Told who what?" Jamie asked loudly.
Maybe a pre-planned response to draw attention to Katie's question, I never have been too sure, but Jamie isn't usually that quick.
But Katie didn't reply, she sat there staring at Liz. Then I realised that almost everyone — including me was doing the same, with what can only described as expectant expressions on our faces. But Liz was looking straight back at me with that "deer in the headlights" expression on her face.
"Well have you?" Frankie asked this time.
Liz didn't reply, she opened the small clutch bag she'd been nursing all evening and produced a sealed letter from it, which she held out, obviously for me to take from her.
Breaking the seal, I realised that there was complete silence in the room and everyone was watching my every move intently.
The letter was extremely brief. To put it succinctly, it was Elizabeth's formal resignation from the company. A rather odd situation for Liz to choose to give it to me in, I thought. Besides not being able to fathom why she would want to quit, because she was just about to be promoted as sales director. Something she'd been hoping would happen for years.
"I don't understand." I said, looking up from the letter to Liz.
"I'm surprised, I would have thought you at least, would have noticed." Frankie commented.
"Noticed what?" I asked. I do hate when women beat around the bush and don't explain what they are really talking about.
My god, dad, to anyone who's known Liz as long as we have, it was showing at the wedding. Don't you ever open your eyes?" Katie commented.
"Maybe not where I'm concerned." Liz entered the conversation.
"Look you've lost me, what are you girls on about?" I demanded.
Katie held up an enlarged picture of Liz and I dancing together at the wedding, it was taken broadside on, and Katie's finger was pointing at Liz's waist area. "Notice anything-unusual dad?" She demanded.
Well to be honest I couldn't see or understand what Katie was referring to. Liz had always had a pretty lithe figure; I noted it many times over the previous few years. I supposed there was a chance that she might have put on a pound or two ... My conscious mind locked up at the realisation of what Katie and Frankie could possibly be inferring. All sorts of thoughts, were racing around my unconscious mind at the same time, and probably causing the overload.
She couldn't be! But that would explain Liz's resignation. She and Anna had always been adamant that babies and high-powered jobs don't mix for women. But if she was, then who could possibly be the father? I thought that I knew where Elizabeth was and whom she was with, almost twenty-four hours a day and I had done for years.
Oh no, of course there was Torquay. I had no idea what Liz had been getting up to or with whom whilst I'd been ... er, otherwise occupied with Anna. But I couldn't recall any hint that Liz had teamed up with anyone in particular during the week.
"Who?" I mouthed at Liz. Not daring to ask the question out loud.
"You!" She mouthed back at me. Maybe also not daring to say the actual word out loud.
"But we never..." I replied, out loud this time.
"Anastasia soon picked up on the boss habit, didn't she?" Liz smiled.
"Are you telling me?"
"Yeah Anna and I are identical twins and for a while there, there was absolutely no one in the world who could tell us apart. And that included you Jimmy!"
"So when I thought I was...?"
"Yes, after the second night when you told Anna that you were attracted to me."
"Oh my god, every..."
"Dad, I really do think you two should have the rest of this discussion in private." Katie interrupted. "But you can ask Liz to marry you now. We're all waiting!"
I glanced around at all the smiling faces staring back at me, then back at the tentatively smiling Elizabeth.
"But, I haven't got a..."
"Yes you have, and it fits!" Katie said, producing the box that contained the engagement ring I'd given to her mother many years before. "Mother said she couldn't think of a better use for it. And she hopes Liz will honour it better than she managed too."
Liz was smiling at me by then, but I wasn't too sure that using Vivian's ring was such a good idea. Liz must have read the thought in my face.
"Vivian and I have discussed it Jim, she's happy with the idea."
"Oh you have, have you; has everyone been conspiring behind my back?"
"No just Mum and Katie; Vivian was the first to realise that Liz was carrying. Actually whilst you were twisting her arm to accept Grif's proposal. She told us that she thought she'd be pushing her luck a little too far, had she pointed it out at the time. But this evening was all her idea." Frankie informed me. "So get on with it dad, we've got the Champagne Grif bought, on ice in the kitchen.
Liz had tears in her eyes as I got down on one knee and asked her to be my bride. Yeah, I still had reservations about the ten-year age gap, but I think I was alone in that worry. Then things got really out of hand the Champagne flowed and a real party kicked off.
Although Liz took a few minutes to make an international telephone call.
Life goes on.
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Taking the Long Shot, Chapter 01
The bar was fairly quiet; it normally was at that time of day, just after opening time. I'd cashed my social cheque first thing that morning and I could afford a decent beer for a change, instead of the canned crap I was normally forced to drink.
Yeah, I was a drunk. Not an alkie quite yet, but probably not too far off it at the time. Folks were always telling me that the booze would kill me in the end. Not that I cared much, I didn't really have much reason to go on.
Why ... well, why do you think? Because of a woman and the way the police have victimised me since she'd been gone. If anyone wanted to buy me another decent pint I might be persuaded to tell them the story.
I suppose I'd better go back to the beginning. I'll try to keep the story as brief as possible. If I went on too long I'd be liable to get melancholy on folks and be unable to finish; the drink did tend to do that to me.
Cassandra was a quiet girl when I met her, kind-a shy; you wouldn't think she'd say boo to a goose. We met when she got a job in the office at one of the companies that I was subbing for. I had my own security business back then, installing fire and burglar alarms in homes, schools, offices and the like. Just about anywhere that needed a good security system really. The guys that I employed were good at their jobs and the gear we used was of the highest quality and state of the art. My little company had the reputation as being one of the best and was growing fast.
Cassandra had been employed as a bookkeeper or clerk or something by one of the electrical contractors that I regularly did sub-contract work for. They wired the mains and my company looked after the security installations, and latterly computer network wiring.
Anyway Cassandra caught my attention the first time that I clapped eyes on her. She did no more than glance up at me and an embarrassed smile briefly appeared on her face, before she quickly returned her attention to her computer screen.
You know, there was something about that little smile that I can't explain; but I knew that same instant that Cassandra was the one my mother had told me I'd find one day. The woman I was destined to spend the rest of my life with.
Yeah well, from that day forth I set about courting Cassandra. The odd visit I paid to that particular contractor's office became three or four visits a week. It took some time and a lot of persuasion but eventually Cassandra deigned to let me take her to lunch.
As I've already said, Cassandra was very reserved and appeared extremely shy. One would never say she dressed provocatively either, but no amount of dowdy clothing could ever hide that figure of hers.
After a couple of quiet lunches together, Cassandra seemed to relax a little when we were together. She even cracked the odd joke about me being a wolf in sheep's clothing; I never did understand what she was getting at there. Anyway from lunches we progressed to dinner dates and finally the theatre, cinema and going out dancing.
It was a bit unusual for me to date a woman for nearly two months before I got a first kiss out of her, but it was worth the wait. I was in no hurry, remember; I figured we'd have the rest of our lives for that kind of thing.
However after that first kiss, Cassandra loosened up surprisingly quickly and three months into the relationship we'd began to stopover at each other's flats for the night, a couple of times a week.
Cassandra's flat took me somewhat by surprise. It was almost brand new and exceptionally large. When I questioned how much it must have cost she mumbled something about a legacy. I enquired no further because I was already aware that her parents were both deceased. Killed in a road accident or something a few years previous and I was also aware that Cassandra preferred not to talk about them or their deaths.
The relationship progressed very quickly and within the year we were discussing getting married and how many children we both wanted. My business was growing very fast and as the wedding drew closer Cassandra quit her job and joined the staff of my company, where she was apparently a great hit with everyone.
I'd known Cassandra less than two years the day we walked down the aisle together. During those two years I'd seen a surprising amount of changes in her. Her shyness had disappeared almost completely and she'd adopted a much more modern style of dress. Nothing that could be considered over the top, but definitely more fashionable.
"Can't have everyone thinking I'm an old maid when I'm marrying a handsome and dynamic young business man," she'd replied with a smile, when I commented on how much her dress had changed, one evening as we were going out to dinner with an important client a few weeks before the wedding.
The wedding itself went off fine. It was a pretty small affair as far as relatives were concerned, because neither Cassandra nor myself had much in the way of relations still alive. Cassandra was given away by her uncle, who was — as far as I know, along with his wife — Cassandra's aunt - the only remaining members of her family.
My mother — and my only living blood relative, my father having passed away from influenza when I was very young - and my stepfather flew in from the antipodes where they'd been living for many years.
That was the first time I'd met Cassandra's uncle and aunt and I have to say that — with hindsight - I'm of the opinion that they didn't like me very much from the moment they met me. An opinion, that was reinforced by their actions over the following few years.
Of course we had all of our friends, most of our — the company was in the process of being converted into a partnership — employees, and representatives from quite a few of our clients there. On the whole I thought everything went off very well.
Cassandra and I spent our first night as a married couple in the honeymoon suite of the same hotel we'd hired for the reception. The following day we set off on a tour of the country. We'd talked about going abroad, but for some reason decided to visit some parts of the UK that Cassandra hadn't been to before. Cassandra seemed to have a fascination with ruined castles and all things medieval. It was whilst discussing our honeymoon that I discovered that Cassandra had studied history at university.
Yeah, all right, it did mean that I/we could phone into the office everyday and check that disaster hadn't struck. Not that we didn't trust the people we'd left in charge.
Anyway for the next eighteen days we travelled around middle England and most of Wales visiting said castles and a few civil war battlefields, etc. I learnt a lot more about English history than I thought I needed to know. But Cassandra was enjoying herself; so if she was happy, then I was happy. Especially at night, when we looked out the best hotels in the locality, and spent the night in their honeymoon suite.
It was a Thursday, the nineteenth night on our honeymoon, twenty days since we'd walked down the aisle together. We'd booked into a rather plush hotel in Bristol for the night; but for some reason that escapes me, we were trying to enjoy our evening meal at a restaurant in the city centre.
As far as I knew everything was fine, Cassandra had been joking about not going back home as planned that weekend, and maybe us running off to Scotland and spending some time seeing the sights up there. Of course we both knew that we needed to get back to the office the following week, but it was fun pretending that we didn't have to.
About the only thing that spoilt the evening was a large party of people, maybe twenty or thirty who were eating at the other end of the restaurant. They were foreign, rather loud and appeared to be celebrating something. Later in the evening they took it in turn to stand up and give a little speech in their own language or possibly propose a toast to some unknown person. Anyway, we tried to ignore them as much as we possibly could.
Cassandra and I finished our meal and were enjoying a couple of — what are often referred to as - liqueur coffees, mine being rum and Cassie's Tia Maria, which is a rum based drink anyway so you could say that even our tastes were compatible.
But suddenly I noticed that Cassandra was sitting there staring into space; and that her face had almost completely drained of colour.
"Are you all right, sweetheart?" I asked, concerned about her because she was seeming to sway in her seat a little. I honestly thought that she was about to faint on me.
"I feel that I might be sick," Cassandra said as she rose from her seat and headed - very quickly - towards the ladies room, that wasn't very far from where we were seated.
I went to go with her, but she insisted that I remained at the table, telling me that she'd be back in a few minutes.
So at the table I sat.
Ten minutes later Cassandra hadn't returned and I began to get worried.
After fifteen minutes - and voicing my concerns to our waiter - I threw caution to the wind and entered the vestibule that led to both ladies and gents conveniences.
Getting no reply when I called Cassandra's name at the door to the ladies room, I charged inside followed by a waitress who been obviously been sent to investigate with me.
The ladies conveniences were empty; there was no sign that Cassandra had ever been in the place.
Further panicked investigation informed us that the fire escape that led outside from the vestibule had been opened recently and the catch hadn't reengaged properly.
A quick search of the back alleyway the emergency exit led into showed no sign of Cassandra. I was in panic mode by then, because I could think of no reason - other than to get a breath of fresh air - for her to go out into the alley. And if that was the case, then she should have been right outside the door.
The police were called, but they didn't attend until nearly three quarters of an hour had past. And to start with, they didn't appear to be very interested, suggesting that Cassandra had probably decided to walk back to our hotel on her own.
But then one of the kitchen staff - who'd been asked by the restaurant's manager to take a good look around — returned with Cassandra's handbag that he'd found in a bin at the end of the alley. But he had seen no sign of Cassandra herself.
One of the officers searched Cassandra's bag — with my permission — and found her purse inside that had contained several hundred pounds after we'd visited an ATM earlier in the evening. Cassandra's credit cards were still there in her purse, but all of the cash was missing.
The police then suggested that I return to our hotel, in case Cassandra went back there. They would have every officer locally and the towns CCTV camera operators keep an eye out for her.
As you have no doubt guessed by now, Cassandra didn't return to the hotel that evening, nor the next day. It was just as if she dropped off the face of the earth; I never saw - or heard - anything from her.
Mind you, I did see a lot of the police when they eventually deigned to accept that foul play might be involved in Cassandra's disappearance. I have no idea how many newly married women do a disappearing act in the city of Bristol, but, to start with, the police appeared to treat the investigation as fairly low key.
But after a week I was a complete head-case and the coppers seemed to pull up their socks some. Only at the time, I never realised that the more I bugged them about finding Cassandra, the more they appeared to focus on me as a suspect in her disappearance. Especially after her Aunt and Uncle — who'd I'd informed of her disappearance by telephone - turned up in Bristol.
I'm not sure how to explain the next year to you. But I will say that the police both in Bristol and my hometown seemed to have decided that I'd somehow done away with Cassandra, or was at least responsible in some way for her disappearance.
My motive, they suggested, was Cassie's three million eight hundred thousand trust fund that I'd had no previous knowledge of whatsoever until the accusation was thrown at me by a Chief Superintendent Conway during a very frightening interview. During which, it was pointed out that I was deeply in debt and that my company ran a very large overdraft. Nearly four million - it was suggested - was ample motive for just about anything.
Technically I wasn't that much in debt, if in debt at all. My company was owed far more cash from clients with in progress contracts, and the overdraft was basically working capital for those jobs. We'd been growing fast in the previous year and income hadn't quite caught up with outgoings; but the company's balance sheet itself, was pretty healthy.
I was running a personal overdraft, because I hadn't wanted to take my and Cassandra's wages out of the company until some of the clients paid up. And the credit cards ... well, who pays those buggers until the last minute.
Actually I'm not one of the credit card company's favourite type of clients; usually paying off the debt at the end of every month, before they add their interest on. Whatever, the police seemed to figure that Cassandra's almost four million was enough of a motive for me to want to dispose of her.
I'd better explain that trust fund, as best I can; I've already told you that I knew nothing of its existence until after Cassandra was gone.
Anyway, apparently, it was set up by her mother's solicitor after her stroke. Apparently Cassandra's father had been killed in some kind of accident and her mother had suffered a stroke when she heard the news. Basically Cassandra's uncle and aunt were supposed to administer the trust fund until Cassandra, either reached the age of thirty, or got married; whichever came first. Cassandra was to receive a generous allowance from the trust in the mean time.
Looking back, I suppose that might have explained her aunt and uncle's animosity towards me. Hey, folks who administer trust-funds don't do it for their health; usually there's some cash incentive for their labours. But that fact never crossed my mind at the time and it was too late to point it out to the police when my solicitor eventually spelt it out to me; what the fuck did I know about trust funds? But by then the police had me firmly in the frame.
The trust fund also explained that impressive flat of Cassandra's.
Whatever, Cassandra wasn't around to sign the relevant paperwork, so as far as I knew at the time the trust money stayed sitting in a bank somewhere. That, to my mind - and my brief's - was a pretty good motive for Cassandra's uncle to arrange for her to disappear somehow. Not that we could ever get the police to think that way.
Anyway I spent the next few months dashing up and down the M4 either pushing the police to find out what had become of my wife or being interviewed by them, because they were convinced that I held the answer to Cassandra's disappearance. You would never believe all the different scenarios they accused me of organising.
Old friends that I hadn't seen since my schooldays were interviewed as possible accomplices. Even my staff and the staff of some of my clients and suppliers were interviewed along the same lines. I was soon to become a person it was better not to know in a lot of people's eyes.
Then the bloody newspapers got in on the game. They were subtle, I give you that; but every time the police questioned me, it was reported in the papers. Of course hints of my possible motive for doing away with Cassandra were bandied about in vague detail.
Even old clients who'd suffered break-ins — no security system is completely proof against a determined burglar — were interviewed by reporters, and their tales of woe published in the newspapers. Of course the stories never mentioned that often their system had not been serviced since the day they were installed, because the client wanted to save a few bob. Or that sometimes their system hadn't even been set. But that wouldn't have painted me or my company in the light the reporters were intending to do, would it?" The newspapers let the readers' minds do the rest.
Within a couple of months, my company's order book began to suffer and most of our pending contracts were quietly cancelled. Some of my clients and the companies I subbed for, stayed with me; but then some of them found their order books suffering. In less than a year I had to call in the receivers and my company was sold by them to a competitor.
With little or no cash coming, I couldn't pay the mortgage on the house Cassandra and I bought to spend our married life together in; so the bank foreclosed and repossessed it. My personal bankruptcy followed soon afterwards and I moved down to the coast where I took up the profession of a full time drunk, supported by social services.
I was by then living in a disgusting little bed-sit halfway between the social office and the one pub I frequented when I had enough cash.
So there I was that morning enjoying the first decent pint I'd had in over a week when my nemesis walked in the door like they owned the bleeding place.
I'd just about had my fill of Chief Inspector Conway and his Sergeant sidekick, so I was ready for the buggers when and if they walked over to my table.
To be precise I was already hitting the speed dial button to call my brief, possibly the only friend that I really had left in the world, but hey the bugger was being paid by the legal aid people anyway; it was in his interest to remain my friend. Anyway he was handling my continuing complaints to the PCA of police harassment against the two monkeys, which had been upheld by the way, but I had not been awarded any financial compensation so far. It appeared that even the PCA was convinced that I had something to do with Cassandra's demise.
Oh, yeah, by then, I - like just about everyone else - was convinced that Cassandra was dead. After all it had been nearly four years; if she was alive, surely she would have been in touch with me by then. Either that or someone would have spotted her somewhere; damn it Cassandra's face had been slapped all over the TV and newspapers for months after her disappearance.
"They're here again, Mark! Get on to the powers that be, before I do something I'll regret." I was shouting down my mobile phone to my brief as the two officers arrived at my table, confusingly carrying three pints of beer.
"Dan, can we speak to you for..." Was as much as Conway got out of his mouth, before I turned on him.
"No, you fucking can't, arsehole. Come one step closer and you'll get this fucking snooker cue around your bleeding ear'ole, and damn the consequences," I shouted back at them.
To be precise it was a pool cue, but who gives a monkey; I'd had just about all I could take from those two arseholes.
They sort-a stood there in what I can only describe as a stunned silence for a few seconds as I downed the rest of my beer. My intention was to get out of the pub before I did something that would lead to me spending a long period behind bars at her Majesty's pleasure.



I'm not by nature a violent person, but if I wanted to do serious injury to anyone in this world, it was those two. And Cassandra's uncle and aunt who I was fairly convinced orchestrated the newspaper campaign against me, that led to me becoming a bankrupt.
Yeah, I'd come to the Popeye point in my life, "That's all I can stands and I can't stands no-more!" were the thoughts going around in my brain.
Having finished my beer I headed towards the door, pool cue still in hand. As fast as my legs would carry me, without actually running.
"Stay away from me, Conway, or you might not live long enough to collect your pension," I was saying as I reached for the door handle.
But Conway stopped me dead in my tracks when he called out, "Cassandra's alive and well, Dan!"
End of Chapter 01
--------------------------------------------------
Taking the Long Shot, Chapter 02
"Cassandra's alive and well, Dan; we've found her!" Conway called out as I opened the door.
Of course that stopped me in my tracks, and I turned to look at him, wondering what kind of a sick trick he was trying to play this time.
Several times during the intervening years he'd told that me bodies had been discovered that were tentatively identified as being Cassandra. Forensics had always proven otherwise of course; but Conway and his oppos had always used the discovery of those bodies as an excuse to pull me in for yet another grilling.
I had no idea what kind of a game he was trying to play this time, and I had no intention of hanging around long enough to find out either.
"Bollocks!" I replied and then I walked out of the pub.
Of course I did wonder whether Conway was telling the truth or not, but I doubted it from the beginning. The man had told me all kinds of tales during his interrogation sessions; I figured that he was playing another of his mind games, trying to get me to say something stupid like "That's impossible because I killed her and buried her where you'll never find her!" Which of course I couldn't, because I hadn't!
Those sort of dumb confessions only happen at the end of badly written TV programmes anyway.
Over the next week or so there were a couple of times that I thought he might have been telling the truth. Actually at one time I hoped Conway had been telling the truth, but then I got to thinking about the few words he had said.
"Cassandra's alive and well."
Yeah, well, if she was alive and well, then why hadn't she come looking for me? Good question, eh? Cassandra would be a millionaire; finding the husband she walked out on four years before should be no problem for her.
Well, when you think about it, there's only one answer to that question, isn't there? Cassandra must have been stringing me along all the time, maybe to get her own hands on that trust fund of hers. Although I couldn't imagine why she didn't just divorce me. But then, who knows what was going on in her mind.
I could not make any sense in her letting me go through the hell I'd been through since that evening in Bristol. I had to come to the conclusion that if she was alive and well, then she had never felt anything for me in the first place.
For the next few weeks I checked the newspapers that I found laying around — I didn't waste my precious beer money on buying the bleeding things; after all most of them had been part of the conspiracy to get me hung, drawn and quartered. But there was never any mention of Cassandra being located. I had just about convinced myself that Conway had been lying. I'd say at least a month had gone past before anything else happened, maybe longer; time had little meaning for me by that stage. It must have been at least a month, because I got my social fortnightly and I was back drinking a proper beer in the same pub again.
I saw the guy come into the bar, a little later in the day than when Conway and his oppo turned up, so I was a little bit closer to never never land.
Anyway, he had some tart with him and they had had a whispered conversation with the barman, who I noted had gestured in my direction. He brought a couple of pints and a drink for the woman, then strolled over to my table and placed the full beer before me.
"Dan Elks, my name's Fox. Cassandra is one of my patients," he announced.
I was looking straight in his eyes as he spoke and somehow I knew that this wasn't some kind of trick of Conway's.
"I thought she was supposed to be well," I blustered. This guy had referred to Cassandra as his patient. That made him a doctor; if Cassandra was his patient then how could she be in perfect health as Conway had implied. I thought that a logical conclusion even if I was half pissed.
"Oh, she is ... physically, Mr Elks. But not quite in perfect health mentally."
And that was supposed to be news to me. Cassandra had to have been a sandwich short of a picnic to do what she'd done to me.
"You can say that again! Have you any idea what that woman has done to my life?" I found myself retorting.
"I read the papers, Mr Elks ... and I've spent some time talking to John Conway. It was he who informed me where to find you."
"You've just made yourself very unwelcome at this table, mate; I suggest you leave whilst you're still able to walk."
"Hear me out please, Mr Elks. I'm a psychologist and I'm treating Cassandra for what is commonly known as amnesia."
"So what the fuck's that got to do with me?" I said angrily. I never had had much faith in all these shrinks and the like, with all their psychobabble.
"Everything, Mr Elks, believe me. Cassie is in what we call a fugue state; have you any idea what that is?"
"Not the slightest and I don't much care."
"Mr Elks, Cassandra's condition is not only extremely rare, it's almost unheard of for it to have lasted as long as it has. Usually, the patient recovers within a matter of days or weeks. We believe Cassandra's been in this condition since the night she disappeared. And we believe that you might hold the answer to bringing her out of it."
Damn it, when he first spoke to me I'd intended to see the tosser off, the same way I'd seen Conway and arse wipe off a few weeks previous. But the bugger had got me intrigued; which I suppose, was what he'd intended to do. Crafty arsehole.
"Oh, yeah, how can I hold the answer to anything? I don't know what the bitch was playing at or why she ran off that way. Where's she been anyway?" I asked, surprising myself somewhat that I even cared.
Shit! With that damned question, the bugger had me, and what's more he knew it. Maybe there is something in all that psychology crap after all.
Fox slipped into the seat opposite me, and his female colleague came over to join us. I was to find out later that she was into people who drink too much. Not alkies, but the likes of me who try to hide in a bottle.
What's that? You didn't know there was a difference? Yeah, well, there is! Alcoholics drink because they are addicted to the stuff. When they've got it bad enough they will drink just about anything that contains alcohol. Some of us don't get addicted; we can take or leave alcohol as we please. We are choosy about what we drink and only consume the stuff to turn our minds into mush. We choose to drink ourselves into oblivion as much as we can.
"I'd better explain a little about Cassie's problem to you first, Mr Elks; and I'll try to keep it in layman's terms as much as I can. Cassie appears to be in a fugue state. As I told you it's a rare condition, but extremely well documented. The sufferer loses all knowledge of who they are, and inexplicably are known to travel away from home, or places they are familiar with, as if running away from something."
"Usually they are assumed to have taken on or invented a new persona for themselves whilst in this condition. And most commonly they recover after a few days or even weeks. The odd thing is, they usually have no recollection of the time they are in the fugue state. So knowledge of what they actually do whilst in a fugue is extremely limited."
"As far as it's understood, usually they will just wake up one morning in a strange place, with no idea how they got there or what they've done during the fugue. Sometimes giving the impression that they've only just lost their memory. Other times the memory has returned. But rarely with any knowledge or memory of what happened when they were in the fugue."
"So, Cassandra should know why she left then."
"No, Mr Elks; Cassie is the exception, it's been nearly four years and she's still in the fugue condition. She has no recollection of her childhood, or of you. She believes at the present time that she's an American by the name of Sarah Lee."
"Why should she think that?"
"Because that's who she's been for the last four years. Look Mr Elks, let me explain how she was found. You know the Americans are getting a little paranoid about the terrorist threat. Well, apparently Sarah Lee applied for a position in a government agency over there. As a matter of routine she was finger printed and her prints didn't match up to the prints of Sarah Lee that the FBI had on file."
"Add to that, she speaks English with a very pronounced English accent and she is also fluent in Serbo-Croat..."
"Do what?"
"Yes, she apparently speaks it like a native, didn't you know? Well, it's not surprising really, her parents were Croatian. Ah, you never knew that either!"
"They were both dead long before I met Cassandra."
"Don't suppose there was any point in Cassie mentioning the fact then. I know she had ample reason to want to forget the country. Anyway the American authorities kind-of had themselves a communal heart attack, and assumed that Cassandra, or Sarah Lee, was some kind of terrorist sleeper. Apparently it's routine for them to check terrorist fingerprints with the British police and their system threw up Cassandra's name as a missing person pretty quickly."
"It took a few months before an American psychologist realised that Cassandra wasn't a threat, but a patient in need of help. They eventually got in touch with Cassandra's Aunt and she had Cassie flown back to the UK, where she was placed into my hands. I'm charged with the problem of getting Cassie's memory back."
"Well, if you're convinced she lost her memory, surely all you got to do is find out what caused her to lose it. But if you're expecting me to come up with a reason, then you're barking up the wrong tree mate. I have no idea what came over Cassandra that night, or why!"
"Oh no, Dan. You don't mind me calling you Dan, do you? We know what caused her problem and what triggered it that particular evening. I've had a detective friend of mine going through everything and we know just about all there is to know about how Cassie became Sarah Lee and why she went. What we don't know, or haven't found yet, is the trigger that will bring Cassandra back. I believe that you might be that trigger."
"You know what set her off do you, would you care to explain it to me?" I asked, sarcastically adding. "In layman's terms of course."
"Mr Elks ... Dan," Fox's colleague spoke, for the first time. "Were you aware that Cassie was raped as a teenager?"
"No!" I replied, taken aback a little by the sudden revelation
I'm not sure whether I was surprised that Cassandra had never mentioned the fact, assuming that it was true. I'll admit that I was still pretty sceptical about what these shrinks had to say.
"When she was fifteen, Cassandra went to Yugoslavia with her father." Fox continued, "He, his siblings and parents had fled the country at the end of the war, before Tito took complete control over the whole country. The place had opened up again towards the end of Tito's reign and we believe Cassandra's father knew that things were about to fall apart following Tito's death. It's most likely he was in the country looking for some of his relatives. Unfortunately the trouble between the Serbs and the Croats came to a head whilst they were still there."
"Cassie and her father were taken prisoner or kidnapped by some Serbian militia or they might have been bandits for all anyone really knows. From what I've heard say things were pretty chaotic. Anyway they shot Cassie's father in front of her and then raped her repeatedly until she was freed by some Croatian fighters some time later. It's believed that they held her captive for about two weeks."
"Oh shit, the foreigners in the restaurant. The people who attacked her weren't in that group, were they?"
"Quite the opposite Dan. The Leader of the group of Croatian fighters who rescued Cassandra was though. Unfortunately seeing him again, brought it all back to Cassie and ... well, as they say, she flipped."
"How do you know all this now, if Cassandra can't remember and the police didn't know it at the time of her disappearance?"
"I explained that I had a private detective friend of mine go over everything. Cassie's aunt had told us about the rape and murder of her brother. John Carpenter went back to the restaurant and questioned the manager and staff there with, shall we say, an open mind. Once he realised that the other party there had been mainly Croatian students and ex-pats, it didn't take him very long to find the guy whose father had freed Cassie.
"Of course he hadn't recognised Cassie on the night she disappeared. But he was aware that something had happened that evening. They'd gone on to a bar by the time the police started asking questions and for some reason, weren't approached by them later."
"He's a nice man, who flew over from Croatia to see if meeting him again would jog Cassie's memory." Fox added
"Was that wise?" I asked.
"Who knows, but it was worth a try. But Cassie's mind has really clammed up tight about who she was."
"How did she come by the name Sarah Lee, and how could she get away with pretending that she was her for so long." I asked.
"Well, to Cassie's mind she is Sarah Lee. How she came by the identity is coincidental in the extreme. But as far as John Carpenter my detective friend can put it together it goes a bit like this. A week or so before Cassie disappeared; a small cruise ship was towed into Falmouth harbour with engine trouble. Some of the passengers were flown home, whilst others stayed with the ship whilst repairs were carried out."
"One of the people who stayed with the ship was a young American woman by the name of Sarah Lee; she was an orphan and had recently been divorced from her husband, who was later killed in Somalia. Anyway there was apparently no one who she was close to left in the world."
"Now, whilst repairs to the ship were carried out, those passengers who remained with the ship treated it like a floating hotel, they came and went as they chose. Unfortunately quite a few of the cabin crew were rotated home at the same time. Some new passengers also joined that ship just before she sailed, her engine having been repaired. Consequently when the ship set sail for Portugal there wasn't really anyone on board who knew that the confused woman found wandering on deck wasn't Sarah Lee."
"They just checked all the cabins and put Cassie into Sarah's Cabin because her gear was there, but she wasn't. In her confused condition Cassie probably looked through Sarah's belongings and ... well she became Sarah. We're not sure how people in a fugue condition adopt their new identities but it appears obvious how Cassie found hers."
"Three months later, a car that Sarah Lee had hired in Falmouth to tour the county was found in the bottom of a river. But by that time Cassie had become Sarah so the American officials told the British police that Sarah couldn't have been in the car when it crashed, it must have been a car thief."
"Yeah, I can remember the body in the car; it was one of many I was asked to try to identify."
"What! After three months at the bottom of a river?" Fox's colleague blurted out.
"Conway and his cronies were trying to shock me into admitting that I'd done away with Cassandra. I think they were hoping the shock of seeing that body would make me confess."
"I would have thought it would driven you too dri..." Fox realised what he was saying and stopped speaking before he finished his sentence.
"It did!" I replied.
"Sorry that was unconscionable for me to say that."
"Why, it's the truth. I was damned near crazy with worry and that bastard tried to send me over the brink. God knows how I haven't laid the bugger out."
"Yes, so I gather from your reaction when I asked Chief Inspector Conway to approach you for me. I understand that the local police don't come too near you either?"
"I've got five cases for police harassment in the works; if one of the buggers looks at me funny, I call my brief and he lodges a complaint. I'm completely innocent of any crime and yet I've had four years of the buggers giving me grief. They leaked lies about me to the press and vilified me in public. I lost my company, my home and my life because of the way those buggers behaved. They ain't getting away with anything where I'm concerned in the future."
Fox and his colleague exchanged glances, then he asked. "Dan are you going to help us try to bring Cassie back?"
"I don't know, whether I want to. From what you say Cassandra might be better off as she is. She obviously isn't mine any more, I'd probably do better to forget I ever met her."
"But you were in love with her when you married her, weren't you?" The female shrink asked.
"Were, being the operative word, madam. It's a very short step between love and hate you know. For a while I thought that Cassandra had been abducted. But somehow I knew that she wasn't dead, even when I tried to convince myself that she was. I knew she was out there somewhere and I grew to hate her for what her disappearance has done to me. In my mind she's grown to be as guilty as Conway and his bunch of arseholes."
"Oh dear, so I can't count on your help than."
"No I don't think so, Mr Fox. Let sleeping dogs lie, and yesterday stay a long forgotten memory. What if Cassandra gets her memory back, would she still love me, I somehow doubt it. Well not enough anyway, if she'd loved me that much surely she would have told me about her past?"
"Not necessarily Dan. Have you ever heard of repressed memories?"
"Eh, yeah kind-of."
"Well it's not only possible but very likely that Cassie had repressed those memories of her father's death and what happened to her in Yugoslavia. Seeing that man who rescued her that day may have brought it all back into her conscious mind. We have no way of knowing for sure though."
"Well then, it's probably better that she doesn't remember it now either. So possibly the best thing anyone can do is leave her mind where it is, don't you think?"
"No, because the confused woman who thinks she's Sarah Lee, will spend the rest of her life in a mental health unit if we can't bring her back."
"Probably better than the hell I've been living in for the last four years. But I'm pretty sure sclerosis will ensure that I don't suffer for too much longer." I replied, as usual feeling sorry for myself.
To be honest, I was seriously reticent about helping the doctor with Cassandra's treatment. What would happen if she didn't come out of it, but I fell in love with her again? Being without her had been bad enough in the beginning when I could kid myself she was dead. But how would I feel if she rejected me. I honestly did fear for my own sanity.
"I'm sorry, doctor; but you are on your own on this one. I really can see no point in me trying to assist you. I'm not even sure that I can trust myself to be in the same room as Cassandra. I really don't know how I would react to seeing her again."
Much to my surprise the two doctors didn't try to persuade me any further; although I did thank them for telling me the details of Cassandra's disappearance.



Professor Fox gave me his business card and asked me to call him if I changed my mind. Doctor Lillian Skinner gave me a leaflet with details of her alcohol abuse clinic. Then they got up and left.
End of chapter 02
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Taking the Long Shot Ch. 03
It was a bright sunny morning; too sunny for me really, the light hurt my eyes. I'd left my shit-hole of a room the moment I could see straight. Hey, you probably remember how the song went.
Well, I woke up Sunday morning with no way to hold my head that didn't hurt, and the beer I had for breakfast wasn't bad, so I had one more for dessert. Then I fumbled in my closet to my clothes and found my cleanest dirty shirt and I washed my face and combed my hair, then stumbled down the stairs to meet the day.****
Yeah well, it wasn't a Sunday — I don't think — but that was just about my usual morning routine anyway. Only when I hit the street I had a mission; I headed for the local supermarket where I purchased my usual two six packs of the cheapest beer they had in stock. It wasn't a social cheque day, so the pub was out of the question.
Then I headed towards the seafront and took my morning constitutional along the promenade.
They had rules in town that you couldn't drink alcohol on the streets — or on the beach - so I was heading for the sand dunes at the edge of town. I had my usual spot there where I could settle down and drink the day away in peace.
It was still illegal to drink there amongst the dunes. But the local police were a little reticent to actually approach me by then. We had a sort of understanding, I didn't create any scenes, kept myself to myself and usually out of sight; they pretended that they never saw me or even knew I existed.
The only time I'd spoken — civilly — to one of the local police. Had been the day I'd pulled the young holidaymaker from the surf. Apparently she'd taken a clout on the head from her surfboard or something; I'd spotted her little brother struggling — unsuccessfully - to hold her head above the waves. It was pretty obvious that he had little chance of pulling her from the water.
I'm not sure what made me drop my beers and rush into the sea to drag her to safety, but I did.
Then I was confronted with the problem that she was no longer breathing and — besides her little brother — there was no other bugger about to resuscitate her. Well, no shit who came forward to assist anyway!
I have no idea what the little bitch made of it when she eventually opened her eyes to find a scruffy — soaking wet — tramp, who smelt of stale beer crouching over her. But a young copper arrived about that time and took over, so I never did find out.
I did discover that some bastard had nicked my bleeding beer whilst I'd been occupied though; so I weren't in the best of moods as I made my way to my spot in the dunes, to sleep away a dry day.
A little later that morning, the young copper arrived at my hideaway and handed me some clean — dry - clothes. A guy who came with him was carrying two six-packs of half-decent beer that he handed to me. Then he thanked me for saving his daughter's life and even offered me some cash, but I refused it; I hadn't sunk that low that I took money for saving someone's life.
For the rest of the day, the young copper — and one of his oppo's had hung around on the beach not far away from my squat. I think they were there to head-off any reporters who tried to approach me. The local police were well aware that police officers and reporters weren't on my list of favourite people.
Anyway where was I? I've digressed; got a nasty habit of doing that lately. Yeah, I got my usual two six-packs and made my way down to the beach. It was pretty busy that morning, what with the sunshine and all. Not that anyone — even the holidaymakers - would trouble me once I reached my little hideaway.
Having dug up and filled my old galvanised bucket with water from a farmer's trough in the field at the back edge of the dunes; I dropped my cans in the water to keep them cool-ish. Cheap beer is one thing; hot beer — because the sun was blazing down that day — would have been a whole different ball game.
Whatever, I shed my shirt, downed a can or two; then stretched out to have a doze.
As the sun rose higher I was forced to cover my eyes with an old newspaper I'd picked up along the promenade. The sun on my eyes was preventing me form falling asleep. Mind, I think I probably downed another can before I did so.
I have no idea what time it was when I became aware of someone standing above me. He'd arrived silently and it must have been his shadow falling on my naked torso that alerted me to his presence.
"Fuck off!" I said, I sticking to my usual greeting, not even shifting the newspaper to see who'd trespassed on my solitude.
But the bugger didn't go away, whoever it was just stood there.
"For fucks sake, will you get out of my bleeding sun?" I eventually said, pushing the newspaper aside so I could see who'd invaded my private world.
I might add, that my free hand had surreptitiously slid beneath the sand and made contact with the eighteen-inch length of galvanised iron gas pipe that always lay hidden there, just in case it was required.
There were some cheeky little shits, who sometimes hung around in the dunes; and who - on occasion - had been known to think that they were tough-guys. By then I'd taught most of them that they didn't fuck with me, no matter what their aspirations. But, there was always the possibility that a new one — who didn't know any better - would show up.
The sight I beheld as I pushed the newspaper from my eyes was of a stranger. A big man, - obviously at least six foot tall and looking even bigger from my prone position — and built like a brick shit 'ouse as we used to say when I was a kid. He really did look as broad as he was tall from my perspective.
For a few seconds — whilst I sized the bugger up - he said nothing. During those seconds I chose his right knee as the prospective target for my gas pipe. That should at least have cut the bugger down to my size.
Yeah look, besides the little teenage shits who hung around the sand dunes. Sometimes there was the odd weirdo. You know, the sort who seek out places where the little children like to play hide and seek and the like; do I really have to spell out why? And of course to spy on the courting couples who came to the dunes for their own nefarious reasons.
Anyway, part of my unofficial deal with the local police, was that I discouraged that kind from hanging around the dunes. All the local children — and young courting couples, I might add — knew that providing they stayed well out of my little corner, they could play safely amongst the dunes. They also were well aware that a shout - assistance - would bring me to investigate the disturbance. I'd often arrive at my hidey-hole to find the odd can of beer or lager left as an offering to placate the Dune God (read guard).
Who this guy was and what he was doing there, I didn't know; but I had to be prepared for just about every eventuality.
"Mr Elks?" the man eventually asked with a thick European accent.
"Who's asking?" My stock reply.
"Mr Elks, I am friend of your wife Nada. You call her Cassandra, yes?"
"Oh yeah, well how come I don't recall seeing you before?"
"I not live in this country, Mr Elks. I only come to England to help Nada."
"So, why are you here on this beach?"
"Nada is not well Mr Elks, she has no memory. The doctor, he say that she needs you to help her. Why you not go to her?"
"Cassandra walked away from me four years ago. I'm afraid her disappearance killed the person she married. Look at me, what use can I be to anyone now?"
"You're still her husband, Dan; and whatever you've gone through Cassandra needs you." A voice said from behind me.
I turned my head a saw a trim a woman of about forty standing there with a smile on her face.
"My names Helen Carpenter, Mr Elks. My husband and I have been working with Peter Fox in finding out what happened to Cassandra; we found Dmitar some time ago. We believe that it was seeing him again, with his son in that restaurant that triggered Cassandra's loss of memory. He came all the way from Croatia to try to help her find her past, and you can't come fifty miles up the road?"
The bitch was trying to shame me into going to Cassandra. And well I suppose you can say that it worked.
"Well when you put it that way, I can't really refuse any longer, can I? But I'll be honest with you, Mrs Carpenter; I can't really see that it will do any good. If Cassandra went through what I've been told she went through. Then surely she might be better left as she is."
"The truth might be painful, Dan. But as she is she hasn't got you has she. Do you really think that either of you is better off without the other. Surely this isn't how you planned to spend your life."
"The life I had is gone, Mrs Carpenter. I really don't see much hope in building a new one."
"Balderdash, you think you've had it bad. My husband spent seven years locked away in prison for a murder he didn't commit. We've built a new life together and he's a very respected pillar of the community. It's up to you to take the bull by the horns, Mr Elks. No one is going to do it for you. Now let's get you cleaned up and we can go and sort that mixed up girl out, who you once proudly walked down the aisle with."
Kind-a bossy sort that Helen Carpenter.
As I began to stand, Dmitar grabbed my arm and rather forcibly helped me to my feet. I got the feeling that he and Helen Carpenter had decided that I was going with them to see Cassandra no matter what I'd said. And with Dmitar's size and stature, I doubt I'd have been able to put up much of an argument
But first Helen decreed that a haircut and — as she put it — decent shave was required. Yeah, I was in the habit of shaving, after a fashion. But apparently, not up to Helen Carpenter's requirements.
"Supposing Cassandra wants a kiss from her husband?" She said.
"I somehow doubt that!" I'd retorted, "Remember I see what she's going to see in the mirror every morning."
Obviously your mirror needs a little cleaning or you don't spend enough time looking into it." She replied with a sarcastic smirk.
After my haircut and professional shave, a first for me. They took me to the Grand, the best hotel in town. Where I was instructed to bathe — not a term for it, that I was particularly familiar with or an indulgence I'd been in the habit of undertaking very often by that time - before they frog marched me to the sauna.
After what seemed like hours in a steam room and an over enthusiastic pummelling by a masseuse who looked even bigger than Dmitar, I was presented with a complete new suit of clothes, which much to my surprise were all my size and fitted me perfectly. Only then did we embark on the drive to Fox's private clinic.
During all the proceeding rigmarole, Dmitar had been telling how he and his comrades had rescued Cassandra; not that they had set out to do so. They hadn't even been aware who she was until they attacked the group of bandits - as Dmitar referred to them — who he believed to have been responsible for attacks on a couple of small Croat villages. They found Cassandra locked in a cellar after the battle was over.
Dmitar told me, that they nearly shot her thinking she was one of the bandits, but she looked so much like his own daughter he decided to question her first. That's when he learned that she was British and that her Croatian father had been killed. He - or rather his wife and daughter - also learnt what the bandits had done to Cassandra whilst they held her in captivity; although he sounded too embarrassed to spell it out in detail.
Cassandra had stayed at Dmitar's house for about a month until they thought she'd recovered enough. Then he'd arranged for her to be shipped across the Adriatic to Italy where she was handed over to the embassy in Rome. That had been the last he saw or heard of her until the Carpenters had got in touch with his son who was still studying at Bristol.
I found it interesting that Dmitar referred to Cassandra's kidnappers as bandits. But when I questioned him closer on the subject, he pointed out — in his somewhat broken English - that partisans, freedom fighters or just about any other unofficial paramilitary grouping, are extremely handy flags for common criminals to hide behind. The ensuing chaos that is so often created when they are active, they also find very lucrative.
Fox's Clinic, when we finally arrived there looked more like a large country house, once some landed gentry's country mansion, I suspected. Albeit, with a very discreetly hidden - and also very high - fence surrounding it. There was even a little man who appeared from somewhere and smiled sweetly at Helen Carpenter before opening the massive wrought iron gates to allow us to enter.
Helen drove along the long tree lined drive and swung the car into the large gravelled area in front of the mansion's portico. As we exited the car Peter Fox came out to meet us.
"I'm so pleased to hear that you reconsidered, Mr Elks." He said smiling at me, before greeting Helen with a hug and shaking Dmitar's hand.
"I'm sure that your presence here will do the trick." He continued, taking me gently — almost imperceptibly - by the elbow and leading me inside the building. It wasn't until we had got to his office and he'd closed the door, that I realised Helen and Dmitar were no longer with us.
"Now, before you meet her I'd better explain that Cassie knows that you are coming. But I must warn you that she still holds the belief that she is Sarah Lee; although we are sure that she's beginning to doubt that. What we need is for you to talk about your life together, anything that might bring back a memory, no matter how small."
"I'll do what I can, Dr Fox."
"Call me Peter please, Dan. We try to keep things as informal as possible here. Now I know that Cassie is in the walled garden at the moment, why don't I take you round and introduce you."
"How do I play this, Peter?"
"As you see fit, Dan. I told you, Cassie's condition is very rare, I'm not sure that anyone has ever had to jog someone out of the Fugue state itself before. Usually they reappear as their old self with no memories of the fugue whatsoever. Sometimes with partial or complete amnesia; but often they will regain the greater part of their memories eventually."
I followed Peter Fox through several interconnected rooms of the mansion and out into the garden. Peter briefly passing the time of day with the odd person we ran into on the way. By the time we stepped outside, I thought I was beginning to be able to spot the difference between the staff and patients. Almost everyone was in civvies, but apparently all the staff was wired up with radios much like you see FBI agents in the films. Most of the patients had a radio-equipped staff member in tow somewhere. The good doctor, by the way, had furnished me with a little visitor's badge.
I'm not sure what expression I must have had on my face, but Peter Fox suddenly said.
"Don't concern yourself, Dan, we have no violent patients here. Most of our patients suffer from mood disorders. Manic depressives, you might know them as; but the modern term for the ailment, is Bipolar Disorder. And ... we have a few alcohol dependents in residence as well."
I assumed that the last comment was poignantly directed at me personally. But I was pretty sure that I could stop drinking anytime I wished, so I ignored it completely.
Eventually we came to a door in a large brick wall. Obviously the door led into what was once the house's kitchen garden. When Peter opened it I could see that it had been planted with shrubs and flowers etc., to form a very pleasant and secluded garden.
Just inside the door stood the ubiquitous nurse with her earphone in place. Standing by the small pond in the middle of the garden was Cassandra. Hearing us enter, she turned to look in our direction.
End of chapter 03
****Excerpt from "Sunday Morning Sidewalk" lyrics, respectfully borrowed from Kris Kristofferson's song.
--------------------------------------------------
Taking the Long Shot, Chapter 04
Peter Fox — after nodding to the nurse, who immediately left by the same door we'd just come through — led me over to Cassandra; who I could feel was studying me closely.
Cassandra was as beautiful as I remembered. Hey, please remember that Beauty is in the eye of the beholder and that from the first time I saw Cassandra, I'd always thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world.
"Cassie, do you recognise this man?" Pete fox asked.
Cassandra studied me very closely for a few more seconds, before she shook he head in the negative.
"Well Cassie this is Daniel Elks. He's your husband."
Cassandra didn't look convinced. "No I'm sorry, but I cannot recall ever seeing you before Daniel." She said.
"Dan, Cassandra." I corrected her.
For some reason right from when I was a kid, I'd always been Dan, never Danny or Daniel to anyone.
"Dan!" Cassandra said, the expression on her face changing slightly.
I was pretty convinced that she was struggling to recall where or when, she'd heard the name before.
What's in a name, the difference between Daniel and Dan is very little, but to my perception it had meant something to Cassandra.
"Now Cassie, I'm going to leave you and Dan ... alone together for a little while. I want you to listen to what he tells you about your past. We hope that him being here will bring your memories back to you.
Cassandra nodded but didn't reply verbally. Then the doctor told me he'd see me a little later and left us alone in the garden.
"Would you like to sit?" Cassandra asked.
"Why don't you show me around the garden first, Cassandra."
"Why do you do that?"
"What?"
"Call me Cassandra, everyone here keeps calling me Cassie."
"Because that's who you are, Cassandra Elks, my wife."
"I'm sorry ... Dan ... They tell me that I'm Cassandra Elks, but the only memories I have, are of my life as Sarah Lee."
"Yes I know, Doctor Fox explained all that to me. But take it from me girl," (I thought I spotted another — only just perceivable - twitch in Cassandra's eye, I was sure that her subconscious picked up on one of my habitual sayings. One that she'd often objected to.) "you are not Sarah Lee, you're Cassandra Elks."
We slowly sauntered off around the enclosed garden. Talking about the different plants we came to as we did so. I've omitted all mention of the plants here and just quoted some of the relevant parts of our other conversation. The reader should understand these quotes were interspersed with numerous other subjects, consequently the timeline is somewhat condensed.
"Dan, tell me; what would you make of it, if you woke up one morning and everyone started telling you that you aren't who you know you are? Supposing that Peter Fox was telling you that you were someone else."
"That wouldn't be too hard for me to accept Cassandra; I have been two different people. The Dan Elks BC, before Cassandra left me ... and the one I've been since. The later hasn't been the most pleasant guy in the world."
"Oh dear, I'm sorry."
"Christ it wasn't all your fault, girl." I used the word purposely this time, but regretfully it didn't draw the same reaction from Cassandra. "I'm afraid the police got a little too enthusiastic about finding your murderer."
"Murderer! But I'm not dead."
"Well, I'm afraid that the police, when they couldn't find you, or should I say couldn't find Cassandra Elks, assumed that I'd murdered you."
"Why would they assume that? Peter told me that you were only married to Cassandra for about two weeks."
"It had me confused for a while as well. But apparently you neglected to tell me that you were a very rich woman on the quiet. I've been informed that you came into a very large some of money the moment we said I do."



"I did?"
"Apparently so."
"How much?"
"Several million!"
"Dollars?"
"No Pounds."
"Oh."
"Yes, very much oh. And the police thought that it was a very good motive for murder."
"So you're a rich man now!"
"No, quite the reverse. I'm a bankrupt and I exist on what I can screw out of the DHS."
"Oh dear, but how ... Surely you must have had some money when we got married ... And what happened to Cassandra's"
I noted that suddenly Cassandra had said 'we'. She had mentioned herself in the first tense.
"We had a very successful little company Cassandra. You'd just come on board as my partner."
"What happened?"
"People didn't like the idea of doing business with a murderer."
"Oh my god!"
"My sentiments exactly."
"And Cassandra's million's?"
"You weren't around long enough to do the relevant paperwork. And beside I knew nothing about the money until months after you'd disappeared."
"I see. What do you do now?"
"Drink."
"Sorry."
"I'm a professional drunk Cassandra. I've been drinking to try to forget."
"Cassandra?"
"Mostly."
"Oh. Look, Dan; I'm very confused. Surely if I was this Cassandra you all tell me I am, then I'd remember something about her. Her childhood or something."
"How about Sarah Lee. Tell me what do you remember about her childhood?"
A plaintive expression came over Cassandra's face. "Nothing." She said softly.
"Let me guess you remember nothing about Sarah Lee's life before you found yourself on that Cruise ship."
"No."
"Not even the husband she'd just divorced."
"No."
"See your life as Sarah Lee started just a day or so after Cassandra disappeared. No one here is trying to trick you, Cassandra; we are just trying to get you to remember who you really are."
"I think I know that, Dan. But being locked up in this place is driving me insane."
We'd been talking for nearly two hours and Peter Fox must have decided it was time to put in an appearance. He had a guy in a dark suit with him, who I was introduced to as Cassandra and her aunt's solicitor. I took an instant disliking to the guy, for the look of distain he threw my way.
He took an instant disliking to me when I insisted that I read some papers he wanted Cassandra to sign, before she did so. Not that Cassandra was going to sign them anyway, because she was still refusing to accept that she was Cassandra.
I didn't get to read the papers and Cassandra didn't sign them. So I suppose you could say that the encounter ended in a draw.
A little later - whilst Cassandra was resting in her room - I went for a walk in the clinic's grounds and had a long conversation with my brief on my mobile phone. He answered what questions I asked him that he could, and called me back with answers to others after he'd done some research.
Peter Fox and Lillian Skinner sat with Cassandra and I for dinner in the Clinic's dining room that evening.
"Peter, tell me, what's Cassandra's status here?" I asked during the meal
"What do you mean Dan, Cassie's a patient."
"If you please Peter, will you instruct all of your staff not to call Cassandra Cassie. Her name's Cassandra and always has been. No one I know has ever called her Cassie, not even her aunt and uncle. Cassandra", I continued turning to her, "please forgive me for talking about you in as if you're not here, but there are some things that I need to get straightened out in my mind."
Cassandra didn't reply, she just smiled, that wonderful smile that reminded me of why I had pursued and married her in the first place. Then I turned my attention back to Peter Fox.
"Voluntary, or has Cassandra been sectioned?" I asked.
"Um well, we shouldn't really discuss a patient in her presence like this Dan."
"Peter, as her husband, legally I'm Cassandra's next of kin. If she has been placed in your care under a court order, then surely I should know the details. If she's here voluntarily, then it's your duty to advise me of any treatment you proscribe and consult me at all times about her care."
"Cassandra's technically a voluntary patient." Fox finally admitted.
"And how is her treatment being funded, this is a private clinic isn't it?"
"The clinic bills her aunt."
"Via that solicitor, who was here this afternoon?"
"Yes, he settles the account."
"From Cassandra's trust fund, no doubt."
"I'm afraid I have no idea."
"I don't think the old witch is made of this kind of dough Peter. Now you told me yourself that everything you do is supposed to attempt to remind Cassandra of her past."
"That's correct"
"Then why pray tell me, have you been referring to her as Cassie?"
"I believe that's the name her aunt told us she went by."
"Not to my knowledge Peter. Cassandra always insisted on her full name being used. You might say that she had a complex about it."
The doctor lent closer to me and whispered. "Dan, are you insinuating what I think you're insinuating?"
"I'm insinuating nothing yet, Peter. But may I ask, how long was Cassandra in your care before you discovered that she'd been married, and who informed you of the fact."
"Helen Carpenter, Cassandra's aunt was under the impression that you'd had the marriage annulled. She was very surprised to learn that you hadn't."
"Oh, I'll bet the old witch was." I replied, and then I let the subject drop; much to Peter Fox's obvious relief.
That night I stayed in a room at the clinic.
"What was all that about last night." Cassandra asked me as we sat down to breakfast.
"You said you wanted out of here. I'm trying to find out if I can get you out. At least for a few days."
"I don't understand."
"Cassandra. You've been here how long?"
"Three, almost four months."
"And, I assume you were in a clinic of some kind in America."
"I was in a prison hospital over there. Until that doctor had me sent back here."
"Well I'm thinking that being in hospital hasn't helped you remember. Maybe getting out and going places that you used to go to might. Now I suspect that if I try to walk out of here with you there be an almightily stink. Besides that I'm bleeding broke. But if we can get control of your money back into your own hands, then you can do what you like."
"What just like that?"
"Yeah, I can't see any reason that you can't even stay as Sarah Lee if you wish."
"I can?"
"I don't see why not. Legally you'd be Cassandra Elks. Hey, just a minute, that sign on your room door. Did they change that lately?"
"No why."
"Then your aunt booked you in here under your married name. That proves the old witch knew that our marriage hadn't been annulled. Crafty bitch thought you'd be less likely to recall your married name, you'd only had it for a couple of weeks."
"I'm sure you've got the old lady wrong, Dan. She brought me back to the UK surely she wants me to regain my memory. What reason could she have not to?"
"I can think of a few million reasons Cassandra. Your Aunt and Uncle administer your trust fund."
"I've only got an Aunt, Dan."
"The old bugger must have died whilst you've been gone, surely you saw him on the wedding photos."
"No I've never seen any pictures of our wedding. They said that there are very few of Cassandra. And the ones I have seen, well it could be anyone."
"I'll bet you haven't seen the wedding pictures. But your Aunt and Uncle had the same album as we had. Damn I wonder where my ... our copy is? Must be in that damned storage place somewhere. I put as much as I could in storage when I lost the house. Spent the last of my cash paying ten years up front."
"Were you that broke?"
"Absolutely skint, girl. But I had a feeling you'd turn up again sometime. I wanted to keep all your stuff safe."
"Dan, you know. I was convinced that everybody was trying to con me somehow. But you're different, you really do believe that I'm Cassandra don't you?"
"I don't believe you're Cassandra, I know that you are."
"And I think I know that I'm really Cassandra as well now. But I just can't remember ever being her."
"Stop trying to remember Cassandra. Instead think of yourself as Sarah Lee masquerading as Cassandra Elks. Take the turmoil out of your mind and relax. When the time's right the memories will return, I'm sure of it."
"You think."
"Well it's got to be worth a try, hasn't it? Now I've got my legal people looking into getting your money into your hands. Then you can leave here whenever you like, you're a voluntary patient."
"But where will I go?"
"I don't know, a nice hotel or something, near to the clinic here just in case you want to speak to the good doctor."
"And what about you?"
There was more in that question of Cassandra's than first meets the eye.
"I'll be close by somewhere, don't you worry and no I'm not intending to jump your bones." A half-smile came over her face for an instant "I was Cassandra's husband, but I fully understand that I'm not Sarah Lee's husband. Should Sarah Lee ever turn back into Cassandra Elks, then all she's got to do is call. In the mean time, I'll remain Sarah's friend if I may?"
"I think I can understand why Cassandra fell in love with you." She smiled at me.
"Thanks, what do you reckon the odds are on Sarah falling for my charms?"
"We'll see?"
Later that morning I had a long conversation with Peter Fox. I can't say that he was over enamoured with my plan, but he couldn't come up with a better one.
Oh my plan was pretty simple. I intended courting Sarah Lee, I'd take her to all the places Cassandra and I had been to together. Somewhere along the line I was sure the penny would have to drop.
Of course we would need money and I had no choice other than to try to gain access to Cassandra's trust fund, on her behalf of course. I had no intention of any money going into a bank account that I had direct access to. Well not until Cassandra got her memory back at least.
Moving Cassandra to a hotel proved to be no problem. With Peter Fox's connivance we charged the hotel room to the clinic, who then charged Cassandra's trust fund via her aunt. I'm not saying that there wasn't a real hullabaloo over that though.
I stayed in a nearby bed and breakfast, also paid for by the clinic and surreptitiously funded by Cassandra's trust fund as well. Fox lost the cost in his charges.
As I'd half suspected the forms that solicitor had been trying to get Cassandra to sign that day, were powers of attorney. They were a last ditch effort, prompted by my appearance on the scene. And Cassandra's aunt did have another try to have Cassandra declared unfit to handle her own finances, so that she didn't have to hand over Cassandra's trust fund.
When Cassandra's aunt tried this time. Doctor Fox told the court that he was of the opinion that - although Cassandra still could not remember who she really was - she was as capable as anyone of handling her own finances and making sensible and logical judgements about her life. He told the judge that with the support of her husband, he was sure that Cassandra would eventually regain her memory completely.
As I'd also suspected, the old witch - and probably her husband as well when he was alive - had been dipping her fingers quite deeply into the pie since Cassandra had disappeared. But eventually most - if not all — of the capital was recovered. It was considered that — mainly because almost all the money had been replaced - the witch was too old and frail to prosecute. Her solicitor on the other hand was convicted of false accounting.
As soon as the money was handed over to Cassandra's control, she purchased a flat very near the one she'd had when I first met her. It was a three-bedroom affair and the day she moved in, she insisted that I move in there with her; only in a separate bedroom. By that time I was getting some real stick form the DHS.
In the UK, if your wife is a millionaire, it's sort of assumed that she will support you.
Cassandra's excuse for me moving in the flat was that it would be cheaper than paying for my lodgings.
But the move had the disadvantage — for me — of killing what little chance that I had of getting any cash at all from the social. I had to go out and find myself a job, although Cassandra wasn't best pleased when I did that. She could not understand my aversion to taking spending money from her.
I had been spending most of every day with her, but although she'd seen all the pictures and film that I'd had of her, inside she was still Sarah Lee. I think by then, I was beginning to think that I'd never get the real Cassandra back.
Surprisingly for me a marked change did occur after I found a full time job. A week or so after I started, I came home from work one evening to find Cassandra sitting on the sofa with tears running down her face. On her lap was our wedding album.
"I went over, sat beside her and placed my arm around her shoulder.
"I looked so happy that day, why can't I remember it?" She softly wailed.
This might not sound like a break through to some folks, but it was to me. It was the first time Cassandra had expressed a real longing to remember. Before that day I do believe, Cassandra had wanted to remain Sarah Lee.
Later that night she surprised me again, when she crept into my room and climbed into bed with me.
"Cassandra are you all right?" I asked quietly.
"I might not remember the ceremony, but you're my husband." She replied. Then cuddled up close to me.
No, we didn't have sex; she just cuddled up to me. We hadn't even kissed once since she'd reappeared.
The following morning though she kissed me good morning and good-bye when I went off to work. Cassandra must have spent a while moving all my stuff into the master bedroom during the day and from then on we shared that king-size bed every night.
It was three or four days before we made love together, I took things very slowly so's not to spook her. But once I got her started I soon remembered all the right buttons to push, if you understand me.
The weeks rolled into months but still there was no sign of Cassandra's memory returning. She even got to know some of our old friends who somewhat tentatively raised their heads above the parapet.
Their reticence no doubt caused by the fact that most of them had been in the "Dan must have murdered Cassandra" camp.
It often called for some fortitude on my account for me to contain my true feelings at those meetings. However, I had to pretend; anyone of them could have been the key to bringing Cassandra's memory back. Regretfully most of them were more interested in hearing about Sarah Lee's life, in the four years she'd been gone.
We'd been sharing the flat and living together as man and wife for six months when we heard from Dmitar again, via his son. Dmitar was coming to the UK for his son's university graduation ceremony in Bristol. His son told me that Dmitar would like to see Cassandra again whilst he was in the country.
This brought a germ of an idea into my mind that I ran past Peter Fox. He agreed and I spent many hours on the phone to Dmitar's son organising everything.
When we entered that same restaurant that evening, Dmitar and his party were already there. Dmitar keeping his head down so that Cassandra wouldn't see him.
What we were attempting to achieve was to set everything up, as it had been the night Cassandra disappeared. Only this time Peter Fox and Lillian Skinner were hiding in an alcove, just in case things backfired on me.
Dmitar and his son had even tried to get all of the same party at their table. They succeeded in being as noisy as they had been the first time, anyway.
Everything went as it had, Cassandra and I eating the same meals, not that she was aware of the fact. Cassandra didn't even know that it was the restaurant that she'd run off from.
The timing was almost perfect, I was drinking my rum coffee and behind me I could hear the speeches in Serbo-Croat going on. When suddenly I noticed that Cassandra had turned as white as a sheet again. I was ready this time though and asked her what was wrong.
But as I did so the colour came back into Cassandra's face, so much so, that she almost turned crimson. She didn't answer me; she just sat there staring at whoever was speaking on Dmitar's table. I looked at who she was staring at expecting it to be Dmitar, but it wasn't. I assumed that it was one of Dmitar's son's friend's fathers.
How Peter Fox knew what was going on, I don't know. But suddenly he was standing beside Cassandra's chair, crouching down so that he could speak to her quietly.
"Who is he Cassandra?" Peter asked.
"The man who murdered my father!" She whispered in reply.
Suddenly the man realised that Peter Fox, Lillian Skinner, Cassandra and I, who were all now standing and staring at him. Confused, he stopped speaking.
This caught Dmitar's attention and he looked at Cassandra and then at the man who'd been speaking. Dmitar didn't speak; maybe he somehow already suspected what Cassandra had just told us. Dmitar just launched himself at the man.
Bedlam rained for several minutes with a considerable amount of damage being done to the restaurant. Then we were faced with the man lying unconscious on the floor and several others being restrained by other members of the party. Dmitar seemed to be back in charge and he barked orders at several people, who removed the prone man from the restaurant.
As the rest of the party set about helping the staff repair the damage, well at least putting the restaurant back into some semblance of order.
Dmitar looked back towards the four of us. "He will be taken back to our homeland and severely punished for what he did. I am sorry Nada!" Dmitar said in surprisingly good English, for him.
The whole conflagration couldn't have lasted more than five or six minutes and during it all I stood there transfixed in a state of shock. It was only when Cassandra's arm snaked around my waist that I came to my senses.
I looked down at her.
"I wonder what Scotland's like at this time of year Dan, shall we go and see now?" She asked.
I lent down and kissed my wife.
Life goes on.
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Appointment With A Stranger
My flight had been delayed for over an hour by what the airline described as a slight technical problem. I have an aversion to flying anyway, so that hadn't done much for my confidence. To be honest, the news that the aeroplane I was about to spend more hours than I really wished to - flying mostly over water - had bleeding-well broken down before we'd even got on board the bloody thing, had made the journey a nightmare for me.
Anyway at least it was a somewhat pleasant surprise to me that we had - after an inordinately bumpy flight - landed safely. It was with a big sigh of relief that I got out of the terminal building into the heat of a Florida afternoon and eventually climbed into the large air conditioned limousine that was waiting for me. Although the thought that I was going to have to make the return journey in just a day or two's time was kicking around in the back of my head somewhere; but for the moment, I had more important things on my mind.
I was extremely nervous again, as I climbed out of the car outside the hotel. I was in a strange City, in a country I'd only ever seen on the films and TV; somewhat regretfully, mostly in crime type TV soap operas. Not the sort of programmes that give you confidence in your safety when visiting those places; especially, if like me, you don't travel very much.
Anyway, on climbing out of the car, it was with some relief that I found myself immediately recognised and accosted by Paul and Della the people who'd arranged the evening.
"Hi Mike, we weren't sure if you were going to make it on time. We'll take your bag and book you into the room. Now you'd better get going, she's waiting inside the lobby for you." Della had said. Paul, after giving me a quick nod in greeting, had headed for the rear of the car to retrieve my suitcase from the driver.
"Thanks folks, sorry to keep you in suspense, but my bloody flight got delayed." I said and then - trying to look as confident as I could - I headed through the rotating door into the cool interior of the air-conditioned building.
I must admit that I wasn't expecting the place to be so grand. The hotel's lobby was gigantic and there seemed to be several hundred people wandering around everywhere; in actual fact, there were probably no more than thirty or forty.
"How the hell do they expect me to find a woman who I've never seen in my life before in this place, god alone knows?" I was asking myself; when suddenly an extremely attractive woman, just about clad in a little red – obviously designer - cocktail dress and holding a matching clutch bag in her left hand appeared before me.
"Mike?" she enquired, with an enchanting smile.
"Er, yes; Holly?" I spluttered in reply, somewhat taken aback by her unexpected beauty. Under the circumstances that we were meeting, Holly was not what I had expected at all.
Holly smiled again, then, took me even more by surprise by wrapping her arms around me and kissing me on the cheek.
Having got over the initial shock, I summoned up my courage and reciprocated in kind.
When in Rome and all that, as father used to say!
Sorry, it must be an English thing; we don't usually go around taking women into our arms whom we've never met before, well not often anyway. Although Holly and I had been in correspondence by email for several months by then and we had spoken to each other more than a few times on the telephone whilst setting up this little encounter. I really had not known what to expect.
"Did you have a good flight?" She asked.
"No, well, no flight's very good for me anymore Holly." I replied, then I explained. "I was involved in a very hard landing a few years back; not far short of a crash landing actually. Made a real mess of the aeroplane, but I should imagine the local scrap merchants were happy. Anyway, it kind-of buggered up my confidence in heavier than air transport. Mind you, if I'd known that I was going to be met by such a beautiful lady when I got over here. Plus, have the good fortune to spend a whole evening with her, then maybe the flight wouldn't have been so bad."
"Thank you. You know, they say that Englishmen aren't romantic; you kind-a slipped that one in very subtly. I feel very flattered to have such a handsome gentleman pay me such a compliment."
"It's not flattery Holly. Actually I find that you're so beautiful that I have to wonder how come we find ourselves in this situation in the first place."
I'm not sure whether it was embarrassment or nervousness that made me waffle on as I did. Thinking back, I would never usually talk to a woman, or flirt with her, as I did with Holly for the next couple of hours. Mind you, looking back on what I actually did say, I have to admit that most of the time I was talking a load of absolute twaddle.
"My mother always used to say that beauty is in the eye of the beholder Mike. Perhaps some people's eyes don't see what other peoples do." Holly replied.
"My father used to say that familiarity breeds contempt; perhaps that's where we're coming from. A change of country, a change of... bed partners. And there's another saying I remember as well, a change is as good as a rest!"
"Oh you're depressing me now, Mike!"
"Sorry, but I've found the last few months very depressing actually; except for my correspondence with you, that is."
Holly smiled, "I would have thought that that would have really depressed you."
"Oh make no mistake about it, it did in the first place, Holly. But then I got to enjoy our little emails and chats, it got so that I really looked forward to them. I'll be honest, for weeks now I've been impatient to get over here and meet you in person. And I'll add, that if I'd seen a picture of you, I'd have flown over to Canada weeks ago."
"That might have spoilt our surprise, what if you'd been recognised?"
"Holly," I looked her up and down, "If I'd known how beautiful you were... well bugger the bloody surprise. I can't understand why you chose me anyway?"
"I thought it would be ironic I suppose. Anyway, who better than Mike Crosby, 34, married to Emma," - Holly pulled a long face. - "for ten years, they have no children; rumour is that's Emma's choice. Mike's the maintenance manager at the hospital near where they live; a job he hates, by the way. Mike has a handicap of three when he plays golf with his friends every Saturday morning, and he's a killer spin bowler, whatever that means, for his local amateur cricket club, who he practices with on Tuesday evenings and plays for on most Sundays during the summer."
"God, thorough aren't you?" I exclaimed.
"No not me Mike, the people I employ. I have several photographs of you in your whites," A questioning expression crossed Holly's face for a second, probably she was wondering if she had the name correct. "as well; you look very smart in them. It could be those pictures are the reason I chose you to be my secret lover this evening." She smiled at me, adding a little wink.
"I think you're flattering me now, Holly!" I replied smiling. But I can also remember thinking. "I hope that she hasn't mistaken my Cricket Box for something it isn't?"
Luckily we were interrupted at this point, when Paul and Della - the couple who'd met me outside the hotel - came over to join us.
"The boy's taken your bag up to the suite Mike; now are you two ready for the big show?" Paul asked.
"As I'll ever be; how about you Holly?" I asked, throwing the ball into her court.
"Yeah, I think I'm ready." She replied. Looking somewhat reticent I thought, considering that we were going through this whole charade at her insistence.
"Look, Holly; you don't have to do this you know. Once we get in there, you realise that there's no turning back. I could even go in there on my own if you like?"
"Don't be silly Mike, that would defeat the object of the exercise wouldn't it? Do you really think I've come all this way from Montreal to miss out on all the fun? Come on, let's do it!"
"Er... Mike, you got something for Paul?" Della asked.
"Oh damn sorry, yeah here Paul." I said pulling the thick envelope from my pocket and handing it to Paul. Who added it to several other similar envelopes he'd produced from somewhere, then he sorted them into an order that seemed to please him, before he tucked them all into the inside pocket of his jacket. As he did so, I noted that he was carrying what I took to be a firearm, in a shoulder holster.
I can remember thinking to myself. "A gun, Jesus these guys play for keeps over here!"
"Okay let's go?" Holly said, taking hold of my arm; but then she looked at Paul and asked. "Intimate enough?"
I suppose I should have felt uncomfortable, but for some reason I didn't. Come on guys, married or not, you all know what it feels like when a good looking woman gets a little closer than she should really do. We've all got instincts that can – if you let them – take over in circumstances like that. My base natural instincts were definitely taking the lead; although I was still very nervous, I could think of little reason for trying to control them.
"No, a little more familiar I think, don't you Della?" Paul replied.
"Yeah, come on guys. You're two people in love, having a secret tryst away from your spouses, make it look the part!" Della replied, sounding somewhat like a film director.
Without a by your leave Holly pulled my left arm around her waist and placed her right around mine. Then she snuggled in real close to me. Usually I'd have thought embarrassingly close.
"Yeah now, that's the ticket. Let's go for it and don't forget all the gooey-eyed stuff." Della giggled.
"That won't be too difficult!" I replied. Looking down at Holly beside me.
"Hey watch it Holly! Sounds like our Mike here, might be on the prowl." Della commented.
Holly didn't, or rather couldn't reply, as I'd looked down at her she'd taken me by surprise again, and planted a kiss on my lips.
"Sorry Mike!" she said, sensing my embarrassment, "I should have asked, but I've got to make sure that my lipstick is convincingly smudged."
"Holly, anytime you want your lipstick smudged, don't bother asking. Maybe I should apply for a full time job as your lipstick smudger." I said and then I kissed her.
Yeah well, it isn't every day that you get the chance to kiss a woman as beautiful as Holly. Married on not, I'm only human!
"Sorry to break this up folks, but are we doing this or not? Because if you like, we can cut straight to the bedroom scene." Della said laughing.
"Maybe later!" Holly whispered to me with a giggle and then she urged me along in the direction of the hotel's lounge with a slight pull on my waist.
For all her show of bravado, I could sense that Holly was almost as nervous as I was, so I took the comment as nervous twaddle.
Entering the lounge was a bit of an anticlimax really. The place was reasonably crowded; but I'll add that I noticed more than a few guys taking a lot more than a slight interest in the stunning woman in the little red cocktail dress plastered against my side. Not that I could blame them, I was having one hell of a job stopping myself from staring down at the unbelievable cleavage that Holly was displaying in that dress.
I do believe that I must have been strutting along like the cat that ate the canary. It had been a long time since I'd felt that proud about the woman I was escorting.
Paul and Della had taken the lead and we followed them over to a table by the wall that - as if by magic - became vacant as we approached. The two couples who had been sitting there, moving to join parties on tables either side. I noted a certain amount of clandestine head nodding going on, as Della and Paul appeared to acknowledge everyone on them.
Paul had insisted that he and Della sat with their backs to the wall itself, so that they could watch for anyone approaching us with what might be interpreted as malice aforethought. From the size of him, I figured that Paul could handle just about anyone. But from all the head nodding, I realised that he had still taken the precaution of having plenty of back up around.
A waiter came over and we ordered drinks, I found sitting with my back towards the greater part of that room frustrating, because I could only legitimately look towards the stage where a small band was playing. Really I wanted to scrutinise everyone in the place, but that might have given the game away.
Our drinks arrived and then the four of us made small talk, mostly about my delayed flight, during at least two of the band's sets.
"It's no good, I think we'll have to up the ante!" Paul eventually said.
"Haven't they seen us?" Holly asked.
"Too into themselves, I don't think they've said a word to the rest of their own party since we came in. Go on you two, go do your Fred and Ginger routine." Della suggested. "Oh and watch where you look!"
I held out my hand and Holly took hold of it as we both stood. "I'd better warn you that I ain't no Gene Kelly, Holly." I warned her.
"I'm sure you'll do fine, lover." Holly replied with a grin.
"Lover?" I asked.
"Well that's what you're supposed to be this evening, aren't you?"
"Oh yeah, damned nuisance we have to play these silly games isn't it?"
"Who's playing?" Holly said with a wink as she put both her arms around the back of my neck and hauled me in close.
"If only!" I thought to myself. "Jesus, if the guys in the office could see me now!"
It was getting on for the end of the band's third set since we'd arrived, and they were playing a slower number.
"Oh my, did I do that?" Holly asked as she ground herself into me.
"Sorry about that, but desirable women tend to do that to me." I replied, blushing slightly.
I can't say that we actually danced in the literal sense, we just kind-a swayed about on the same spot turning in slow circles. Mind you, I've got to say that it was one of the most enjoyable dances I'd had in years.
Suddenly another couple bumped us slightly. "You've been spotted!" The guy whispered as they did so.
When I looked at him, I saw that it was one of the couples who had vacated the table for us when we came in. A look the other way, showed that the other couple from the table were dancing on that side of us.
"Be careful, you might look the wrong way. Concentrate on dancing with your partner; we'll handle anything that goes down." The first guy warned me.
I returned to looking at Holly who was smiling back at me enchantingly. "Holly, you're one damned good actress!" I thought to myself.
"You know, I hope the balloon doesn't go up too soon, I'm enjoying this." I said to her.
"I can feel you are, lover." She said with a cheeky grin and then she ground her crotch into mine even harder."
"I have to wonder whether you've got a sadistic streak in you, Holly?" I commented smiling.
"I like to tease my men, Mike. This evening was the best tease I could come up with."
I'm not sure what expression came over my face but it made Holly laugh out loud. I only wished, that I actually was the man that she was really teasing, but I knew that the good lord could never look that favourably on me.
"Oh don't look so dejected, Mike; after all there's no real hurry for you to get back to the UK is there? We could always take a few days to enjoy the Florida sunshine. Now as we've been spotted, let's make this look really good."
The next thing I know, Holly's head is on my shoulder and she's chewing away at the side of my neck and my ear lobe.
"Hey take it easy girl, or I'm gonna have an accident!" I warned her.
Holly giggled in reply, and what's more she didn't stop her ministrations. She redoubled them if anything!
Much to my relief the band's set came to an end before I'd lost control, and the guy who'd spoken to us on the dance floor suggested that we returned to our table. I assumed so that the rest of Paul's back up was close at hand.
Holly trooped off towards the table holding my hand and dragging me close behind. As we got close Paul signalled for us to sit with his hand, but his eyes were locked on something happening over the other side of the room.
"Right he's on his way. When he gets here you can stand and argue with him but don't raise a hand to him, Mike, we'll handle any rough stuff, that's what we're paid for." Paul said leaning forward in his seat.
"Is she coming?" I asked.
"No, you know I don't think she's realised that it's you yet; that's assuming she saw you at all, she had her back to the dance floor. But she's watching him intently now, so she's sure to spot you the moment you stand up and turn around."
"What the hell's going on here, Holly? What are you doing here and what the fuck did you think you were playing at out there with this prick? Who is he anyway?" An angry voice demanded from somewhere not far from my left shoulder.
I stood and turned to face the guy, very conscious that Paul had stood at the same time.
But out of the corner of my eye something else caught my eye as I turned. Later I realised I noticed that all the guys on the next table had suddenly developed gold shield shaped badges on the jackets' breast pockets. It wasn't until later that I discovered that these were the local police officers badges of office; but at the time I didn't understand their significance.
"Holly was dancing with this prick, just as no doubt you've been dancing with my wife!" Yeah well, on the spur of the moment that was the best I could come up with; I hadn't worked out what I was intending to say when the confrontation started.
Holly on the other hand, who had also stood, obviously had her little speech well rehearsed. "And he'll probably be fucking me later, whilst you fuck his wife in room 642. We've got 643 by the way, right opposite; but we'll try not to make as much noise as you two did last night." Holly said with a smile on her face and wrapping her arm around mine.
I really could have done without Holly doing that at that particular moment because I thought that her husband - who was rather larger than I'd been lead to believe - could well have lashed out at me and Holly hanging on to me, kind-a limited my room to manoeuvre.
But, I really shouldn't have been worried about him. Avril's arrival on the scene – I assume after having spotted me once I stood up – was far more... err, exciting. Honestly, Avril came from nowhere, and hit me head-on obviously at the run. Actually knocking Holly's husband completely off his feet as she barged him out of the way. Handy in a way, because that took some of the impetus out of Avril's charge.
Holly's old man finished lying across some poor woman's lap before he fell to the floor. Mind, I didn't see that, I was on the floor myself looking up at my very angry wife.
I think the fall to the floor that both Avril and I took, shook her up a little, as it did me. Anyway she finished up laying on top of me, staring into my face. "What the hell were you doing with that slut?" She demanded.
"Dancing, what did it look like?" I replied, still no jazzy repartee.
"It looked like you were trying to fuck the tart!" She retorted.
"Oh come on, Avril, I only just got here, I haven't had the chance yet; you've been shagging her husband for the last two days at least." I was pleased with myself there; I got my first good dig in.
"I... But... Don't be so silly, Mike! Where did you get that stupid notion from?" Avril said rolling off of me and sitting up. "How did you get here anyway, you don't fly?"



Actually movement on my account of any description was extremely difficult, everywhere I looked, all I could see were people's legs and feet.
"I do when it's to catch my wife with her lover." I replied. I was getting good at those comebacks.
"That's rubbish Mike, you know I'm over here on a business trip!"
"Avril, your business trip was to Houston, this is bleeding Florida! Neither you nor your company has any business here in Miami. You had your meeting in Houston and then you flew here with golden bollocks, wherever he's got to." There were so many of Paul's people milling around that I'd lost sight of Holly's husband for the moment. "And you've spent the last two nights doing the horizontal tango with the bugger in room 643."
"642 lover, 643 is our room." Holly's voice corrected me from somewhere.
"Yeah sorry, room 642, would you like to see the tapes, Avril?" I asked.
I was pushing my luck here; I had no idea whether Holly had any tapes from this particular trip, but I knew that she had many of them from their previous trysts. I figured that Avril wouldn't actually want to see them.
Avril just sat there on the floor staring back at me. I must admit that it was the first time I'd ever seen the woman speechless.
No that's a lie, I remember the first time I bedded her, before we were married. By the time I'd finished with her, she was lying there speechless; I've always assumed that I'd shagged all the chat out of her. Well, it couldn't have been a disappointment to her, she came back for more the following evening and she married me eventually. More's the pity!
Suddenly hands were helping us to our feet and the next thing I was really aware of – besides Holly having wrapped her arm around my waist again – was Paul saying, "Morgan Ardent you are served." And he handed Holly's rather dishevelled looking husband, an envelope. I wondered what I'd missed for Morgan to have become that dishevelled looking.
Then Paul promptly did the same to Avril. Although our British divorce petitions don't really have to be presented as formally as the Yanks do it, I could have sent it by registered post I believe. Holly and I just thought it would add to the occasion a little, to have it done formally and at the same time as papers were served on her husband.
Then the two guys with Holly and Morgan – who along with the rest of their party had followed the two lovers over - were served with papers. Holly had taken care of all that, Avril and Morgan worked for an American Company so we were both suing them in the US courts for turning a blind eye to the couple's goings on.
Mind, as their bosses who the papers were served on had their girlfriends with them as well; I think the bloody company must have turned a blind eye to everything. Finally Paul served Morgan Ardent with an alienation of affection suite, Holly's legal people had filed in the American courts on my behalf. It has been years since anyone successfully pulled one of those off in the UK.
Just as suddenly as the whole thing had started, it was over. I really have no idea where - or when - Avril disappeared. Holly said she had been lead away crying by one of her boss's bits of stuff, but I never saw the going of her. I did watch Holly's husband being led away by the two guys though. Mind, not before he gave me a look that I believe was suppose to turn me to stone.
"So what happens now?" I asked Holly.
"We dance!" She replied with a grin and dragged me off towards the dance floor again.
The rest of the evening turned into a bit of a party. When we returned to the table Paul and Della sort-of introduced us to all their police friends, but didn't really go into details; they all knew who we were anyway.
Della explained to me when I was dancing with her, that as they had hoped, all those police badges had prevented Holly's old man from taking a swing at anyone. Mind you, from the state he was in when I last saw him, I had to wonder if he took a swing at anyone else whilst I was on the floor with Avril.
Some of the women in the party were police officers as well and I had a fascinating conversation with one of them when I danced with her later. She told me that she'd been shot sorting out a domestic dispute a few years before.
"I blew his bleeding balls off!" she replied when I asked her what had happened. "We're taught that once you are forced to fire your weapon, you empty the chamber. No point in risking them getting a second shot off.
"Where did he shoot you?" I asked.
"Would you believe in the tit, I've had to have my nipple rebuilt."
"Christ, lucky it never killed you." I commented. Thinking that if the bullet hit her breast it had to have been very near her heart.
"Damn thing hit my badge first and got deflected across my breast. I'm not sure if the damned badge saved my life or made things worse."
"Christ what did your husband say about it?"
"Not much, he got shot in the ass himself a few years back, still got the bullet in him; they retired him on the strength of it."
"I bet he weren't happy about that."
"No, Paul's happy enough, he's qualified as an attorney now, but he has more fun doing all this PI stuff."
"Paul's your husband, then who's Della?" I had assumed that Della was Paul's wife; I have no idea why.
"My sister. She's an ex-cop as well, threw it in when she had her first child."
I never did get up the courage to ask, under what circumstances Paul got shot in the jacksie.
I discovered that American cops like a bevvy or two. A bit disconcerting when they all seemed to have their guns with them. Not that they waved them around or anything.
I have no idea what time the party broke up, I'm afraid I'd had a bevvy or two too many myself.
But I do remember a disappointing conversation we overheard in the lift though. One of the hotel staff was telling a couple how lucky they were, the hotel had been full, but for some reason the couple in 642 suddenly checked out. The cleaning staff were still in room 642 when Holly, Paul, Della and I went into 643.
"Well that takes the rest of the fun out of the evening." Holly said. "I was looking forward to seeing their faces when we walked out of this suite together in the morning."
"Maybe not such a bad thing really, it might have given their lawyers a lever in court." Paul commented.
"Paul, I've got enough on what those two have been getting up to in the last six months to get two divorces. Besides I've got the pre-nup that my father insisted on. He never did think much of Morgan."
"Yeah but what about Mike here, they don't have pre-nuptial agreements over in the UK."
"I'm screwed anyway, Paul. My solicitor reckons it'll be a fifty-fifty split. The only light in the sky is that Avril earns more than I do." I told them.
"She did, I think some heads are going to roll in that company, and Morgan and Avril will be at the top of the list; my uncle's a big share holder and he's on the case already." Holly informed us. "I had trouble stopping him from jumping the gun or we'd have missed out on the fun tonight."
"Not that much happened really, there wasn't much in the way of fireworks. Rather a lot of expense on your part Holly, for something that could have been done at home." I said, voicing my thoughts.
"Ah now, Mike, the look on Morgan's face when you said he'd been bedding your wife was a classic. He had no idea who you were."
"Did I say that?"
"No, not in so many words, you're too much of a gentleman. But I did, the look on Morgan's face when he realised that he hadn't caught me, I, or rather we, had caught them, was something to behold. And then Avril came crashing through like a line backer on a home run. Funniest thing I've seen in a long time." Holly said and laughed out loud.
"Holly, I'm not much up on American sports, but I thought line backers played American Football and they score home runs in Baseball." I pointed out.
"Ah, we have something else in common, I've never been a sports fan either." Holly replied.
"I think we've all noticed, Holly." Della commented.
We all chatted on about nothing in particular for god knows how long, but eventually we got to bed.
Oh, I'd better point out that room 643 was a suite, I had one bedroom and Holly had the other. When we went to bed, Paul and Della were sitting in the lounge; when we got up in the morning Mona – Paul's wife - had replaced Della; who I assume had gone home to her children.
Apparently Paul was an officer of the court – I have no idea what that means. But I gathered that his word would be taken almost as gospel by the American courts. I.e. he could swear that Holly and I had not spent the night in the same bed together. The original plan was for us to confront Morgan and Avril again in the morning when they left their hotel room. Them doing a runner had kicked that one into touch.
"So Mike what's your plan now?" Holly asked over breakfast.
"Not sure, go home and lick my wounds, I suppose." I replied.
"Well the lovers have flown the coop, why don't you and I fly out to Vegas for a few days before you go home."
"Nice idea, Holly, but I'm not looking forward to the flight back to the UK as it is. I'm sorry, but adding another flight to Los Vegas isn't my idea of a good time."
Holly sat there quite obviously thinking for a few moments, "Flying upsets you that much does it? Okay, alternative idea; a close friend of mine has a house on the Bahamas, why don't we go over there for a few days? Don't worry we can go by boat and you won't even have to risk my driving."
I had to think about that one, but not for very long. After having travelled all the way across the Atlantic, it would be silly of me to fly straight back to the UK; considering I had almost two weeks of my summer holiday left. I'd have to get home before too long because there was sure to be a real old ding-dong with Avril when she got home. The house was already up for sale and I'd moved cash around all over the place to prevent her draining all the joint accounts.
Mind you, my solicitor had overseen all the changes I'd made; I was going to get screwed anyway, his job was to stop me finishing up broke.
"Yeah why not? A nice cruise on a ferry should be fun. But can you just do that, turn up at your friends place without an invite?"
"Sure, I've got a standing invitation there. I don't visit them as much as I should really."
"But what about dragging me along?"
"Oh they're bound to like you more than they did Morgan; they never did think much of him." Holly replied with a grin.
Ferry did I say? The taxi dropped us off at what I thought was a rather swish Cabin cruiser or even a private yacht. It turned out to be some kind of a charter fishing boat and she had an impressive turn of speed on her. During the trip over to the Bahamas Holly spent most of her time sun bathing on the foredeck in a tiny bikini. I spent most of my time on the flying bridge with the captain supposedly showing me how to drive the boat, whilst in fact we were ogling Holly's shapely body along with the other crewmember.
"Daddy!" Holly said as she threw her arms around an old guy who met us at the quay.
"This is Mike, it was his wife Morgan has been playing with." Holly said introducing us.
"Hi son." He said shaking my hand, and then to Holly. "I told you, you could never trust that little shit in the first place. But no, you always did think you knew best. Right come on, Mike, let's get you back to the house and into some appropriate attire."
I gathered that my business suit wasn't considered appropriate clothing for the Bahamas.
At the house – read large rambling structure that had little resemblance to any house I'd been in before - I met Holly's mother, who greeted me like a long lost son. Embarrassing for my restrained English nature. Although things got a little formal when I was shown to my room by Holly's father. Let's just say he made sure that I understood where my room was! And it was there he and his wife expected me to sleep. You get the idea!
The next four days were really enjoyable. When Holly and I weren't sun bathing or swimming in her father's pool, I was either fishing from the same boat that had ferried us over along with Holly's father. Or we were at numerous cocktail parties in the evenings. At a couple of these, Holly danced with me, but she was somewhat more chaste than she had been that first night in that Miami Hotel.
On the last evening before we left, somehow Holly and I finished up taking a late moonlight walk along the shore. We weren't in each other's arms or anything, but she was holding my arm.
We had been talking about how upset I was that the divorce was going to cost me the house that I'd spent so many years redesigning to my... well Avril's and my idea of what a home should be. Although Avril had always allowed me to do what I wished with the place, Avril just choosing the colour schemes and that sort of thing. The extension and even the kitchen and bathrooms had always been to my plan, as was my garage come workshop; boy was I going to miss that workshop.
"Mike, I want to apologise?" Holly suddenly said.
"Apologise for what, Holly?"
"Well, that first evening in Miami; I was a little forward."
"Holly, we were both very nervous about what was going to happen. I think we both drank a little more than we should have and said things we shouldn't have done. It served to cover our nervousness that's all we have to worry about."
"I know, but I wouldn't like for you to think I'd flirt with anyone like that."
"Damn, don't be silly, girl, I understand exactly. I should apologise to you, I didn't really have myself under the control I should have had."
"So I noticed, big boy." She replied, with another of those little enchanting giggles of hers. "Anyway, we aren't the sort of people who would give into our base instincts like Morgan and Avril did, are we?"
"Quite definitely not, Holly. We've spent almost five days together and since that first evening we haven't so much as kissed each other."
"Why do you think that is?"
"I'm not sure really. You're a very attractive woman and I enjoyed being your official lipstick smudger the other night. But, we have to take into account, that in a way we are both on what you might call the rebound. How many relationships have you ever known that have lasted when they started under those circumstances?"
"Yeah I've got to admit that usually they do lead to heartache for everyone in the end." Holly said quietly.
"Besides we are still both married Holly, even if our spouses seem to have overlooked that fact."
"Yeah you're right, we're above that kind of behaviour aren't we?"
"Regretfully!" I replied.
"Does that mean you can't smudge my lipstick just once before you go?"
"Holly, I'm damned sure I told you, that I'd gladly apply for the full time position as your lipstick smudger.
Okay I spent the next half hour or so seeing how smudged I could make Holly's lipstick. Only I think Holly was trying to find out whether I still had my tonsils, using her tongue as a probe.
By the time we joined her parents back at the house though, we were on best good friends' behaviour.
The following day the same boat took us back to the mainland at what seemed an even faster speed than it had transported us out at. Then Holly came with me to the airport and saw me off on my return flight to the UK.
Yeah okay, I smudged Holly's lipstick again before I boarded the flight.
Avril was waiting for me when I eventually got back to the house. Surprisingly there wasn't very much in the way of fireworks.
"Hi, I'm sorry, Mike; I've made a real mess of things haven't I?" A very subdued looking Avril said, when I found her sitting in the kitchen.
"I just can't understand why, Avril. I thought we had a good thing going here."
"We did, Mike, I just got carried away with my job. I'm sorry, it all went to my head. I really didn't intend to cheat on you or anything. Christ Mike, I'm still in love with you."
"You are; so what sort of feelings do you have for him then?"
"Shit, please don't ask, he flattered and seduced me; I behaved like a silly little schoolgirl. Did you... you know, with his wife?"
"Avril!" was all I needed to say.
"Shit, I might have guessed you wouldn't. Now you're going to tell me that there's no chance for us, aren't you?"
"You know me better than I know myself, Avril."
"When do you want me to move out, or are you going?"
"Providing you don't bring any of your lovers back here Avril, we can both live here until the house is sold; that should give us both time to find somewhere half decent to live."
"The divorce?"
"I'm prepared to change the grounds to irreconcilable differences, providing we can come to an amicable agreement on the finances. That should allow us to get a quickie divorce."
"Get the papers and show me where to sign, Mike. I messed it all up so I wont give you any more hassle." Avril said with a resigned tone to her voice.
That was it really; the divorce went through in a matter of months. The house didn't take that long to sell, it had been on the market for nearly two months when an estate agent guy turned up and bought it on behalf of a client of his.
Weird fellow never struck me as the estate agent type. Anyway we never even saw the buyers or learnt their name. After a lot of negotiation he even bought almost all of the furniture. I was moving into a rented furnished place and Avril, after getting the sack from her employer, suddenly found herself being head hunted by another American company. She left England for California before the divorce was final.
I don't know, maybe two months after the decree nisi, I received a telephone call from the agent of the people who'd bought our house.
"It seems my client is having some trouble understanding the central heating system's controls Mr Crosby. We were wondering whether you could kindly call round this evening and explain how to set it to them." He asked.
"I can't see why they're having any problems, it is a fairly standard system. But then again, that damned electronic timer is a bit of a sod to get your head around. Yeah, tell them I'll call round on my way home from work this evening and see if I can help. What's their name by the way?" I asked.
"Thanks Mr Crosby, I'll tell them to expect you around half six then, goodbye!" He replied, then the line went dead.
"That's odd!" I can remember thinking, "How the hell did he know I'd get there at half past six. That was the time I had always got home from work when I lived there. And the bugger had hung-up without giving me their name.
The garden looked almost the same when I swung into the drive. That's if you ignored the little sign proudly telling everyone that the new householder used a certain local gardening company to mow the lawns etc.
There were no cars in the drive so I parked in my old spot. It was with a heavy heart that I walked up to the front door and pressed the bell.
It's very strange you know, returning to a house where you used to live and finding yourself ringing the doorbell instead of just putting your key in the lock and letting yourself in.
"Who is it?" A voice called from behind the closed door.
"Mike Crosby." I called back. "I've come to explain the heating system."
"I heard all the locks and bolts I'd fitted to that door with my own hands being slid back and undone. Crike's, most of them were for when we went to bed or left the house empty, I'd never expected anyone would use them all the time.
"Eventually the door opened and a young woman of about eighteen, with a very thick East European accent opened the door and bid me enter.
"The mistress is waiting in the lounge." The young woman said very precisely, almost as if she'd been rehearsing the line. Then she started giggling and ran off towards the Kitchen.



After knocking on it, I opened the lounge door to let myself into the room.
"I'm Mike Crosby, I believe you're having some trouble with the central heating?" I said to the woman standing with her back to me, looking out into the rear garden.
"No, the heating is working fine Mike; what I'm really looking for, is someone to smudge my lipstick for me." She said, as she turned and walked into my arms.
-----------------------------------------------------------
Epilogue
Funny how things can turn out, I never did get to spend another night alone at my flat; Holly and I were married less than two months later.
I no longer work for the hospital anymore either. I'm now Holly's father's joint representative – along with Holly – in the UK and Europe; that guy's got his fingers into just about everything you can think of.
To be honest, I'm a little out of my depth most of the time, although I'm picking things up - from Holly - as I go along; not that there's much to do really, other then showing the flag that is. I kind-a get the feeling that Holly's old man, is just making sure I can afford to keep Holly in the manner to which she has become accustomed. Whatever, I've got to pull my socks up pretty quickly and get it all off pat. In a few months Holly will have to stop chasing around all over Europe with me. Well, you can't drag a baby around like that, can you?
No, I still don't fly, if I can help it! To be honest, life since we've been married has been like one long motoring holiday really; very enjoyable in a brand new Beemer. What do folks call it? Oh yeah, I think I've fallen on my feet as well as having fallen for one of the most beautiful women in the world.
We spend most nights when we are away in luxury hotels; I found the nights more tiring than the driving to start with, Holly can be insatiable sometimes. God knows how Morgan ever found the energy to shag Avril. But then, Holly insists that I'm far better in that department than Morgan ever was; perhaps he had never paid as much attention to Holly – and her needs - as she deserved.
Mind you, sometimes I think that my new wife has a really twisted sense of humour. I was coming out of our en-suit at home the other morning, and I caught Holly saying "Thank you!" to a picture she had hidden in one of her dresser drawers. She then looked quite embarrassed, when she realised I'd seen her.
I of course asked who the picture was of.
"Would you believe that it's of your ex-wife Avril." Holly replied, with a smile. "Well Mike, you've got to admit that if Avril hadn't let Morgan talk her into his bed, then I would never have found you, would I? I'm always going to have a soft spot for her, you know?"
Now you've got to admit, that is a different way of looking at things. I went over to Holly's dresser and picked up the picture.
"Thanks Avril! I never would have imagined, that you running around and cheating on me could eventually lead to me being so happy." I said. Then I put the picture back in the drawer and turned my attention back to the woman who really mattered to me.
It must have been nearly lunchtime before we came up for air again, and went downstairs for breakfast. Christ, was I knackered?
Life Goes on.
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As is not unusual for a DF story, there is no actual sex in this story.
* * * * *
God! That was a day to remember I can tell you! To all intents and purposes it was a normal Saturday evening dinner. Even young Rachel was there, staying with us for the weekend, as she most often did.
Oh, I suppose I'd better explain up front about Rachel being there. Rachel's mother, Andorra - who by the way, I'd never laid eyes on at the time -- was a widow and she worked some pretty horrendous hours as a controller for a taxi company most every weekend. Otterley and Rachel had become best buddies at school and somewhere along the line it had become commonplace for the two girls to sleepover at each other's houses.
Eventually it had become standard procedure for Rachel to sleep over at our place Friday and Saturday nights whilst her mother did 12-hour night shifts and grabbed a few hours sleep during the day. Marge (Otterley's mother and my onetime wife) had obviously gotten to know Andorra quite well, but quite honestly at the time I'd never laid eyes on her. Not for any particular reason that I can think of, - unless Marge thought the lovely Andorra would turn my head - it was just how things had worked out.
I was on the road a lot back then; the company I worked for was young, and we were busy trying to grab our own chunk of a market that had been pretty well sown up by other suppliers for many years. It just so happened that Marge did all the dropping off and picking up. Although Rachel was often picked up from our place on Sundays by any of the Taxi's who were passing.
I think Rachel enjoyed being spoilt by those taxi drivers arriving armed with sweets and ice creams etc. when they came to collect her; come to that, Otterley didn't mind when they called to collect Rachel either, she normally got the same goodies as they gave her.
Anyway where was I? Oh yeah, that infamous Saturday evening meal. So there the four of us were, sitting around the table eating. Marge had just served our sweet and I think I'd just returned to the table after putting the main course dishes in the kitchen. Anyway without a second thought about the two girls' sitting with us, and with no prior warning or build up whatsoever, Marge suddenly announced.
"Pete I want a divorce, I'm leaving you!" Then she tucks into her sweet like she'd not dropped just about the biggest brick she could come up with, on my head.
"Sorry?" I believe was the extent of my reply. When your wife of ten years, drops a statement like that into the conversation completely out of the blue; your first reaction is wonder whether your ears have just deceived you.
"I said that I want a divorce. I've found someone else and I want to spend the rest of my life with him."
Yeah well, what the soddin' hell could I reply to a statement like? Remembering of course that there were two impressionable eight-year-olds -- one of whom was our daughter - sitting there at the table with us, to witness my every word and/or physical action.
I do believe that under the circumstances I showed outstanding control that day and the patience of a saint. On reflection I have always been very proud of the restraint I displayed.
For some considerable time I sat there and played Marge's words back over in my mind. That is until I convinced myself that I hadn't gone gaga and she had just told me that she wanted me out of her life.
I think I must have made some stupid statement like "If that's the case, I'll go flat hunting tomorrow." Or something like that anyway.
Remember, I suppose I was in a state of shock at the time, so my recollection of the details is probably a bit faulty. Whatever, I did say something about moving out of the house, but Marge came back the real humdinger.
"No, you'll have to keep the house, I won't be needing it and you'll need it for Otterley."
I stopped pretending to eat the rapidly melting ice cream on my dish and stared at Margery.
"We're going on a trip around the world, and Otterley can't afford to miss all that schooling at her age." Marge nonchalantly added, not even looking up from her dish.
"You have to be kidding me!" I replied in a rather louder voice than I'd intended.
Look, I wasn't keeping my emotions in check for Marge's sake, but for the two impressionable young girls sitting at the table with us. On reflection Marge had probably chosen to make her announcement during the meal, because she knew full well I'd restrain myself in front of the children.
"I want to see the world whilst I'm still young enough to enjoy it!" Margery responded. Completely failing to see the irony in her statement.
At that point words failed me, and, if it wasn't for the seriousness of the situation, I might well have burst out laughing.
You see, when Marge and I first got together I was dead keen on travelling. I'd grown up with the plan in the back of my head that when I finished my engineering training, I'd travel the world for a few years before I settled down.
When Marge had come into my life, I hadn't seen any need to change that plan; I pictured Marge and I backpacking around exotic places together.
Marge however, had seen things a little differently. Yeah, just like me she had been keen to see the world. The Grand Canyon, The Rocky Mountains and those great big redwood trees they have over there. We even talked about places like Ayers Rock in Oz and the North Island of New Zealand with its boiling mud pools and things. A New Zealander mate of mine had told of us about his skiing trips on the south island; that had always sounded like fun; a bit more exotic than the Alps anyway.
But Marge had a slightly different game plan to mine in mind. Whereas I figured we'd get married and lit-out right after I'd qualified with what savings I/we'd managed to stash away. I'd figured, a couple of years or so travelling and then we'd come back to the UK, settle down and have some kids. That's always assuming that we hadn't found anywhere else we'd like to settle whilst on the road.
Marge's plan was to have the children first; ironically "Whilst I'm young enough to enjoy them!" had been her exact words. Was that ironic or what?
Okay at the time I thought I'd understood Marge's stance. Her parents had been quite old when her mother had her and she'd always been conscious of the fact. Anyway Marge's idea was that when the children flew the nest, then we'd travel the world together.
Apparently - or so it appeared - Margery had had a change of heart. Maybe looking after Otterley hadn't been as much fun as she'd thought it would be. I know that the pregnancy and actually giving birth hadn't been to her liking. The idea of having three children had rapidly been removed from the master plan once Otterley had been born, without much of a discussion with anyone; that I had been aware of anyway.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I think that was the moment that I nearly broke, but I couldn't very well laugh out loud; although looking back now, maybe I should have done. I couldn't sit there listening to Marge's crap anymore or I'm sure I would have lost the plot and done something I'd finish up regretting for a long time. I just got up from the table and went out into the garden, where for some reason, -- probably out of habit and because it was just a job that had to be done - I started deadheading my roses.
I have no idea how much time passed before I was aware that I had company. It was Rachel's arm - I think - I noticed first as she started deadheading the bush next to the one I was working on. Then I noted that Otterley was working on the bush the other side of me. Neither of the girls had said anything to announce their arrival.
"Mind the thorns girls; you haven't got your gardening gloves on!" I found myself automatically warning them.
"We'll be careful daddy." Otterley replied.
"What's your mother doing?" I asked kind-of absentmindedly. I'm not sure why I asked my daughter that, it was like another automatic response.
"I think she's upstairs, packing." Otterley replied quietly, as if it was an everyday occurrence.
Suddenly I was so very angry again, I couldn't continue deadheading the damned roses. I feared that if I did, I'd pull the fresh blooms off as well. I found myself stepping back and watching the girls continue.
Really, I wanted to rush upstairs and throttle Margery. But not so much for announcing that she was leaving me out of the blue. More because she'd virtually told our daughter that she didn't want Otterley to go with her. I couldn't understand how any mother - let alone my wife -- could do that to her child.
"I'm sorry Otterley!" I found myself saying, without any further explanation/
"Why daddy, you haven't decided to leave us, mummy has?" My daughter replied obviously understanding what my apology was all about. "Most of the kids at school; it's their daddy's who have gone. I'd rather stay with a daddy who loved me, than a mummy who..."
Otterley didn't complete her sentence and I wonder to this day what she had been intending to say. I've always wondered but I suppose I'll never know what I'd missed over the years; had Margery somehow given Otterley the impression that she didn't love her?
I thought not, well not that I had noticed; Marge had always seemed to me to be a loving mother to Otterley. She also seemed to dote over Rachel when she was at the house as well. But if I was blind enough not to see that my wife had herself a fancy man tucked away somewhere, I had to wonder what else I had missed?
But then perhaps Otterley had read into Margery's announcement that her mother didn't love her, purely because she wasn't taking Otterley with her.
Suddenly I noted that the two girls were then working on the same rose bush together. What's more they were holding hands, one pulling the dead rose heads and the other taking them from her and dropping them into the basket.
At almost the same moment I realised that I could hear Margery talking to someone -- probably her new man - on the telephone in the bedroom. The windows being open because it was a warm day.
I couldn't hear what she was saying to him, but knowing that children's hearing is often far better than adults, I realised that the girls might be able to.
"Ice-cream!" I found myself announcing loudly. "Come on girls, let's go and get ourselves the biggest ice-creams we can find?"
I knew they'd just had ice cream for their desert. My own, having melted whilst I pushed it around the dish. But it was the best idea my confused brain could come up with at such short notice.
Both girls erupted into whoops of joy and instantly seemed to forget about the roses and high five'd each other; something I'd never noticed them doing before. I found myself walking to the car with an eight-year-old skipping along each side of me each holding one of my hands.
To make it a little special, I didn't take the girls to one of the local fast food places; we didn't have a proper ice cream shop locally. Instead I headed for one of the many restaurants around our town and ordered their blow-out desert ice cream Sundaes. I doubted that either child would actually finish eating them though; blimey was I wrong!
It took them some time to consume them, and that proved useful to me. I was beginning to get over the shock of Margery's sudden announcement and come to terms with what Marge was doing to us. And to take stock of what the resulting immediate and long-term ramifications were going to be.
For some inexplicable reason I found that personally I couldn't give two hoots that Margery was going. Oh yeah, I'd miss her but... Well any actual love I'd felt for the woman had been instantly annihilated by her announcement and how she'd made it in front of Otterley.
But there was going to be a big problem her leaving was going to give me, and that was childcare. Oh, I was sure I could look after Otterley all right, but I'd had to have someone to take her to and collect from school every day. I was sure that my employers would be as helpful as they could, but our office hours were nine until five; whereas school hours were nine until three. And who the hell was going to look after Otterley during the holidays.
Rachel? Well, I was sorry, but I had my own problems; her mother would have to sort hers out as best she could. I remember thinking I'd have to call her later and explain the situation.
The only plan I could come up with, was my sister. Carol lived a good distance away, but maybe somehow she could collect Otterley from school in the afternoons; even if it would mean a long drive for the both of us. The only drawback I could see, were Carol's own children, they possibly finished school at the same time as Otterley did.
I found myself pulling out my mobile phone and calling Carol; maybe if I threw the ball in her court, she'd come up with some plan or the other. Carol had always been pretty good at that kind of thing.
"She's done what!" Carol shouted down the telephone at me, when I explained Margery's announcement as briefly as I could and trying not to go into the details - what I knew of them -- because the girls were sat at the table with me. Actually I surprised myself in how little I'd learned from what Margery had said. I had no idea how long her affair had been going on or anything; not even the who, she was having it away with.
"Carol, I said that Marge has run off with some guy and left us."
"Who? What guy?" Carol demanded.
"I have no idea Carol, just some Casanova she's picked up somewhere, I suppose. I didn't bother to ask!"
"His name's Ronald!" Otterley announced, taking me completely by surprise.
"He's a customer at the library!" Rachel added, probably not to be outdone.
Marge had been doing a little part-time work, helping out at the library for some months. Just for pin money and to get herself out of the house, or so she'd said.
I found myself staring at the two girls who were still sitting there nonchalantly battling their way through their giant ice cream Sundaes, at the same time as I found myself echoing their statements to Carol.
"... but my problem is Carol. I have no idea what I'm going to do about picking up Otterley from school everyday. I can drop her off in the mornings and go into the office a little late; but there's no way I can knock off at half two everyday."
"That's all right daddy. Rachel's mother will collect me from school." Otterley pointed out with the logic of a child, and before Carol had time to reply.
"It wouldn't be fair to ask her to do that everyday Otterley." I tried to explain to the child.
"Oh, it'll be no problem," Otterley informed me. "We've got it all worked out, haven't we Rachel?"
Rachel looked up from her ice cream, nodded and then grinned at me; somehow telling me for the first time that the two girls had been quietly conspiring together. But where they had found the time, or opportunity that afternoon, I had no idea.
"Rachel will stay at our house on Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights," Otterley was explaining, "and I'll stay with Rachel and her mother on the other school nights. You can take us to school on Mondays and Rachel's mother will pick us up when she gets out of bed in the afternoon."
Otterley gave me one of those child's satisfied 'easy-peasy, problem solved looks'.
I'm not sure what expression I had on my face, as I sat there in amazement. Carol though, must have overheard what Otterley had said because she was saying.
"Sounds like a brilliant plan to me, Pete. Have you asked her?"
"Well no Carol, for some reason I never thought about it. Look I've never met Rachel's mother, the idea never entered my head. I honestly have no idea whether she'll go for it; it's a lot to ask."
"The taxi man has been asking mummy to work on Sunday nights for a long time." Rachel suddenly joined the conversation. "Mummy said she'd get more money working Sunday nights at the taxi place than she does at the shop. But she didn't want to impose on Otterley's mother by asking her to look after me."
I had to gather from reading between the lines of Rachel's statement, that her mother must have been working part-time in a shop somewhere during the week. Christ the woman must be working around the clock, I thought to myself.
"Sounds to me like the children have got your problem licked. What's Otterley's friend's mother like?"
"I have no idea; you know, I've never met the lady, Carol."
I had to be careful what I said, because I knew by then, that the two little innocents sitting the other side of the table were earwigging every word that I said.
"Well brother I'd say you'd better get your arse round there and have a chat with Rachel's mother a bit sharpish and see what she thinks of the children's plan." Then returning the subject to Margery, Carol asked. "Has the bitch moved out of the house already?"
"I have no idea Carol; the girls and I are in a restaurant in town. I brought them out for ice cream before... Yeah well, you know! But I think she was packing when we left."
"I'd say that you'd better pick up some new door locks whilst you're in town then; I'm sure you don't need the cow trying to come back! Call me later if you need anything tonight Pete, or Frank and I can come over later if you want. But if we both come, we'd have to bring the children with us."
"Thanks Carol, but I don't think that will be necessary. You know, I do believe I've got all the help I'm going to need this evening, sitting here with me now."
The two girls grinned at each other, then at me and finally high five'd each other again; something I was to see them do many times in the following few months. Only at the time, I had little idea what the little sods were really up to.
Another thing I didn't notice was that Carol not only hadn't sounded especially surprised to hear that Margery was leaving me; she didn't sound particularly upset about it either. But then, I'd never have claimed that the two women got on at all well, and they definitely never could have been described as being close friends.
The girls' ice creams eventually finished, we made our way back out to the car. But I still didn't drive home; I had a rather delicate mission to perform first. Rachel's mother had to be informed that I'd be the only adult in the house with the girls that night, and I needed to be assured she was okay with that. Well, there's some pretty weird characters about nowadays and as far as I knew, Rachel's mother had never clapped eyes on me.
I stopped outside the taxi office and - leaving the girls in the car - went in to find Rachel's mother.
"My names Pete Thomas and I'm looking for young Rachel's mother." I said to the taxi driver sitting behind the counter, who I thought I vaguely remembered collecting Rachel from the house one Sunday afternoon.
It might seem odd but I had no idea what Rachel's mothers name actually was at the time. Both Marge and Otterley had always referred to her as Rachel's mother in my hearing, and Rachel had always called her mummy.
Several Guys - obviously taxi drivers on a break - were sitting around in old armchairs drinking tea or coffee. I felt that I had immediately become the centre of attention for them all, the moment I mentioned Rachel. All concentration on the TV playing in the corner of the office and conversation had come to an abrupt halt at the sound of her name.
She's indisposed at the moment in her private office; she'll be back soon." The guy behind the counter smiled at me, gesturing with his head towards a door bearing a sign saying "Ladies Only", but that some wag had taped a piece of paper to, bearing the words "Andorra's Office".



I stood and waited, trying not to show that I'd noticed that everyone in the place was studying me intensely. It seemed an eternity until the door finally opened and I got the surprise of my life.
I'm not sure what I had expected Rachel's mother to look like, but certainly it was nothing like how she did look.
It wasn't like she was dressed to the nines or anything; actually she was just wearing a pair of - extremely close fitting - old denims and a matching blue blouse; equally figure hugging. But damn, she was one of those women who had presence; she'd have look good dressed in an old sack. Add to that, the immaculate make-up -- not overdone just enough to accentuate her facial features - and not having a hair out of place. God the woman looked like a model on a catwalk; she glided along with the same grace - style or whatever you call it - as they do as well as well.
I could definitely see and understand why, all those drivers had showed interest in my asking about her and possibly why they were all hanging around the taxi office.
"Andorra, there's this guy here, wants to see you." The man behind the counter said.
"Hi Pete, is there a problem?" She asked with a big smile on her face, but maybe a slightly concerned tone to her voice.
"Yes... no, well there could be." I replied, looking around nervously at all the guys who were by then pretending, not to be watching and listening to us. "But Rachel's fine and there's nothing really to worry about; I just think I should let you know what's going on, that's all. Can we talk somewhere private?"
Instantly all the guys began to rise from their seats, I assume to go outside and leave us alone in the office. But Andorra told them stay; that we'd go outside.
"What's up Peter, you don't look too clever?" Andorra said, as the door closed behind us. But then she spotted the girls with their noises squashed against the car window and waved to them.
"Well the problem is... Andorra... Margery has left me!" I stumbled out.
It felt very strange talking to her, and even calling her Andorra; it was the first time we'd met. I had also been confused that she'd instantly recognised me and knew who I was; I was sure we'd never met before.
"Oh my god, you poor man!" Was her first reaction; then her mind must have realised the possible implications. "Oh, does this mean we have a child care problem this evening?"
"Oh no... Andorra." I was still having trouble with that name. "It's just that we've never met and I thought... Well I don't know what I thought... That you should know that I'll be minding the children on my own this evening, I think. I just thought you should know, after all we're virtual strangers."
"Not all that much Peter. Rachel goes on about you all the time; you might not realise it but she treats you like a surrogate father. She's even got a picture of you along with the one of my husband beside her bed.
"Oh my, where did she get that?"
"Otterley gave it to her, I believe! Anyway, do you want me to get the night off and take the girls or anything...? I can, if you want to be alone."
"Oh my god, no. No, I just thought it would be prudent to let you know the score. Christ I'd be in a real state if they hadn't been there this afternoon. I'm fine looking after Rachel; I was just a little concerned that you should know."
"I'm sure Rachel couldn't be in better hands, Peter." She said reaching out and taking hold of my hand as if to emphasize the point. "I'll come by and collect Rachel in the morning."
"No you need your sleep; five o'clock as usual will be fine. But maybe you could drop by yourself, because we really need to discus what's going to happen in the future. If you like, I can bring Rachel home?"
"Oh yes... the future... I wasn't thinking." Andorra replied, a somewhat even more concerned expression coming over her face. The possible long-term implications of Margery leaving me must have suddenly come to her mind.
"Don't be concerned I think between us we can possibly work something out. The girls are full of ideas already." I smiled at her as best I could.
Andorra looked slightly relieved. "Oh right, but I'll collect Rachel, I'm sure you'll have lots of things you need to concentrate on!"
"Thanks, yeah I suppose I have, if I could just get my head around them. I'll see you tomorrow evening then, and please don't worry about Rachel; she's a remarkable young lady."
"Aren't they both!" Andorra commented, as we walked over to the car, where she had few words with the girls, kissing them both good night and telling them to behave themselves.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
There was a strange car parked in my drive when we arrived at the house. Margery got out of it and came over as I pulled to the curb.
"Where have you been, I've been waiting here for hours?" She demanded, before going on to tell us curtly that she was leaving now. Honestly even after that bomb she'd dropped on me earlier, I couldn't relate the way she was acting and speaking, to the woman I'd been married to for so long.
"If that's who I think it is, I suggest you tell the git to get his car out of my drive before I move it for him!" I replied just as curtly. Actually I was very near the mark, and I was extremely annoyed with Margery for having the guy there when we returned. Kind-a like rubbing my nose in it, I thought!
Looking back, I really think that I'd controlled my emotions impeccably that day; I'll admit mainly because the children were present. But to me it appeared that Margery had been trying to push me over the top. Possibly, she could use that as some kind of justification to herself for what she was doing, if to no one else.
Margery gestured with her arm and the Jag roared into life, then slid out of the drive and parked across the street. Ignoring the fact that Margery was standing close beside the car, I slipped it back into gear and swung across the road so that I could reverse into the space where the Jag had been standing. Margery was complaining that I'd almost run her down, as I climbed out of the car.
"Oh are you still here, I thought you'd gone." I lied and walked towards the front door. But then I stopped and turned to look at her. "Aren't you taking that?" I demanded, gesturing towards the little Nissan that Margery usually drove. It had suddenly registered in my mind that the Jag was apparently packed to the roof with Margery's belongings, but the Nissan was empty.
"Not much point, you might as well sell it. We're flying out of the country on Wednesday." She retorted.
"Where to? Where do I have my solicitor send the divorce papers?" I found myself demanding. But Marge had pre-empted me.
"The address of Ronnie's solicitor is on the kitchen table, he'll know where to contact us." She curtly replied, and then turned to speak to Otterley who along with Rachel had also got out of the car by then.
I'm afraid I didn't wait to hear what they said to each other, and my daughter and I have never discussed it since. But it couldn't have been very much because both girls followed me into the house seconds later and firmly closed the door.
What I didn't see, but I heard - somewhere in the back of my mind - was the pronounced "slap" of their hands as he little devils high-five'd each other yet again. I'm afraid to say, that I didn't read anything into the sound at the time.
The girls and I settled down on the sofa to watch TV for a while before I told them that I thought it was about time they hit the hay. Both gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, before disappearing up to bed without argument; a first on Otterley's part from my recollection.
I have no idea what time I eventually hit the hay, although I'll admit I had a couple of scotches to help me sleep that night.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I awoke Sunday morning to the usual smell of frying bacon permeating the house. For a moment I forgot that Margery was gone, and looked at the clock in wonderment that she was up first on a Sunday. Then the memory of the day before came flooding back and I found myself looking around the room; something was not right, or different about it, but for a few seconds I couldn't put my finger on exactly what?
Then I realised, that when I'd gone to bed, there had been signs of Margery's departure all over the place; dresser draws left half open and her wardrobe doors ajar. Now they weren't just closed, all sign that Margery had ever existed had disappeared from sight. Even the damned pictures of her mother and father I remembered noticing she'd left, were not on top of the now completely bare dressing table.
I staggered out of bed and into the en suite for my usual ablutions and to my further surprise the personal detritus that I was sure Margery had abandoned in there was also missing.
I was forced to deduce that I'd had visitors whilst I'd been sleeping, who had done some tidying up, and there were only two possible culprits who I could think of.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
"Come on Daddy, breakfast is getting cold?" I heard Otterley call up the stairs as I exited my bedroom.
In the kitchen I found both eight-year-olds waiting for me, they insisted that I sat whilst they served. I had a fry-up with a glass of fresh orange juice and a cup of coffee, presented as if I was enjoying breakfast in a high-class hotel somewhere. The two girls had apparently both settled for Cornflakes, orange juice and tea.
I made the necessary enthusiastic comments about my lovely breakfast and the skill of the chiefs and was rewarded with big smiles on both girls' faces.
Carol, her husband Frank and their children arrived before we had completed the meal; their arrival breaking the spell -- and tranquillity - a little.
But it was apparent that their arrival had been anticipated -- either that or the girls had greatly overestimated my coffee consumption -- because Otterley and Rachel promptly supplied Carol and Frank with mugs of coffee. It took a little persuasion on my part to convince the two girls to leave the washing up to me and go out to play with Carol's children.
Actually Carol did the washing up, whilst Frank and I sat drinking more coffee and watched, at the same time as I described the previous day to them in detail.
My sister and her husband told me they'd do whatever they could to help. Frank coming up with the name and details of the solicitor who'd represented his sister in her divorce; she turned out to be a good choice.
Carol cooked dinner for everyone from what she dug up from the freezer and fridge. I think I spent most of the day messing around with my roses when I wasn't talking with Carol and Frank.
One thing I do recall from that day though, was that sometime during the afternoon Rachel and Otterley helped me mollycoddle my roses for a while, and what's more I can recall Rachel - whether by coincidence or design -- quoting the line from a the song, "It's Been A Good Year For The Roses."
I'm pretty sure that she was much too young to understand the parallels that could be drawn between the song and the events of the previous day; but I certainly did.
I will never know whether I reacted in some way when Rachel said those words. But I do know, that - whether consciously or not -- Rachel has oft repeated that line over the years. Both the girls seem to like the song itself and we hear them playing and/or singing it quite often. Even more oddly, especially if and when Margery, has been mentioned by someone.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
A taxi arrived outside the house around four thirty and Andorra climbed out of it. The girls let her in and we did the introductions. Then Carol, Andorra and I adjourned to the lounge, whilst Frank shooed all of the children out into the garden and kept them occupied.
Andorra commiserated with me over what had happened and then before I had a chance to say much, Carol informed Andorra about the girls plan concerning child minding.
Andorra confirmed that she had mentioned to Rachel - in passing - that she'd been asked to do the Sunday night controllers shift for the cab company. And told us she'd get more money doing that than she could from the four mornings she put in at the local shop she was working at.
Almost without any further discussion or much modification it was decided to follow the plan outlined to me the night before by the children; with some vague discussion about Carol helping with day care of both girls, a couple of days a week during the school holidays etc.
Andorra called the boss of the taxi company to clear it with him that she could do the extra shift. He apparently was over the moon with the news and asked her to start that night. For some reason she looked at me for conformation, I just smiled and nodded, so she agreed to do it.
It wasn't quite that simple because Rachel needed her school clothes for the following day. So Carol drove Andorra and Rachel home to collect them, Otterley insisting on going along for the ride.
It was as I was carrying Rachel's bag into the house from Carol and Frank's car, that the thought hit me.
"Andorra, do you drive?" I asked.
"Yes, but I haven't been able afford to run a car since Tony's been gone." She replied.
"How do you fancy a little Micra as a run-around?" I found myself asking.
Andorra stopped and looked at Margery's car, parked there on the drive.
"I couldn't." She replied.
"Why the hell not, she doesn't want it, she told me to get rid of the damned thing? You might as well have use of it, as you're going to be running Otterley to school and back everyday."
"Are you sure?" She asked.
"Come on," I found myself insisting, "let's call the insurance company and get you put on my policy as a named driver. Might as well take Margery off at the same time, Rowland the rat can sort out all of her insurance from now on."
"His name's Ronald, daddy." Otterley corrected me.
"Who gives a monkeys what his name is, he's Rowland the rat to me!" I replied, probably somewhat sharply.
"He can't be daddy, Rowland the rat's, funny and nice." I was corrected.
Well, I couldn't argue with my daughter's logic on that one, so I caved and altered things a little. "Okay, if you insist, it's Ronald the rat." I grinned at her.
Oh, for those not in the know, Rowland the rat was at the time, a puppet character on a morning TV news show.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
Over the next few weeks we all settled into the new routine. Although Carol -- often with Frank and the children in tow -- would turn up most Saturday mornings to inspect the contents of and advise me on replenishment of the larder. Normally she'd finish up cooking lunch as well, providing we didn't all go out somewhere to eat.
And yeah, all right. Carol never actually put the white gloves on; but she did tend to do Captains Rounds whilst she was at the house. Housework ain't exactly my forte, but I soon found I had sod all else to do in the evenings with Otterley not there. I tended to do little and often, I think the house came up to inspection most of the time; Carol never seemed to find much to criticise anyway.
I was to find the weeknight's lonely, but I got used to it, eventually. Fridays were great when I got home from work to find Andorra and the girls there. Very quickly Andorra took to preparing a meal for us all before she went off to start her Friday evening shift.
The bad times were during the week, especially when I arrived home from work to an empty house and awoke in the mornings. No matter what animosity I felt towards Margery for what she'd done; when - after all those years of marriage - you suddenly find yourself waking up alone in bed every morning... Well shit, it just takes some getting used to!
The divorce got a little complicated. Marge and her fancy man had left the country and were apparently travelling around quite a lot. I read into the trouble Marge's solicitor was having staying in contact with her, that it was possible that her fancy man was purposely trying to complicate things.
Eventually I discovered that he had a very distraught wife after him for maintenance payments for their children. I met her once when both her and my solicitors got together for a council of war. But to be honest, I had my own problems and didn't wish to get involved in hers. I know that she eventually managed to lock up all of his British bank accounts though, and I do believe that she got her hands on all of his UK assets in the end.
Without getting involved, I helped the best I could, by relaying to her solicitor Marge's whereabouts when she called home to speak to our daughter. Although the credit for getting that information should really go to Otterley, because she grew adept at wheedling Marge's exact location out of her when she called. Then, not very subtly, the little minx would relay the information on to me at the first opportunity. Whether Otterley knew the reason why I wanted the information or not, I don't know.
Strangely the difficulty Margery's solicitor kept having in communicating with her, worked to my advantage. After another court appearance where Margery's Solicitor asked the Judge for yet another adjournment, because he was awaiting a reply about some point from Margery, the old boy got shirty. He demanded to know where Margery was and when the poor sod of a solicitor had to admit that he had no idea.
The Judge turned to me to ask if I had any knowledge of her whereabouts?
"I'm sorry sir," I replied rising to my feet, "but I have not spoken to, or had any direct communication with my wife since the day she decided to walk out on my daughter and myself." I replied, rubbing the desertion of Otterley in as best I could, and technically - because not a word had passed between Margery and I in person since she had left -- speaking the truth.
I kind-a forgot to mention that Margery called Otterley every three weeks or so. But hey, that wasn't the question the Judge asked me, was it? And well, you know how the buggers go on about you to answering their questions without embellishment.
I'm really not sure, but I must assume that the old boy had had a bad day or something. Or maybe even the old bugger was presiding over Margery's fancy man's divorce as well and he had lost his patience. Suddenly I heard him saying,
"...Unreasonable behaviour" -- my grounds for seeking a divorce -- "could be interpreted in many ways." Briefly he went on to say that Margery not keeping in touch with her own solicitor, being one of them. He then suggested that I had grounds for seeking a divorce for desertion. But whatever, he was granting my decree immediately and giving me full custody of Otterley.
"I can't see that shared custody of the child could ever work in this case. If Mrs Thomas can't effectively liaise with her own legal representative on this mater; then what possible chance would Mr Thomas have of sharing important decisions concerning their daughter's welfare with her?" The beak lectured Margery's council. "Mr Thomas!" the old boy said turning to look directly at me again, "from today, I'm giving you full and exclusive custody of Otterley. And I'm removing all claims Mrs Thomas has to parental rights over the child completely, but with one proviso." The Judge looked back towards Margery's solicitor. "If Mrs Thomas wishes to present herself, in person, before me within twenty-one days, then I might be persuaded to reconsider my decision. Will you attempt to inform her of that?"
Margery's solicitor replied sheepishly that he would do his best to pass the information on to her. On hearing the poor buggers reply, the old boy raised his eyebrows and returned his attention to me.
"Well Mr Thomas, I don't hold out much hope of that occurring and I doubt that I could be persuaded to change my mind anyway. I find it surprising that you don't appear to have requested any maintenance for the child from your wife?"



"I honestly couldn't see that I've got much chance of collecting it, your honour; unless Margery ever returns to the country." I replied.
The Judge lent forward and had a short whispered conversation with his clerk, then shuffled some papers as he looked for something on his desk.
"I think we'll make an interim order for one hundred pounds a month anyway. It's a nominal figure to establish precedent only. Like you, I very much doubt that you will ever receive it. But if Mrs Thomas returns to this courts jurisdiction then we can adjust the figure accordingly at a future date. I suggest that you have your legal representatives look into any assets Mrs Thomas might still have in the UK."
That was it; I walked out of that court a single man and with all the assets of the marriage. And apparently any other assets that Margery had in the country if I wished, assuming that we could find them. I never did bother looking.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
Checking the call log at home the following Monday, I noted that an international call had come in the previous day; probably whilst I'd been mowing the lawn, that would explain why I hadn't heard the telephone ringing.
The call had obviously come from Margery; she was the only person who called from outside the country. The odd thing was, neither Otterley nor Rachel had mentioned that call to me, and they didn't - as they usually did - relay Margery's then whereabouts to me either.
You can read what you like into them failing to do so; but I know what I read into it. Although, because Otterley hadn't been in court that week -- I tried not to make a big thing about the divorce to her -- I did wonder how the girls knew about the twenty-one day bit. I doubted the social worker - who'd been appointed by the court to look after her interests - would have told her.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
As time passed Margery's calls to Otterley became more and more infrequent. I wasn't really surprised because -- from the few that were within my earshot -- I discovered that they were very one-sided affairs. Not counting subtle enquiries from my daughter as to exactly where in the world Margery was; but even those stopped once her fancy man's divorce was settled.
As an aside, I have no clue as to how Otterley or Rachel discovered that bit of information, about his divorce being settled that is. I think I concluded that - being local - his children most probably attended the same school as the girls; maybe all the children colluded together and exchanged information. But if they did, the girls never said anything to me.
I suppose the same reasoning could be used to explain the information the girls originally had about the "whom" and when etc. when Margery first made her announcement and moved out. Adults can all too easily underestimate their children's understanding of exactly what is going on.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I can't remember now, I think the divorce had been final for about four months. I had taken Otterley and Rachel to the cinema one Saturday afternoon and we were enjoying hamburgers in the local McD's when Rachel announced that she and her mother were soon to be moving home.
I, of course, innocently enquired why, and was informed by Rachel that the lease on their flat was up for renewal, but her mother thought the landlord wanted to hike-up the rent too much.
No, at the time I didn't see or understand what was going on, or that there was yet another conspiracy in the offing. Come-on they were two nine-year-old children, conning an ice cream or two out of me, or even a day out, was to be expected. Them coming up with the idea, and planning to con me into inviting Andorra and Rachel to move in with Otterley and me, was something I'd never even contemplated.
They sprang the trap on the following Friday evening when we were all eating the meal Andorra had prepared before she went off to do her shift at the cab office.
Otterley - apparently innocently - asking Andorra whether she'd found a suitable flat yet. Before Andorra had a chance to reply, Rachel started relating horror stories about the places they'd seen. Although Andorra did manage to get out that they weren't quite as bad as Rachel described them.
For some reason I missed the point completely that if Rachel had seen those flats, then so had Otterley, because the two girls were always together, no matter which of us -- either Andorra or I -- were looking after them.
Then Otterley dropped in the suggestion that - had I been a little more sceptical - I should have seen coming a mile away.
"Da--ad, we've got the guest room going spare upstairs." Otterley pointed out. "Why can't Rachel and aunt Andorra move in here with us? Rachel has her own bed in my room anyway and it would save us having to keep moving from house to house."
Actually I must admit that I thought that, Otterley's idea wasn't a bad one. It would save a lot of chasing about and Andorra having to pay the rent on her flat, amongst other things.
I looked at Andorra for guidance but she avoided locking eyes with me. It was an embarrassing situation I found myself in. Had I rejected the suggestion immediately Andorra could well have taken umbrage. But then again Andorra might not like the idea and I could put her in an embarrassing position if I placed the ball in her court. I decided the safest way out was to murky the waters a little.
"Um well, Sweetheart. You see... well... sometimes there can be problems when a man and woman who aren't married to each other live in the same house. You know, some people might get the wrong idea." I stuttered out.
Surprisingly it was Andorra who giggled. "Christ, Pete; you sound like a real prude."
"I'm not, Andorra; I was just thinking of your reputation."
"My reputation... you must be kidding! Do you want to know the real reason why we're being pushed out of our flat? It's because I disappear on Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights every week. What's more, I used to be dropped home by a taxi in the mornings, and now I drive around in a brand new car."
"I don't understand; the Nissan's not new!"
"It is, next to some of my neighbours' cars. Some of them are pretty well convinced that I could only afford a car like that if I did a certain type of night work." Andorra sat waiting for me to digest what she had said, with a coy expression on her face.
"You're kidding me!" I gasped.
"No I'm not, they wrote to my landlord. I've told all of them that I work for the taxi company, Christ I've even talked to some of them when they've phoned for a cab; but the rumours still persist."
"Oh my god the sooner you're out of there, the better."
"My thought's exactly, but finding another decent flat that I can afford, isn't as easy as it sounds."
"Well what about Otterley's idea then, there is plenty of room here?"
"Are you sure? You didn't sound too enthusiastic."
"Yes I'm sure I am. This place is pretty much like a morgue without the girls around, and besides you ain't half as bad a cook as I am."
"Should I take that as a compliment?"
"In relation to my cooking yeah. The room's there if you want it, Andorra; and by the look on these two faces, they can't wait." I said gesturing towards the two grinning faces of the children.
"We'll have to discuss rent!" Andorra suggested.
"No, I don't think we will. House keeping isn't one of my favourite pastimes and I've already said, you make a better cook than I do. How about you becoming a sort-a cook-come-housekeeper here."
"Pete I'd do that anyway, but I'd have to pay you something... towards the heating, electricity and council tax at least." Andorra insisted.
"Let's leave that until a later date; at the moment I have to ask you if you're sure you want to move in here."
"If you are inviting us, then yes I'd... we'd love to!"
Then let's say the deal's done. When do you want to move in? Oh yeah, what about, er... well this place is furnished."
"Oh don't worry; most of my stuff isn't worth worrying about. A lot of it can be ditched. I sold all the good stuff years ago just after Tony went, when I was short of cash."
"Oh what happened?" I asked. But the look Andorra gave me told me she would tell me when the children weren't around. I'd been married to Margery long enough to recognise the expression.
I was aware that Andorra's husband had been killed in a road accident some years before, but I had never known the details.
A little later as we went to walk Andorra out to Nissan; I heard a distinct slapping sound behind me and swung around to see what it was. Only to find Otterley and Rachel standing there looking back at me, with butter wouldn't melt in their mouths expressions on their face.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
The girls moved in during the following week. Most of Andorra's furniture was ditched, but some found its way into the house. Other stuff was stored in the back of the garage. And her TV and music centre found their way into the girls' bedroom.
The house suddenly became a full time home again. Even the guys at work commented on the improvement in my demeanour. There was also the odd comment about me not joining them for a drink after work so often. But I had a daughter... well two daughters to get home to read bedtime stories to every night.
Oh yeah, my travelling days had all but come to an end when Marge left. Not knowing how things were going to work out, I'd kind-a put my foot down a little; my boss caved and started to send some of the other guys instead of me. I just didn't volunteer to travel anymore, if I could help it.
It wasn't very long after Andorra moved in that I began to fall in love with the woman, although I thought I was very good at not showing it at the time.
Well what did you expect? Andorra was a pretty tasty piece of real estate by anyone's measure. Maybe a year or so younger than me, she seemed to be able to present herself immaculately no matter what she was - or wasn't - wearing; all right I'd seen her pass between the guest room and bathroom a few times wrapped only in a bath sheet, but that was all!
Andorra had a killer sense of humour and never did seem to get upset with the girls -- or me -- no matter what the little minx's got up to. She apparently turned a blind eye to my, er, idiosyncrasies. Look, I never claimed to be no bleeding angel to live with.
Mind I had been taken with Andorra from the first time I laid eyes on her, so it was to be expected.
I think that Carol was the first to realise that I was hooked that Christmas; she and Frank had brought their brood around for Boxing Day. Andorra was fussing over the dinner she was cooking.
"Have you told her yet?" Carol asked as we laid the table in the dining room together.
"Told who, what?" I replied.
"Andorra of course, brother!"
"Sorry kiddo, you've lost me. What am I supposed to have told her?"
"That you're in love with her, stupid." Carol announced.
"Do what? Don't be silly Carol."
"Oh come on, Pete; I can read you like a book. You're even more hooked on Andorra than you were on Stephanie Mathers!"
Oh, I'd better explain Stephanie Mathers. She had been my first love when we were all back at school together. A friend of Carol's, I worshiped the ground the girl walked on for several years before I got up the courage to ask her out. She led me on for a while and then broke my heart when she dumped me out of hand.
Stephanie was immediately and irrevocably declared, persona-non-gratis by my sister and her friends. Several of whom, consoled me over the following months. Jesus, they made sure that I soon forgot about Stephanie in a hurry.
"Of course I've grown attached to her; she's a very nice person, Carol. But I'm in a delicate situation here; the status quo suits both of us. If I do anything to upset the equilibrium... Jesus, I could really upset the apple cart!"
"Peter, the woman's stuck on you just as much as you are on her. Christ the pair of you dance around each other like a pair of lovelorn school kids."
"What the hell are you on about, Carol?"
"Pete, to get from one side of the room to the other, both of you will go the long way round so that's there's no chance of you actually -- god forbid - touching each other."
"So we don't want to encroach on each others personal space."
"Bullshit! There's only two reasons that two people sharing the same house together do that kind of thing. Either you hate each other, which I somehow doubt because no one has ever heard a cross word pass between you... or you're in love with each other. And don't try to give me any crap; you never exchange any suggestive jokes or anything. That's unusual for two people who spend so much time in such close proximity to each other. Think about all those jokes you exchange with the girls at the office. No, both of you are too scared of messing up what you've got."
"You think that Andorra's attracted to me then?"
"Oh my god, Pete; she does the same dance as you do. Christ the two of you are dancing to the same tune, even the girls can see that."
"So what do I do?"
"Buggered if I know Peter! Tell her how you feel I suppose. Come on she's not the first female you've been called to work that golden tongue of yours on. You were a dab hand at chatting girls up before you got hooked up with the bitch."
"You never liked Margery did you?"
"No, I never trusted her. Somehow I felt she twisted you around her little finger and then led you around by the nose. Much like Otterley and Rachel do now, but I doubt that you'll ever see that either. The difference is, those two little girls really do love you, something I never felt Margery ever did."
"Oh, you're mistaken, Carol; of course Margery loved me when we were married."
"Think what you like, Pete. You saw love. I saw a girl taking the easy ride; you had a bloody good job for a young man of your age and really brought home the bacon. Christ, Frank weren't earning half of your salary when I married him. I've always been convinced that all Margery ever saw in you, were pound signs."
"No you must be wrong, Carol."
"Whatever, it doesn't really matter now, does it? Peter, someone's given you a second chance at happiness; there's a woman in the kitchen who I'm pretty sure is in love with you. You're just going to have to find a way to break the ice."
Before the conversation could go any further we heard Andorra coming, she entered the dinning room to see how the preparations for the meal were going, so Carol and I had to change the subject.
During that meal, Carol kept catching my eye and making subtle gestures with her head towards Andorra. She also appeared to be enjoying a private joke with Otterley and Rachel; but I don't think anyone else noticed.
Over the next couple of days I almost broached the subject with Andorra a couple of times, but kept chickening out at the last minute.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
New Years Eve arrived and Andorra was working. Carol and Frank had taken the girls, so I could go to a party with some friends from the office. I didn't want to leave the girls but everyone insisted.
Conspiracy again, I don't think so, there were too many unconnected people involved. What happened that night must have just been coincidence?
It was about four in the morning and the party was winding down. Well, those who were going home had gone home and most everyone else had crashed anywhere handy.
Not spotting any comfortable looking vacant spots to crash out myself, and having consumed far too much falling down water to even contemplate driving home - well not if I wanted to get there in one piece anyway - I called for a cab.
"Hi beautiful, how 'bout sending one of the guys over to take me home." Maybe not the exact words I used, but near enough what I said to Andorra when she answered the phone at the taxi office.
"Are you pissed, Pete?" Andorra asked.
"You bet babe. I had trouble working out which of these two phones to call on."
"I'll have one of the boys there in five minutes."
"Thanks sweetheart."
"Oh and Pete!"
"Yes gorgeous?"
"Try not to throw-up all over the back seat."
"Have you ever seen me throw up when I'm pissed?"
"I've never seen you when you're drunk, Peter; I have no idea what you'd do?"
"You'd be surprised?"
"I bet I would. Now Phil's on his way and please don't make a mess of his car, we've got enough of the guys back here now trying to get the smell of puke out of their cars."
"Your word is my command my love."
"If you only meant that?"
"What?"
"Never mind, Phil's outside the front door now. How about you see if you can find your way to his car?" Andorra said laughing; then the line went dead.
"Jesus, Pete; you've had a bleeding skinful." Phil the driver - who obviously knew who I was, even if I had no idea who he was -- said as he helped me into the rear seat of his cab.
But as he started driving - even in my inebriated condition - I realised that he wasn't heading for my house.
"You're going the wrong way!" I told him, or to be more precise probably slurred at him.
"You're going to need someone to put you to bed me-ol'-mate, and I don't intended to do the honours. I think I know who's going to volunteer though. Its' pretty quiet now, one of the guys can sit on the bleeding phones for the rest of the night.
To be honest I think I must have fallen asleep then, because the next thing I remember is Phil and Andorra dragging me from the rear seat of the car. Okay maybe I did put the helplessness act on a little, especially when Andorra snuggled up close under my arm to help me to and through the door.
Although Phil's assistance was required for me to successfully negotiate the stairs to my bedroom. It was back to playing possum for me again once he'd disappeared and Andorra began to loosen my clothing in an attempt to make me comfortable.
You know you can get away with doing some stupid things when you're pie-eyed. Because your inhibitions are lowered you can find that you can get away with saying things that you'd never dare to voice sober. To me it appeared the perfect opportunity to try my luck. But maybe the booze didn't help me to choose the best words to use.
Suddenly the perfect opportunity presented itself. Andorra was leaning over me, and was looking straight into my eyes, at very short range.
"You know, you're one hell of a babe Andorra!" I mumbled out.
"And what's that supposed to mean?" she asked.
"That you're good enough to eat, and I'm hungry." I slurred, probably with a drunken grin on my face.
"Oh you are, are you? Well, I suspect that if you ate anything, you wouldn't be able to keep it down for very long. How much did you have to drink tonight?"
"Not enough!"
"Christ, Pete; you're as pissed as a newt."
"Yeah, but if I'd had a few more I might have the nerve to tell you how much I love you!"
A big smile came over Andorra's face. "I'll believe that, when you can say it to me sober. Now get some sleep and we'll see how bad your head is in the morning."
"Good night, Peter!" She added, then stood and went to leave the room.
"No you can't go!" I insisted. "I might be sick and I could choke to death."
"Oh well, where am I supposed to sleep then?"
I had managed to grab Andorra's arm as she stood and I gently pulled on it so that she fell onto the bed beside me, from where she didn't actually try to get up again. Nothing else was said and eventually I must have drifted off to sleep. Well, possibly quite quickly what with all that drink inside me.
Andorra was right; the daylight streaming through the bedroom windows didn't do my head any favours. And I was somewhat disappointed to find that she was no longer on the bed with me.



I went to lift my head from the pillow and suddenly realised that it wasn't a particularly good idea. I suppose I must have moaned in pain.
"Here drink this!" I heard Andorra's voice say from behind me.
"What is it?" I asked, shielding my eyes from the sunlight as best I could when I rolled over to look in her direction.
"Well it's not liable to be poison until you've married me, is it? I've got to make sure that I can get my hands on your life insurance before I bump you off."
"How do you know I won't turn the tables and bump you off first?" I quipped back.
If Andorra wanted to play the comedian, then I figured I'd try and be witty as well.
"No you couldn't do that. You've got two daughters that you'd need someone to look after."
"One of them's yours!"
"That isn't the way they see it, Peter. They like to think of themselves as sisters and they both think of you as their father."
"Oh, and you?"
I think I'm considered to be Otterley's mother as well now. Haven't you noticed the Aunt Andorra bit has gone lately? Several times she's called me mummy in the last week or so."
"She has? I haven't noticed."
"I know, and you didn't bat an eyelid when Rachel started calling you dad a few weeks back either."
"Oh, I'm not very observant am I? Has she really been calling me her father?
"Daddy to be precise, Peter. She's been calling you daddy for a month or so now. Even Carol and Frank noticed it."
"Ah, and did you discuss it with Carol on Boxing Day?"
"I discussed a lot of things with Carol on Boxing Day, Peter."
"Ah then, that explains it."
"What?"
"Why she's already planning her wedding outfit." I replied with as best a smile as I could muster, considering I had this little guy crashing around with Thor's hammer, in my head somewhere.
Andorra sat there starring at me, still holding whatever concoction she'd made for me in her hand.
"Well?" I asked after she apparently hadn't reacted for an absolute age.
Andorra was sitting there with a confused expression n her face. I'd expected a question from her in reply to my comment, but it hadn't come as I'd hoped it would.
"Well what?" she replied.
"Well, are you going to marry me or not?"
"You haven't asked me to."
"I know, I'm a coward; I was trying to get your answer out of you before I asked. It's far better not to look a prize prune when I get turned down."
"Hmm, well let's see... I reckon you're not going to look like a fruit cake if you ask. But!" Andorra replied.
"But what?"
"I've got an admission to make to you before you commit yourself to anything."
"Ooh that sounds serious, should I be worried?"
"No, but I am! I'm not a widow Peter; Tony isn't dead. Actually, legally I've never been married to him. Well I was married, but I wasn't."
"I think I'm losing something in the translation here Andorra."
"Tony was a bigamist Pete. He was already married when he married me, so legally my marriage to him is kind of null and void."
"Oops."
"You could say that? Tony actually married three of us at different times and he fled the country during his trial. That's why I told Rachel he was dead; if they ever track him down he'll be inside for years. Not that I ever think they will, the bastards probably conned some other silly cow in to marrying him by now."
"So you're not a widow and you were never married." I said.
"No, I suppose technically I'm an unmarried mother. It's just a lot less complicated to tell everyone that I'm a widow."
"In that case will you do me the honour..?"
I never did get to ask the rest of the question and Andorra never did get to answer it. I'm not even sure where that damned drink she made me went. But we spent the next hour or so rolling around the bed - and the floor - like a couple of teenagers; my headache almost forgotten.
No we didn't, we were just kissing, cuddling and whispering silly sweet nothings to each other. It was fun, even if my head was still giving me some gyp. With a head like that I really don't think I could have performed anyway.
By the time Frank brought the girls home about three in the afternoon. Andorra and I were sat in the kitchen making plans and wondering how we were going to break the news to the girls.
But we really didn't have to tell them, the little minx's seemed to know immediately; mind that might have something to do with the fact that Andorra was almost sitting on my lap when they charged in the door. Anyway they stopped dead in their tracks stared at us for a few seconds then high five'd each other again; before coming around the table and cuddling both of us.
I think we both felt like we had flashing neon signs on our heads when Frank - as he entered the kitchen - did a quick double take and simply said, "Congratulations! When?" Which both Andorra and I translated as "What date had we set for the wedding?"
That called for some further discussion, which included Carol, who Frank called on the telephone. The date was eventually set -- pretty arbitrarily really - for the middle of February.
Andorra and I wanted a fairly low-key affair, but our girls wanted something far more extravagant; I think we settled on somewhere in between. We decided on having the wedding itself at the registry office and a rather luxurious but small - neither Andorra nor I had much in the way of living relatives -- reception afterwards.
The registry office was chosen because... well there were no banns to be read and no entry in the parish newspaper to worry about. Notices like "Spinster of this parish" and "attended by her daughter," might have confused some folks. Andorra was supposed to be a widow!
After Frank had gone home, Andorra had to perform the delicate task of handing her notice in to her boss at the cab company. There's was no way that a wife of mine would be doing night shifts anywhere, for reasons too numerous to mention; and personal pride or mistrust doesn't come into that equation. It's more a kind of personal preference kind of thing; I'd got pissed off with sleeping - or rather the not sleeping - alone.
Andorra and I had another big decision to make when it was time for us to go to bed that night. Eventually we decided on separate bedrooms until after the wedding. We both realised we'd have problems justifying any position we took about sex outside marriage with the girls when they got older, if they had seen us sharing a room before we were married.
But that doesn't mean that I didn't develop the habit of nipping home for "lunch" most days once the girls got back to school. Okay, so I took a few long lunches no one at the office seemed to object, most probably because of the further improvement of my general demeanour.
Andorra did her last shifts at the cab company the following weekend. It took several taxis to transport all the flowers and boxes of chocolates home on the Sunday morning; we had to ration the girls for weeks afterwards. Andorra didn't do the Sunday night; some of the drivers -- and their wives - took us out for a meal and a bit of a party at a local pub. Taxis were in short supply in town that night.
The wedding itself was upon us almost before we realised. Everything went off extremely well considering and our girls made impeccable bridesmaids. I do believe Andorra and Carol spent more time getting them looking perfect that they did on my bride. But then as I think I've said before Andorra would look good in just about anything.
Andorra and I didn't have a honeymoon as such. One night in the honeymoon suite of the plush hotel we'd held the reception in; the girls going home with Frank and Carol's brood for the night.
Our master plan was to get away for most of the school summer holiday that year, with the girls. That first year, we spent five weeks kicking around Florida, the Caribbean and Southern California. Never staying anywhere for more than a few days and taking in just about everything we could see and experience in the time available.
It was only a week or two after the wedding I got home from work one evening and immediately knew something wasn't quite right. The girls seemed happy enough but Andorra was edgy about something. It was after the girls had gone to bed that she told me what was bothering her.
"Rachel knows that Tony isn't dead?" She informed me as soon as I came down from tucking both girls in and reading them a chapter of their book.
"Christ how did she find out?" I asked in surprise. I was sure we'd never discussed him whilst the girls were even in the house.
"I have no idea. Although I've suspected something was up ever since we moved in here. You know those pictures by the girls' beds? Well..."
The beds in the girls' room are parallel to each other. There's three small cabinets, one each side of them and a third in the middle. The centre one had two pictures on it, one of Andorra and one of me. The outside ones have pictures of Margery and Tony respectively on them. Andorra went on to explain that latterly she'd found the girls had been putting the pictures of Margery and Tony in the drawers most nights.
It suddenly struck me that I'd seen neither picture that evening.
Eventually Andorra had challenged the girls on why they were hiding the pictures away. The reply she'd got from Rachel had been "They don't want us, we don't want to look at their pictures!" Further discussion proved to Andorra that Rachel was well aware that her father had not been killed in a road accident but had run away, although she didn't appear to know why.
Andorra -- out of embarrassment - had chosen to leave Rachel in ignorance of the details; she didn't want to have to explain to the child that she was technically illegitimate. Although Andorra worried for a while about Rachel's reaction to the knowledge that her father was out there somewhere, the child didn't seem to give two hoots. Personally I thought the information made the girls feel closer to each other.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
Andorra proved to be a perfect wife, better than a perfect wife she was a sensational mother to both of our girls. Not only was she great with the children, she was extremely patient with me when things got hectic at the office. Yeah, no matter what Otterley claims, I do have my shortcomings, but Andorra seems to overlook them, without ever mentioning them.
She's had the most wonderful sense of humour and has worked out plenty of ways to turn me on during the evening and tease me until the children have gone to bed, or we do. Sometimes my nights can be very tiring.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
By the beginning of summer Margery's telephone calls to Otterley had almost dwindled to zero. Mind I'm not surprised, Otterley had changed tack, gone on the offensive and become very vocal when Margery did call.
I know that she had been angry with her mother, but both Andorra and I had to step in and chastise Otterley for referring to Andorra as her "New Mummy" when talking to Margery.
Otterley dropped that trick and instead kept talking about how much fun we all had when we went out together as a family, "Daddy's wife" and "My Sister Rachel," being mentioned at regular intervals.
Andorra and I discussed Otterley's attitude towards Margery a few times and how she spoke to her on the telephone. But we came to the eventual conclusion that we couldn't lay down a never-ending list of words and phrases that Otterley was forbidden to use to her. Otterley - with Rachel's connivance - was bound to be able to come up with some new ones, whatever we banned. We decided that Margery had made her own bed that day in the kitchen; now she'd have to get used to lying in the damned thing.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
We hadn't been back from that holiday all that long when Otterley and Rachel started on the mummy and daddy thing again. For a time Andorra and I had trouble understanding what the minx's were hinting at, then we realised they were asking whether we were really their mummy and daddy, and here I blame the Internet.
Suddenly Andorra and I started to find printouts concerning adoption procedures lying around the house, with -- we assumed -- the intention of prompting Andorra to adopt Otterley and me Rachel. Also the girls had researched the legal technicalities of getting Rachel's name changed to Thomas and even gone so far as to print out the relevant forms.
As far as the adoption idea went, after some discussion Andorra and I decided it would have to be neither or both. Rachel's father, although he'd deserted her and Andorra, still retained his legal rights concerning her. Eventually we placed the problem in the hands of the same solicitor who'd handled my divorce.
It took over a year but eventually we succeeded in getting Tony's parental rights revoked and both adoptions went through. Whether by coincidence or design on our solicitor's part, the same judge who handled my divorce presided over the removal of Tony's parental rights, and I very much suspect that might have had some influence over his decision.
Legally our family now consisted of Mr and Mrs Thomas and our daughter's Otterley and Rachel. We did discuss additions, but eventually chose not to add to the family, well that was the intension.
Not very long after our marriage I'd received a promotion at work and with promotion had come a larger salary and the opportunity to delegate more of my workload. Our summer jaunts became a regular thing, I really do think Andorra planned them as a kind-of compensation for me for missing out on my travels when I was young.
The second year of our marriage we spent five weeks touring around Europe. The third we hit India - a surprisingly large country -- and Sri Lanka. The fourth we did Australia and New Zealand and yeah we had made the miscalculation that we arrived down there in the middle of their winter; but hey, we're British we had some of trouble noticing the difference.
By the time our fifth summer came along we were old hands at travelling. Otterley and Rachel - by then both fourteen-year-olds - had their own Video cameras and were getting pretty good at documenting our travels.
Canada, the Northern USA and Alaska were on the itinerary for that year and for most of the winter and spring all three of my girls had been making detailed plans. By then I left them to it, just dropping the name - of some out of the way place I'd heard of years before -- now and again and knowing that we'd be calling in there sometime during the trip.
There was one thing I don't think any of us had taken into account. About two years after our wedding, Andorra and I had started to receive Christmas cards from Margery. Otterley had always received Christmas and birthday cards from her. But we had no idea why she'd suddenly decided to send Christmas cards to us. We couldn't reciprocate, because none of the cards ever contained a return address.
However, the point was - and this was something that I and I assume the rest of the family overlooked, - they all bore Canadian stamps. Which would lead anyone - who was actually thinking about it -- to believe that Margery and Ronald had settled in the country somewhere.
Regretfully Margery was rarely mentioned in our house anymore, and I don't think she'd called Otterley on the telephone for several years, so no one raised the point.
Anyway as always the master plan for our extended summer vacation that year got changed as time went along. When the girls informed me that we had no chance of visiting every place we wanted in the time available, and that was after we'd done some very heavy clipping of the list. Eventually we decided to draw an arbitrary line down the continent in a similar way as we'd drawn one across it a few years before. That summer we'd visit the west; the east would be left for another year.
We flew Into Winnipeg on an air Canada flight in late June and after a day or two looking around some historic sites near the city - this isn't a travelogue so I won't go into details and then set off on our tour proper in a hire car. Travelling west from Manitoba into Saskatchewan then turning south and almost back on ourselves through the Dakotas, Nebraska and down as far as Kansas before we swung west and then north again passing through Colorado and Wyoming where we spent a few days on what I think is called a Dude Ranch.
The horses were pleasant to ride, but I think I'll stick to English saddles in future. Comfortable as western type saddles are, I found that I got the feeling that it wouldn't be as easy to bailout should anything go awry; not that I got the slightest inclination that it would. Neck raining was also an interesting experience.
There are two theories about ridding horses or motorcycles; when the doo-doo hits the fan that is. Stay with it and hope you can recover control; or bailout and hopefully hit the ground, on your feet and running. The prospect of getting on for anything up a ton of horse or a bike with its engine still screaming and rear wheel spinning, landing on to of me, had never been my idea of a good time.
Anyway I've digressed a little, eventually we rolled into Montana and stopped at a town I'd heard of somewhere and I'd always wanted to visit. I'd probably read about the place in a western novel or something. After checking into our hotel, motel or whatever you like to call it, we headed for a restaurant; a diner I suppose, that we'd seen near by.
The restaurant was busy and somewhat noisy as well, what with all the patrons chatting to each other. But then suddenly there was an almighty crash followed by absolute silence; everyone stopped speaking, - as it always happens in the circumstance - one of the waitresses dropped a tray loaded with some poor buggers' meals.
It's one of those reflex actions that you can't control isn't it; like everyone else in the establishment Andorra and I found ourselves looking to see exactly who had been so clumsy and disturbed our meals by dropping the tray. A pretty thoughtless thing to do really because surely the culprit would be embarrassed enough about making the noise; they sure didn't want every bugger in the place staring at them.
I spotted the culprit very quickly and somewhat to my surprise found that I recognised her. What's more it was fairly obvious that she'd spotted me as well, - on reflection I realised that it was possibly her recognising me that had been the cause of her dropping that damned tray in the first place - the poor woman was standing there with her mouth open and wide-eyed, staring right back at me.
From Andorra's reaction I gathered she recognised the woman as well. Whatever, both Andorra and I were to react by saying 'almost' exactly the same thing in unison to our girls.
"Eat your dinner Rachel/Otterley, it's nothing for you to worry about." Andorra had addressed Rachel, and I Otterley.
Sometimes old habits die-hard; although they were "our girls" now - we'd both legally adopted each other's daughters - even after five years there was still the tendency for us to chastise our own child first.
Not that it made any difference; both children were twisted around in their seats to see or who had been responsible for the disturbance.
Otterley turning back almost instantly on recognising the woman and I believe uttering the words "Serves her right!" under her breath, then she returned to eating her meal as if nothing had happened.
Rachel stared a little longer until after the waitress had turned and fled the public area of the restaurant. Then she looked at me smiled sweetly, then moved her gaze to her mother's eyes, before she returned to eating her meal, as Otterley had.
The waitress's departure had lead to quite a few of the other patrons looking in our direction. Maybe some had looked our way before the waitress fled but I hadn't noticed. Whatever it was obvious they all realised that it had been my families and/or my presence that had prompted the incident.



Andorra the girls and I, tried to ignore the stares and continued with the rest of our meal as best we could.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
"It looks like the grass wasn't as green as it looked!" Andorra whispered to me as we trailed along behind the two girls as they skipped their way to the car.
"What do you mean by that?" I replied, maybe a bit more curtly than I intended.
"I should imagine it's pretty safe to assume that she isn't with Ronald anymore if she's working here."
"Probably one of them cheated on the other. They say once a cheat always a cheat." I replied.
"But she didn't cheat on you; the silly bitch just walked out on you and Otterley."
"You can't be trying to kid me that they didn't consummate their relationship before the divorce went through. And besides, walking out on your daughter is tantamount to cheating in my book. You can bet that either she couldn't keep her legs crossed or he couldn't keep it in his pants."
"Does it matter?"
"No, providing she doesn't try to cause trouble here and now. Otterley was confused enough as it was, she doesn't really need to be put through any more turmoil."
"She's far too late to try anything like that Pete. Besides I think Otterley handled it far better than you did really. After all it was the girls who..."
"Don't say it, Andorra; I know exactly what the little tykes did, and am I pleased that we do have a couple of manipulative little minxes. Although just sometimes I have to wonder how far their manipulations really went."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Oh nothing really, but it was obvious they were working to a plan. Sometimes I wonder how far in advance they'd laid the thing. Don't worry I couldn't be more pleased than I am with the outcome, I just get curious sometimes."
We'd arrived at the car by then, I'd unlocked the doors with the remote as we approached and the children had jumped in the rear seats. I opened the nearside front door and held it for Andorra. But she didn't get in; instead she stepped close to me, wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me.
Whoops and shouts of encouragement came from the two little devils sitting in the rear of the car. Followed by comments like "Not in public!" and "Can't you two wait until you get to your room!"
Some folks might figure that they were pretty disrespectful and forward comments to come from two fourteen-year-olds. But both our daughters were very mature for their age. Christ they'd had to grow up fast! Andorra had lost her husband when Rachel was six and she'd struggled along as a single parent for years.
Otterley had watched her mother walk out on us and - all but publicly - disown her when she was eight. An occurrence that I didn't handle too well, I can assure you; but my daughter -- with Rachel's assistance - had risen to the occasion of someone far more mature in years.
Very suddenly Andorra broke the kiss and stepped back a little.
"We've got an audience!" she whispered looking over my shoulder.
I looked around and saw that Margery was standing in what I assumed was the kitchen doorway watching us.
"Do you think that Otterley should...?" Andorra suggested.
"Yeah, I don't think we've really got much choice." I found myself replying. I knew full well I'd have had to come back later to speak to or rather confront Margery, and that would most likely have lead to us arranging for Otterley to see her mother in private. To be honest it was too good an opportunity to miss, it would get that side of things out of the way anyway.
"Otterley." Andorra who was leaning into the car - was saying, whilst I was still thinking. "Your mothers over there, I think you need to go see her."
"Do I have to?" Otterley replied.
"She's your mother, Otterley. Now please do as we ask, or in years to come when you are older, you might be very sad that you missed the opportunity."
Otterley shrugged and began to climb out of the car. "I don't want to see her, can't Rachel come with me?"
"No we are just here; we won't be out of your sight." Andorra assured her.
Eventually having climbed out of the car and with a marked reluctance in her step -- and looking back at us dejectedly several times - Otterley walked towards her mother, stopping about ten feet short of her.
Margery obviously said something -- which we couldn't hear - and took a step towards her, but Otterley promptly took a step backwards.
It was a little frustrating that we couldn't hear what they were saying to each other, not that I think Otterley said very much anyway. The point we noticed was that if Margery moved towards Otterley at all, the child retreated.
"This is not good." Andorra mumbled, I believe so that Rachel wouldn't overhear her.
But almost as she said so Otterley turned and ran back to the car and without a word jumped into her seat, slammed the door and began to fasten her seatbelt. When I looked back the doorway where Margery had been stood was empty, I assumed she'd gone back inside.
I would have preferred to have got in the car and got the hell out of there, but Andorra had a different plan she must have been halfway to that door before Otterley had the seat belt secured. So I stood there like a lemon for ten minutes until Andorra returned.
I gave Andorra a questioning look when she finally climbed back into the car. I got one of those looks in return, where Andorra was ostensibly looking at me but her eyes gave a quick flick towards the two girls in the rear seat. The message was shut up and drive, we'll discuss it later.
The plan that afternoon was to take a hike along a path beside the river and see the falls the town was named after. We kind-a got the impression the hydroelectric installations had stolen some of their original grandeur, but they were impressive anyway. As usual on these strolls -- Andorra and I never overdid the hiking bit if we could help it -- the two girls drifted off in the lead and that allowed Andorra and I to talk.
"So, what did she say?"
"He's gone, ditched her two years ago when he picked up some waitress in town here."
"Much as we'd guessed. But I wonder why she hasn't she gone home to the UK?"
"He buggered off and left her holding the Motel bill. The motel was short of staff in the restaurant so she figured she might as well stay and work the bill off. Apparently she shares a room with some other woman. Anyway they both work in the restaurant during the day and serve drinks in the bar over-the-road at night."
"Sounds like fun!"
"What else has she got to do, Pete?"
"Gets herself laid every night by some bar fly I suppose."
"There's no need to be nasty, Peter. Margery made a mistake and now she appears to be paying the price. Anyway you're meeting her when she finishes her stint in the restaurant at six. She's only got a couple of hours before she has to be on duty at the bar, so you can have a chat whilst I take the children somewhere else to eat.
"Andorra what the hell have I got to say to her?"
"You need closure, Peter; whatever you believe. You need to sit down and talk to her... and remember that she is Otterley's mother."
"Pity she didn't remember that?"
"Margery's words exactly, Peter. She regrets what she did and I believe she'd like to apologise to Otterley as well as you. Unfortunately I don't think Otterley's ready to accept that apology yet; that was obvious from what happened at lunchtime. But in time, I'm sure she will; we'll just have to make sure that we don't lose track of her again."
"You take a magnanimous view of all this, considering what Tony did to you?"
Pete, is there any point in going through life with hate in our hearts all the time? What Tony did to me could be considered worse than what Margery did to you... and Otterley even. You know for a while I hated him and the other women he'd conned into marrying him as well. Then one day we were all sitting there in the waiting room at the police station and I realised we were all in the same boat. We'd all been conned, and none of us was to blame; so we made friends."
"Tony! Well what was the point in wasting my time cursing the bugger? If he ever shows up, I'll rat on the sod to the police as soon as I get the chance; but I'm not going to waste my time or emotions hating him. I've got more important people to worry about!" Andorra pulled me close and kissed me on the cheek. "And besides... Think about it, if Margery hadn't run off with what's his name, where would we be now?"
"Good point Andorra!"
"I know it is my love."
"We better get cracking then it's gone four now."
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I was waiting in the restaurant car park when Margery came off duty. She came out with another very dark-haired women who studied me closely before she went on her own way. Margery looked nervous, not the confident woman I'd last seen laying the law down in the kitchen all those years before. Although she still looked pretty attractive.
"Hi Peter, thanks for coming. The bar should be quiet at this time of day, shall we go over there and talk?"
I'd avoided speaking in reply, but gestured for her to take the lead.
I followed Margery to a booth at the rear of the bar, it was fairly obvious that we were expected, I'd noted the dark haired woman sitting at the bar talking to the barman as we entered; I'd also noted that the booths near to our one were all empty as well.
The dark-haired woman followed us over and placed two beers on the table, then said something to Margery, in Spanish I believe. Whatever Margery just nodded in reply; I had to assume she'd picked up the language whilst she'd been on her travels.
"You wanted to see me Margery! I said reminding her that I hadn't asked for this meeting.
"I... I just wanted to say that I'm sorry, Peter." She eventually whispered. I only just caught her words.
"I'm not; you did me a great favour!" I replied. Come on, I'm not cut out to be a bleeding diplomat.
"Yeah Andorra did get the best end of the deal; I should have realised that she'd get her hooks into you the moment I was gone." She replied bitterly.
"It was the other way around Margery, once I clapped eyes on Andorra..." I'm not exactly sure how I had intended to complete that sentence. Maybe I was thinking that had I met Andorra before Margery had left, it might have been me who did the walking act. Wishful thinking maybe, but somehow I doubt that I would have done; I'm the kind of guy who's too tied up in duty and that sort of thing, or to have acted so selfishly.
One wonders "sometimes" whether that could be a failing?
"What happened to lover-boy anyway," I found myself asking Margery "And just where did the bugger get all his money from? You know he left his wife and kids without a penny, so she had all his bank accounts seized.
"Ronald's money, that's a laugh! Everyone else's money you mean, he was a con artist Peter; he's wanted all over the place. I wouldn't be surprised if that's why he dumped me in the end; I helped him with some of his cons and, well... we had to skip out of Argentina a bit quick, when my picture was in the local newspapers down there."
"I think he nipped over the border into Canada when he got wind that the FBI had turned up at the Motel here looking for him. Just by coincidence, with one of the waitresses from the Diner. What you might call ironic isn't it, now I'm doing that bleeding waitresses job!"
"Weren't the FBI after you as well?"
"No... well yes really, but I did a deal with them. As long as I'm prepared to give evidence against Ronald, when they get their hands on him, then they have agreed not to throw the book at me. And in return, I got my hand smacked; two years probation for assisting a fugitive to escape or some nonsense like that. Mind you, I'm pretty well stuck in the country until they do find the bugger; and I have to report to the authorities every week or so. But that's not too much of a bind, because Buster, the deputy who I report to, is in here or the diner most days."
"Are you still in debt?"
"I was up to my eyes in it. Like a prune, I signed for just about everything including the hire car Ronald and that bitch took off in. I've nearly cleared it all, but there's still a couple of thousand dollars owing. No Pete I can't!" Margery had seen me pulling my chequebook out.
"For once in your life do as you're told, Margery! Right, I'll make this out for five thousand quid, that's getting on for ten thousand dollars, that should clear your debts and give you something to fall back on, if you need it. If you decide you want to return to the UK in the future, when and if they catch the bugger, then we'll help you find somewhere and get settled. But don't think this gives you the right to try and step in and mess up our family. Oh and you know the courts removed all your parental rights concerning Otterley don't you?"
"She made that very clear to me this morning!"
"Oh I'm sorry, that isn't what we sent her over for."
"So I understood when Andorra came into the kitchen. Pete, I was stupid... I really never mean to hurt you and Otterley like that. I don't know, I just seemed to get lost in all Ronald's exciting stories. It wasn't very exciting, I can assure you!"
"Margery that was all a long time ago. Truthfully I'm just pleased to find you safe and well. But Otterley and I have a new life now and I'm afraid you're not part of it anymore. Although Andorra and I will try to make sure that Otterley stays in touch with you."
"That's more than I deserve, Peter; and I really don't deserve this cheque."
"Well you'd better take it; it'll ease my conscience a little when we leave here tomorrow. We'll come to the diner for breakfast in the morning; perhaps we can have another go at getting Otterley to speak to you civilly."
"I don't deserve the kindness you're showing me, Peter."
"No you don't, Margery!" I had to speak my mind even if I'd tried to convince myself not to. "But you're Otterley's mother and there's sod-all I can do about that. Now, if you don't mind I'd like to get back to my family?"
"Sure, I'm sorry, Pete."
I got up and left without looking back.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
When I tracked the girls down, you could say that everyone was waiting for me with bated breath; well, I think that's the right expression. I took Andorra aside and gave her a quick run down on my conversation with Margery and told her about the cash I'd given her.
"She doesn't deserve you!" Was the only comment Andorra made when I mentioned the Cheque.
"She almost said the same thing." I replied kissing my wife. "But you do!"
"Thank you," was all she replied to that comment.
A little later I collared Otterley alone and I was just about to begin on the "You've only got one birth mother routine," when she informed me that Andorra and Rachel had already been there. From then on, the conversation didn't go as I intended
Otterley informed me she'd now be happy to speak with her mother the following morning and that she'd also try to keep a civil tongue in her head. Although she added the proviso that she would not be alone with her mother, Rachel or I would have to be there with her. When I enquired as to why, I was curtly informed that one of us had always been there during the fun times. I'm not sure what I made of that statement; I let it pass without comment.
They -- Margery, Otterley and Rachel - sat at a nearby table and talked for a long time the following morning. I can only assume that Margery's friends covered for her because I'm sure she was supposed to be working. About the only part of the conversation Andorra and I overheard were the two children raving on about how well the Roses were doing in the garden back at home. Whatever, all three had smiles on their faces most of the time.
As we left, Margery walked to the car with us and kissed both girls good-bye. Then she turned to Andorra and I. "Those two are very lucky; they've found themselves the best mother and father in the world." She said, somewhat taking me by surprise, then turned and ran back inside the restaurant. I do believe she'd started crying as she ran.
I kissed my wife, then we got into the car and headed north for the border, and Calgary.
From watching them in the rear-view mirror as best a could, I don't think either of the children looked back, or particularly perturbed that we'd left that town for behind.
Life goes on
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
Epilogue
After we got home that year, Margery stayed in touch; Andorra got into the habit of writing to her quite regularly I believe. We never did find out whether Ronald was ever tracked down by the FBI. But we did get the news, less than a year later that Margery was going to marry her deputy sheriff, or whatever he was.
We had a family meeting and after a lot of soul searching, it was decided that we'd turn down the family invitation to attend Margery's wedding. But I managed to slip over there on my own for a few days to attend. Don't ask me why, for some reason it was something that I felt I had to do.
Buster - or Buddy as everyone seemed to call him -- turned out to be a really nice guy, once I got to know the bugger. He even picked me up from the airport and introduced me to all his friends and family.
One thing I found out from Buddy was that Margery had been very straight and open with him form the beginning. She'd admitted everything she'd done and told him how much she regretted the choices she'd made in the past. It transpired that Buddy had arranged for some of his truck driving pals to post her Christmas cards etcetera, to us from various different towns in Canada. I believe that Margery was trying to the hide true circumstances she found herself living in from us.
It is just a little bit weird, giving your own ex-wife away at her wedding, but I suppose some idiot had to do the job. Maybe that's why I went, it kind-of put a closure on everything?
I don't believe that Otterley and Rachel worked out where I went for those five days, but they might have done; those two always were one step ahead on me on just about everything... and well... if I'm being honest, they and Andorra still are!
Over the next few years we received the news that Margery had given birth to two boys. Although we have never seen them, except for in photographs. Now that they are a little old I believe that the boys are in touch with Otterley and Racal on a fairly regular basis, but neither of my daughters mention them or Margery to me very often.
---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
Otterley and Rachel married two brothers eventually. Actually sometimes I feel really sorry for the poor sods. The girls are still unbelievably tight with each other and definitely call all the shots in those marriages. When our two girls get to scheming together, it takes some kind of a man to come out on top. I don't think I ever did.
Both have two children each, and - suspiciously to my way of thinking - on both occasions the girls gave birth in close remarkably proximity to each other, date wise and physically. Andorra and I have enjoyed watching our grandchildren grow to be so much like their mothers'.
I retired last year as managing director, and Andorra and I are now enjoying an eight-month world cruise. We were wondering whether we'd spot anywhere we fancied settling down. But to be honest, I think our daughters and their families will draw us back home to the UK again.
We didn't sell the house; the girls wouldn't let us because of the roses. God knows how much time they spend around there looking after the things, but we get regular reports. Only this morning when I was checking my email and I received a picture of my garden from them entitled. "It's Been a Good Year For The Roses!"



Life goes on!
This fictional work, is posted on this site with the author's full knowledge and consent.
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My thanks go to my friend SH, for proofreading this little tale of misunderstanding, or maybe it's better described as misinterpretation of motive.
I'm afraid I have to report that I haven't heard back from LadyC for a couple of weeks now. I know that she's not in the rudest of health, and to be honest, I'm getting really concerned about her.
Clarification:- "TWOC" British police acronym for Taking a motor vehicle Without the Owners Consent, i.e. a "twocker" is what at one time often referred to as a joy-rider, but without the connotations of innocent fun. Youngsters -- and innocent bystanders get killed in/by stolen cars and twockers' poor driving skills often result in serious damage to the vehicles involved.
* * * * *
That particular evening I was propping up the end of the bar, in the pub that at one time in my life had been my favourite watering hole. It had been a great place to spend an evening back then, full of people I'd grown up with and casual acquaintances. Time - and life - inevitably moves on though and it had been some years since I'd even thought about the joint, it certainly was a pail shadow of my once regular hangout.
That evening for some inexplicable reason, I'd been feeling just a little more melancholy than usual. And... well, I'd stuck my nose in the "Pig and Whistle" to see if any of the old gang -- those guys I'd hung around with when we were teenagers -- were still frequenting the dive.
Unfortunately in the intervening years the establishment had gone down the pan some, or rather I should say, its clientele had. The place was pretty well crowded with the younger generation that evening; well, from my perspective they were not far off teenyboppers. But, if I were being honest with myself, I'd have to admit that most were probably of the age we had been, when my friends and I started frequenting the place.
The trouble was, there'd been a marked change in the way the younger generation thought and behaved. The pub was full of the binge drinking, lager lout set, who wouldn't recognise a decent pint of beer if it were presented to them on a golden platter.
You know the sort of crowd I'm talking about, their idea of a good time is to get blind stinking drunk as quickly as they possibly can. Then the following morning they find themselves pondering where they picked up the bruises and the odd black eye, or how come they came to have spent the night in a police cell.
Anyway, there was one face that I did recognise, Randy Ralf. And I really think I might have preferred it if he hadn't been in the lounge bar when I stuck my nose in there that evening.
Maybe I'm not being fair. Ralf was an all right bloke really, except that conversation with him was always a little one sided and somewhat repetitively boring. Ralf only ever had had one topic he liked to discuss and/or apparently one topic on his mind, sex! And, what's more, he always had been under the misapprehension that he was god's gift to the female gender of our species, even if that wasn't a universally accepted opinion.
Don't get me wrong, whether I liked to admit it or not, Ralf was a pretty good-looking bloke. Much more handsome than I ever considered myself to be, and I have to also admit, that he'd always had the gift of the gab when it came to the ladies.
When we were younger Ralf used to drive all of the guys crazy by diving in first, and grabbing any tasty bit of talent around. Mind you, he'd always had a pocket full of cash as well, and that can sometimes have a bearing on success in the female chasing sweepstakes. Consequently Ralf -- or Randy as he was often referred to by the rest of the guys - was generally considered an acquaintance more than a friend.
I'd better add, that if you were inclined to believe Ralf's somewhat repetitive rhetoric, it had an air of self-congratulation about it. Personally, I always considered it should be taken with a very large portion of scepticism.
Shit yeah, Ralph was a braggart; he always claimed to have had a remarkable high score rate as well. We're talking first outing home runs here, fella's! But I'm not at all convinced, that many the ladies came back for a return fixture all that often though. Anyway, that really was none of my concern.
Whatever, Ralf being the only member of the old crowd in the pub that night, I'd accepted his offer of a pint and fallen into conversation. Or rather, not wishing to appear impolite to an old acquaintance, I was trapped for a while, listening to his tales of fornication with young women. By the look of most them in the bar, I say at least ten years his junior.
I'd been standing there leaning against that bar, getting an earful from Ralf about some little teenybopper he'd banged the previous evening for about twenty minutes. When suddenly something, or someone, behind me caught Ralf's attention. I figured that most likely a reasonable looking bit of skirt had just entered the bar, and with any luck, very shortly I'd have an opportunity to extract myself from my conversation with the bugger and get the hell out of there. Sod-it, I was well passed the age where stories of fumbling around in the back of a car with a bit of jailbait, were of any interest to me. But it was apparent that Ralf hadn't moved on in life and was still living his teenage years.
"Holy Moses, she's back. So there is a God in heaven after all!" Ralf exclaimed, still staring over my right shoulder, and with that old familiar, lecherous, smile on his face.
I didn't turn around to look at her right away. Whoever she was - going by mean age of all the other talent in the pub that evening, and taking into account Ralf's apparent penchant for... Yeah well, the young and naïve, I doubted that I would find any interest in the bird.
At twenty-eight I preferred my women to be at least old enough to vote and preferably over twenty-one. I'd been caught once in my life by a spiteful little bitch and by that time in my life, I preferred my women to be old enough to understand what love, and marriage, is really all about.
"Oh my, this is the third time she's stuck her nose in here lately. I think I caught her eye the other night, but I was with that bit of stuff I was telling you about. You'll have to excuse me if I dash off mate, can't let something that looks as good as that get away again!" Ralf babbled on.
"Jesus Ralf, don't you ever give it a bleeding rest, its just a... Oh my Christ, Sadie the sadist! What the fucking hell is she doing in here?" I found myself blurting out.
As I'd begun speaking, I'd snatched a quick glance over my shoulder to take a gander at this so-called vision of loveliness that Ralf was raving on about. And... well, standing there, just inside the pub door, her eyes scouring the bar's patrons, obviously hunting down some poor sob in particular, was the devil incarnate herself, Sadie Bishop!
"Sadie Who?" Ralf asked. But my mind was not really concentrating on what he was saying anymore.
-----
I'd known Sadie Bishop for about eight years by then; she'd been the best friend of my one time wife. To say that Sadie and I had never got on from the moment Katrina first introduced us to each other, would be putting it mildly!
I'm not sure what it was about the woman that got to me. I have to admit that Sadie always had been one fine looking piece of real estate; I had to agree with Ralf on that one. And well, thinking back to the odd occasion, I'd seen Sadie about town years before -- well before I had started going with Katrina... Well, I suppose I've got to admit, that given half the opportunity I would have chanced my arm and had a go at chatting her up! It had just down to the fact that that opportunity had never presented itself.
But then, after Katrina and I got together and she eventually introduced me to her good friend Sadie... Jesus, was I glad that that opportunity to chat the bird up, hadn't presented itself.
When Katrina did the formal introduction bit, there was something about the look Sadie gave me that day, that I hadn't been able to get my head around for a very long time. Sadie had smiled at me graciously, and yeah, she seemed friendly enough; if not a little... er, I don't know, maybe reticent to make my acquaintance. But there had definitely been something that I read in her eyes that that said... Well, for a while at least, I wasn't quite sure what those eyes were saying to me really; but whatever it was, that expression put me on my guard for some inexplicable reason.
It was only a short time later that I worked out that Sadie didn't think much of the fact that Katrina and I were dating. I hadn't realised at the time, but I finally got it figured that those eyes were actually trying to say to me, "Hey arsehole, get your grubby little mitt's off of my best mate; she can do a lot better than the likes of you!"
Now I wouldn't like for anyone to get the idea that Sadie was ever openly hostile towards me. Quite the opposite actually, sometime she would be too damned friendly! Like all devious people, Sadie apparently welcomed the news that Katrina and I were dating with open arms. It was only later that I began to get some idea of what the bitch was really playing at, and even then, it took me a year or so before I was absolutely sure.
It was all the nasty little - whispered - asides that Sadie made to Katrina, in my presence - and I was always convinced, purposely loud enough to be for my ears as well -- that I thought were quite definitely intended to make Katrina draw comparisons between myself and the previous -- long standing and Sadie preferred -- love of Katrina's life, John Fillmore.
They were just little comments like "Hey Kat," Sadie always called Katrina, Kat, "Doesn't that guy over there remind you of John?" Then Sadie would add something like, "I bet you miss lover boy after all those years you two were together, don't you?"
Katrina wouldn't usually reply. She'd maybe risk a quick glance in my direction, I assumed in an attempt to discover whether I'd overheard; not that I ever did react in any way. I got the message loud and clear; I sort-a suspected that I had it worked out by then, roughly what game Sadie the Sadist was playing.
Then as the weeks of Katrina's and my relationship, turned into months, Sadie began to take a slightly different track. We'd all be sitting in a pub or club somewhere and I'd overhear Sadie say something like "Hey Kat, that cute guy over there's giving you the eye girl!" or "Hey Kat, you've only got to give that hunk the nod and you're made for life!"
I wouldn't always hear Katrina's reply, but when I did, it usually went something like, "Shush, cut it out will you Sadie, you'll get me into trouble. You know that I'm happy with the man I've got!" The last sentence always said a little louder so that I would definitely hear it; then Katrina would glance my way as if checking that I heard her words.
Maybe I was slow to figure out what Sadie's little game was to start with, but after that strange feeling I'd got when we were introduced, I'd eventually come to the conclusion that she was subtly trying to break-up Katrina's and my relationship. I had no idea why, I thought that maybe she was a friend or even a relative of this John Fillmore guy who'd at one time been engaged to Katrina. Possibly their break-up -- that Katrina never would discuss with me - had been a one sided decision on Katrina's part. I suppose I kinda made the supposition that Fillmore wanted to get back with Katrina and Sadie was doing everything she could to facilitate their reunion.
Or then again, there was always the possibility that Sadie -- for some reason I'd never understand - had just taken an instant dislike to me. You know it happens sometimes, you meet someone new and there's something about their aura that you're just not comfortable with. Hey, maybe the feeling was mutual; it could well have been that Sadie picked up those same sort of unsettling vibes from me, as I'd picked up from her when we'd first been introduced.
Whatever, I kinda had Sadie taped in the first couple of months of Katrina's and my relationship, and after that I tried to ignore all those little asides and things. I had to take into consideration the fact that she was Katrina's mate, and well... annoying I might find her, but I'm a great believer in fate. If Katrina and I were meant to be together, then there was sweet sod all Sadie could say or do that was going to change things. If Katrina and I didn't last the course, then that had always been in the master plan of things.
As time went by and we spent more time together, Katrina's friends -- including Sadie -- dropped into the background, as did mine. Katrina and I would hang around with each other's group of friends maybe one or two nights a week, and at a party or two every weekend. The rest of the time we spent together off on our own, so Sadie's hostility to our relationship really became completely unimportant. Although I was fully aware that Katrina and Sadie chatted on the telephone a lot, I picked that up from Katrina's conversation. It would often be Sadie who made sure that Katrina - and I - were aware of those weekend parties and insisted that we attended them.
Katrina and I had been going together for about eighteen months, when we decided to get married. I say "we" because if it was either of us, it was Katrina who was more... impatient for us to tie the knot and have children. Um yeah children, for a long time I thought that Katrina's haste to have children and my intransigence on the point had been the cause of all my woes. No hold on, I'll get back to children later, I was telling you about Sadie wasn't I?
Anyway I've explained -- I hope -- how I recognised that the last thing that Sadie wanted was Katrina and I being a couple. And I hope I've adequately explained that Sadie -- without actually showing hostility to me personally -- let me know the fact. I believe that there was only one... no, two occasions when Sadie "openly" showed her displeasure that Katrina and I were together. To me personally that is, I still have no idea what she said to Katrina in private.
The first time was when Katrina and I announced our engagement to the gang.
"Are you sure you are doing the right thing Kat!" Sadie had said, whilst - for some reason that I couldn't understand -- staring right into my face with those big blue eyes of hers. I found myself getting the same vibes from her that I'd got the day Katrina introduced us.
"You two haven't known each other very long really Kat. You haven't been with Darryl half as long as you were with John!" Sadie continued.
I literally couldn't believe what I heard the bitch say. If that wasn't a suggestion that Sadie didn't think I compared with Katrina's previous boyfriend very well, then what else was it?
I remember that Katrina for the first time I could recall showed a little hostility towards her best friend, in her face if not in words. To be honest I didn't catch Katrina's reply because someone else came over and congratulated us, probably someone trying to insert a little diplomacy into the conversation. Anyway, I think the incident was either forgotten or ignored by everyone very quickly. I put it down to Sadie being Sadie.
The second time Sadie made her feelings openly known - to my knowledge at least - was at Katrina and my wedding. It had been planned, or so I thought, that Sadie was going to be Katrina's chief bridesmaid. I'm not sure what conversation went on between the two girls, but as the wedding date drew near, it was suddenly announced that Sadie was no longer able to attend. The tale I got was that Sadie had won a holiday abroad somewhere and our wedding date fell right in the middle of it.
Maybe, I should have enquired a little more deeply, but to be honest, I didn't give a monkey's uncle. The idea of Sadie not being present was if anything more to my liking.
The odd thing was, Sadie was there! I have no idea where the holiday story came from, but for sure Sadie wasn't in the south of France that weekend. As my bride and I turned around to proceed up the nave of the church after taking our vows, a movement up in the gallery at the far end of the church caught my eye. Those blue eyes of Sadie's bore into mine for most of that slow procession.
I have always wondered whether Katrina had seen Sadie up there, or even knew that she had come to the service. If she did Katrina never mentioned it. I didn't mention it because... well in the ensuing weeks I was otherwise occupied. And well... when Katrina and I returned from our honeymoon it very soon became obvious that she and Sadie were no longer friends. Well, not the bosom buddies they had been in the past. When they ran into each other they did talk, but it was pretty obvious to me that something had broken the bond they'd once shared.
Now I suppose I should mention children. After our wedding it appeared to me that Katrina was in one almighty hurry to start a family; I suppose it was our one bone of contention. I thought it more prudent to wait until we became established, i.e. saved our cash for a few years and had purchased our own house, before we took on the financial responsibilities of children.
Katrina and I did argue over the point, well, not so much argue, let's call them heated discussions. But with both our parents agreeing with me, in the end Katrina acquiesced and accepted my plan. Well, I thought she did!
Now one must understand, the period of time that we would have to wait before we started a family would not have been very long actually. Although I'm not one of the - what is generally referred to as - professional class; I had a very good and stable job that paid much more than national average wage. What's more, being a skilled worker, guys with my talents are in demand by other companies; so I had no worries in that direction either, should my employer fall on hard times.
Time went by, and only two years after our wedding Katrina and I moved into our new house. Maybe a little sooner than I would have preferred, because by the time we'd bought all the new furniture and household appliances Katrina wanted, the old bank balance was looking a little on the lean side. It was a brand new build on a small estate out in the country. We had a few minor teething problems with the place, but the way they throw houses up nowadays, I don't think that's particularly unusual.
Anyway, I thought things were going fine until Katrina lost her job again and seemed to take an absolute age before she could find another. I could cover the mortgage payments and all the finance we had on the furniture and appliances out of my wages alone, but Katrina's wages - although not strictly essential - helped us maintain our lifestyle.
Without Katrina's money coming in, one of the cars had to be laid up for the duration; road tax and insurance on the thing would have pushed the budget too much. This meant that unless Katrina drove me to work in the mornings, she was pretty well trapped in the house most of the time. Mind you, there was lots of gardening etc. that needed doing - to turn what had been a building site into a nice garden -- to keep Katrina busy, even if I did do all the heavy stuff on weekends.
In an attempt to increase our bank balance, I began taking on all the overtime I could talk my employers into giving me. And maybe there-by hangs the problem; the more hours I worked the more hours Katrina spent in the house on her own. With-in months we were snapping at one another. Katrina would be having a go at me because she was bored, and I would be having a go at her because on the days that she did use the car to ostensibly go looking for work... Well, Katrina seemed to have become a spendthrift.



Katrina would pick me up from work and there'd be anything from, a new lamp - or some other unnecessary home appliance - to a new outfit for her, lying on the back seat of the car. And what's more, she never did seem to be able to find a job of any kind. I'm afraid that after a few months I began to lose my patience a little.
Possibly what made things worse was the fact that whenever I did try to discuss our finances quietly with Katrina, she'd point out that once she had our first child, she wouldn't be able to work anyway. Katrina couldn't seem to grasp the fact that we needed a little more time to clear our "setting up house" debts and get a little nest egg behind us, in case of an emergency.
Oh I suppose I'd better point out at this time that both Katrina and I were both of the opinion that the latch-key kid lifestyle, was not the one our children were going to be raised in. We both believed that a mothers place was in the home until the children were old enough to branch-out on their own.
Less than a year after we moved into our nice house the crunch came. By then Katrina - when she picked me up from work at nearly midnight - was regularly stinking of booze. Where she was going in the evening before she arrived at the works I had no idea. She always insisted that she'd called in on one of her girlfriends and shared a bottle of wine with them. I'm afraid that it got to the point that I stopped believing that story.
From there, things went downhill very quickly, with Katrina and I regularly going at it hammer and tongs. And then one evening, she didn't show to collect me after work one night. After I'd been waiting for nearly an hour for her, a work colleague was kind enough to offer me a lift home. Then by chance during the journey, I spotted my car parked in a pub car park.
The place was closed by that time of night -- gone one in the morning - and my work colleague and I, could find no sign of Katrina anywhere. After calling home to ensure Katrina hadn't drunk to much, and been given a lift there by a "friend." Not really knowing what to do, we decided we disable the car -- the pub was not in an area that sensible people leave nice cars parked in all night, to many little-shit Twockers' about around there -- then my colleague and I set out to search for Katrina.
I'm not at all sure if you could call it "by lucky chance" or not? But we didn't have to drive all that far before we found her. Two miles along the road we came across a couple of police officers who were in the process of breathalysing a car driver. Net result = the guy was arrested for driving with excess alcohol in his blood and I was arrested for assault.
A very drunk Katrina had been sitting in the front passenger seat of the guy's car - her clothes in somewhat disarray -- when we'd pulled up.
At the nick, I was given a police caution and promptly released by a very sympathetic desk sergeant. He did further caution me not to do anything stupid when I got home and saw my wife again. I pointed out to him that, had I been that sort of person... well, Katrina, on seeing me get out of my friends car had hastily got out of the guys passion wagon. I'd walked right passed her without raising a hand to her to tackle a guy, hiding by that point, behind two rather large police officers. Drunk he might have been, but he wasn't so drunk that he couldn't recognise me and work out what was coming his way.
There's one question that has never been answered about that evening though. Why those two officers stepped aside and let me land a few on the bugger, before they restrained me, and then claimed that they hadn't actually seen who had landed the first blow? Come to think of it, as my memory of the incident goes, I'm pretty sure that the guy didn't retaliate at all. Well he didn't land anything that I actually felt anyway. Perhaps the bugger had laid the wife of someone those officers knew in the past?
Anyway my work colleague had followed the police van to the station and when I was released a short time later, he drove me back to my car. Which, after reconnecting the electrics I unplugged to disable it, I drove home. Oh, with the local beat officers car not far behind me. It appeared that the desk sergeant wasn't taking the chance that I might go back on my word.
Katrina was not home when I got there; I never saw her at the house again. I assume someone -- maybe even the police, they couldn't very well leave an intoxicated woman on the streets at that time of night -- had given her a lift to her parents house; where it eventually came to my knowledge she lived for the following few weeks.
When I arrived home from work the following evening, Katrina had quite definitely made at least one visit to the house. Just about anything of real value was missing, TV set... Ah shit, you can guess for yourself. You say it, and if it wasn't bolted down, then it was gone.
Of course both Katrina and my parents gave me the old, "Katrina made a silly mistake!" "She's devastated and extremely sorry for her foolish actions." "You really should give her another chance!" Speeches.
But from where I was standing, Katrina had made no mistake when she arranged for someone to strip the house of anything of value within hours of my getting proof that she'd been getting up to things that any wife shouldn't have been doing. There was no chance that I could see of a reconciliation working.
To get it over quickly, we did go for irreconcilable differences as grounds for our divorce. But only after my solicitor somehow forced Katrina to return most of the stuff she'd taken from the house. Not that it made much difference, because everything had to be sold-off to pay our debts anyway.
The bit that really bugged me, and I'll admit that maybe I brought it upon myself, by not being as vocal as I could have with everyone, about the reason for our divorce. But what guy wants to admit to the world that he'd suspected that his wife might have been hanging horns on him for months? Anyway, word on the street had it, that I was the villain of the piece. Somehow the story went around that I'd turned into a domineering husband, who wouldn't let her go out to work and treated Katrina like a chattel.
Unfortunately there ain't much that you can do about rumours. Of course you can tell your side of the tale, but by that time, the first rumour circulated has become fact.
-----
So that was the state of play that day a few years later when Katrina's old mate "Sadie the sadist" appeared in the "Pig and Whistle."
"Sadie who?" Ralf asked
"The Devil incarnate Ralf. A close friend of that bitch of an ex-wife of mine, and if she spots me, then she's sure to make a bleeding scene."
I had it figured that if the bitch spotted me, innocent or not, I was in for a real public ear bashing. Sadie did have a voice on her when she wanted to be heard.
"Oh shit!" Ralf replied.
"Why d'ya say that; what's she doing?" I asked.
I didn't look her way again; all I wanted was to be out of that damn pub; anywhere in the world providing Sadie wasn't around.
"Bad news mate, I get the feeling she's spotted you and she's heading this way. Mind it might be that she's fallen for my charms; she was giving me the eye the other night. I'll try to head her off at the pass!" Ralf said and then stepped around me.
I figured that Ralf's interpretation of "giving him the eye," was most likely that Sadie had looked in his general direction. From what I knew of Sadie, I figured she'd be able to spot a letch like Ralf, miles away, and... well, whether I liked the woman or not, she was a step above Ralf's sort.
"Hi beautiful. I was wondering when you'd come in again. Can I buy you a drink?" Ralf began ask.
But as I suspected, Ralf was throwing snowballs at the moon.
"Oh, give it a rest Ralf Parker; you always did think you were bloody Casanova, even when we were at school. Personally I always thought you were a bleeding creep. I'm here to see to Daryl." I heard Sadie's voice say from behind me.
"Mercedes Bishop, bloody hell! I knew your face was familiar from somewhere!" Ralf blurted out as I turned to find a smiling Sadie looking me right in the eye.
"Hi Daryl, long time no see; how're you been keeping?" Sadie asked.
"Fine, until a few seconds ago, when I heard your voice!" I replied.
"Oh my, that's not a nice way to greet an old friend." She said, disconcertingly still smiling.
"What do you want Sadie? In the circumstances, I can't think of anything we need to talk about?"
"Oh I can; but not here. Have you eaten tonight Daryl?" Sadie asked as casually as you like, and still bleeding-well smiling at me.
"No, not..." was as far as I got, before Sadie grabbed hold of my arm and said "Good! Romano's is just over the road, lets go eat?" and then she began dragging me towards the door.
"Romano's!" I repeated.
"Oh don't crap yourself, I'm paying!" Sadie grinned at me again.
"Okay Sadie, what's this all about? I asked once we'd got out into the street and could actually hear each other properly.
"Not yet Daryl, I need your stomach full. You always did get a little cranky when you were hungry!"
"How would you know that?" I asked
"Oh Christ Daryl, I knew everything about you back when... Well, I made it my business to know as much as I could about you."
"Why?" I asked, actually stopping in the middle of the road so that Sadie swung around and faced me.
"Christ. Do I really have to tell you?"
"Yeah you do! Just what the hell are you playing at Sadie?" I demanded.
She didn't reply in words, Sadie released her iron like grip on my arm and then took me completely by surprise by putting her arms around my neck, dragging our faces close and kissing me.
"Does that give you any clue?" She asked grinning at me after she broke the kiss.
"Kind of confuses me more than anything else, Sadie. I'm wondering what you and Katrina are cooking up and why?"
"Katrina!" Sadie repeated venomously and then laughing out loud. "What the hell has she got to do with anything anymore? The bitch has been out of my life since before you two were married and the cow has been out of your life long enough now for you to have got over her."
I can't say what expression I had on my face as I stared back at the still smiling Sadie. I didn't have chance to say anything either, because at that moment a bus driver honked his horn at us and suggested that we vacate the centre of the road in the most delightful colloquial English, usually only heard in the capital city.
Before I had recovered my composure Sadie had dragged me into Romano's and we were shown to a table.
"Sadie..."I began to say after the waiter - having seated us and handed us menu's - left
"Later, after we've eaten!" Sadie said holding her finger up to her lips, with another smile.
To be honest I had no idea what Sadie was playing at. But I'll admit that from the start I did have it figured that whatever she was up to, there had to be a devious plan behind it. As eventually was to prove correct; but it was not the sort of plan I was expecting.
Whatever, I figured that the best plan of action that I could use against her, was to play along, but be on my guard. I'd pretend that Sadie had me roped in, but I'd be ready to turn the tables on her when I had worked out what the two women's plan was.
The meal was great. Expensive, but then Romano's is one of the best restaurants around that area, and Sadie had said that she was paying! Over coffee she finally let me ask her what she wanted with me?
"In a word, you!" She replied with that stupid grin on her face again.
I was beginning to get tired of that grin, and the whole game actually.
"Sadie, you're up to something, I just know it. You always were hostile towards me, and I know you and Katrina have cooked up something nasty for me between you."
"Daryl, I was never hostile towards you. I disapproved of your relationship with the Kat! Yes, I'll admit that straight away. But I never had anything against you, quite the opposite actually. And Katrina... God, I haven't said two words to the bitch since... well, before you two got married!"
"I can't believe that!"
"Why not, I refused to attend the wedding didn't I?"
"But you were there, I saw you!"
"Yeah, I know I was. But I didn't have the nerve to do what I went there for!"
"Oh yeah, and what was that?" I asked, a little angrily I think.
"Well you know that point where the vicar asked, "Does anyone know any reason that these two people should not be joined in holy matrimony?" Or something like that anyway."
I didn't reply, I just sat there and stared back at Sadie.
"Well... Well what I wanted to do... say... Oh shit, look Katrina saw you as her meal ticket. She didn't love you. I don't think the bitch is capable of loving anyone. All she wanted was a guy with a lot of money in his pocket who she could wrap around her little finger!"
"I don't believe you!"
"About what? That I intended interrupting your wedding or that Katrina is a bitch?"
"I don't know... both I think!"
Oh Jesus, I always knew this was going to be difficult. Look before she went out with you, do you know who Kat was engaged to?"
"Yeah of course I do. You damn well made sure that I knew, John Fillmore!"
"But you don't know who John Fillmore is do you? You never recognised the name." Sadie asked
"No can't say that I did. Look, I don't come from the same neck of the woods as you and Katrina." I explained.
"His father owns Fillmore Industries. They got that big factory complex out near the bypass."
"Oh yeah, I never made the connection."
"So I gathered! Well Katrina did alright, way back when we were in school. She never did like the idea of going out to work, so she grabbed hold of poor John the first chance she got and held on tight."
"What happened?"
"Well Katrina was pushing John to marry her the moment they left school but John's father had other ideas and sent him off to university and... Well Kat had it figured that some other scheming bitch might latch onto John up there, Christ, he was a naïve dumbo. So she hedged her bets and went looking for another..."
Sadie suddenly stopped speaking, and her complexion turned a little pink.
"Don't say it, I will. Katrina went looking for another mug and turned up trumps when she found me!"
"Sorry Daryl, the truth hurts sometimes!"
"You can say that again Sadie. But if you thought she was conning me, and you disapproved so much. Why the hell didn't you say something to me at the time?"
"I wanted to, but I couldn't!"
"Why ever not?"
"Because to start with you'd never have believed me and... Well whatever happened you'd have held it against me."
"So, we hardly knew each other what difference would that have made."
"Maybe none to you, but I would have meant a lot to me."
"I can't understand why." I replied.
Sadie sat there and stared at me for a long time without saying anything and then after taking a sip of her coffee she smiled.
"Daryl, can you recall a skiing trip you went on with your school?"
"Yeah, I went on several."
"Well the one I'm talking about was to Montigenevre, in the French alps.
"Christ that was the only place they ever took us. We went there year after year, because it was cheap I think."
"Well anyway, one year St Catherine's school was there at the same time."
"Oh yeah, I remember that. There were a good few ding-dongs amongst the girls on that trip."
"Yeah well St Catherine's is a girls only school and your school party had all the decent looking boys in it. Well the English one anyway. A recipe for confrontation if ever I saw one!"
"That trip was fun though. Until I got grounded, and confined to the hostel in the evenings." I commented.
Although remembering privately that there had been a couple of the girls from my own school, who were sweet on me, and they had stayed in the hostel most evenings to keep me company. It really just meant that we couldn't drink alcohol, well not openly anyway. And well, the teachers were all supposedly prowling around the town during the evenings, keeping their eyes on what the rest of the group was getting up to. Kind-a left the three of us to... You can fill in the dots yourself.
"Well, do you remember one evening, when you stopped some of the girls from your school throwing snowballs at and taking the Mickey out of a St Catherine's girl one night. All her friends had run away and left her, after she'd slipped over trying to run with them and twisted her ankle. Anyway, after telling your school friends to back-off, you picked the girl up and carried her back to her hostel."
"Yeah well, kind-a. I'd been drinking a bit that night, but I can recall carrying some little girl over my shoulder, yeah. Mind you, it was a big mistake, I missed curfew that night by doing it and then I was caught climbing in through one the girls' dorm windows. Led to me getting confined to the hostel in the evenings because the teachers couldn't ignore the fact that I wasn't far off falling down drunk. Helping that little bird, dropped me right in the apple-cart."
"Well I'm not so little anymore Daryl. It wasn't a very lady-like way for me to get back to my school's hostel, but at least I got there safely; unfortunately I spent the rest of the trip laid up in my room with a swollen ankle, so I couldn't find you and thank you. But I've never forgotten what you did that night, or you either."
"I can't believe that it was you Sadie, that little girl was tiny and she had glasses on."
"Contact lenses, I was a late developer and I shot up like a rocket a year or so later. These things were still a pipe dream back in those days as well." Sadie said, with a wry smile, before glancing down at her more than ample breasts. "Anyway Daryl, what I'm trying to say is... And, I can understand that you might not believe me! But since that night, I've kind-a been infatuated with a guy who... pissed out of his brains or not, picked me and threw me over his shoulder like I was a sack of coal. Then carried me back to the hostel!"
Sadie went quiet for a few seconds then added. "I think that maybe I've been in love with him ever since; not that I really knew it!"
I sat there and stared back at Sadie, not really knowing what to make of her admission. Or, if I could believe it!
"Oh come on Sadie. Are you trying to kid me that you fell in love with a guy who you saw once way back when you were... what, fifteen?"
"I didn't see him once, Daryl. I'd watched him everyday, up on the ski slopes until that particular day, and I couldn't believe my luck when I realised that it was him, telling those girls to get lost. After that night, I spent the rest of the trip laid up in my bed daydreaming about him. I've dreamt about that trip, and you, ever since!"
"I'm having trouble believing that..." I began to say, but Sadie was still speaking.
"And what's more, lately I haven't been able to get you out of my mind at all!"
"Why lately?" I asked, "What's happened to make you suddenly come looking for me after all these years? I assume that's what you were doing in the Pig and Whistle this evening, looking for me."
"Yes I was, I've been looking for you all over the place for the last few weeks. No one seems to know where you're living nowadays."
"After... Well, I thought a change of scenery, would make a difference. Changed my job as well. Kinda thought I'd make a new start in life."
"Oh, seems you changed your circle of friends as well; unless they are trying to protect you from your past? They all told me that they had no idea where you were nowadays."
"They weren't lying Sadie, I moved right out of the district. But lately I've been thinking that was a mistake. You can't run away from your past, no matter how far you go."



"Yeah that's my problem as well. Mitch, the guy I've been dating for years, asked me to marry him a couple of months back. I almost said yes, but then a picture of your face jumped into my mind. Daryl, I couldn't marry Mitch, if whenever I'm with him, I keep thinking of you, could I? I had to come and find you. I need to either capture your heart, or lay the bleeding ghost!"
"Oh my Sadie; that is an admission! And I'm not sure how I should react to it. Christ, we don't even know each other really!"
"I'm a patient girl Daryl. I've waited god knows how many years already. I thought maybe we could see each other now and again. Maybe even date a few times and see what happens."
"What about what's-'is-name, your boyfriend, this Mitch geezer; what's he going to say about it, if we did go out on a date?"
"Nothing. Unfortunately Mitch didn't take rejection very well. He's marrying Brenda so I hear. You remember Brenda, don't you?"
"Are we talking blond Brenda?"
"Yeah the village bike. It could be, that's why Mitch was in such and all fired hurry to get me to marry him... He's a bit like your mate Ralf, got a one-track mind! Hey, oh god, don't get me wrong, I enjoy... well I have the same... er; oh shit, Daryl you know what I mean!"
My dinner companion had painted herself into a corner and I was enjoying myself, grinning at her expectantly and watching her squirm around trying to think of what to say.
Sadie did - eventually - manage to extract herself from the situation she'd talked herself into! But I didn't give her any help. She kept talking around the bush in ever decreasing circles, until we both descended into fits of laughter; making a spectacle of ourselves in the staid upmarket establishment.
Later, once we'd composed ourselves again, and received lots of disapproving looks from some of restaurants other patrons. Sadie informed me that the Kat, had eventually recaptured John Fillmore, literally!
Sadie informed me, that she'd heard that Katrina had somehow managed to get herself pregnant by Fillmore. On what Sadie thought was most likely a "for old times sake" date. Then -- Sadie surmised - Katrina had put the pressure on the poor sob and forced him to marry her, or she would have kicked up one hell of a social stink. Fillmore's parents were somewhat sensitive about their family's - reputed -- good name. Whatever, as far as Sadie was aware, Katrina was a happy bunny, living the high life and spending Fillmore's father's money!
Before we left "Romano's", as promised, Sadie did pay the restaurant's bill. Yes, I did try to argue the point with her, but she'd have none of it. Then she offered me a lift home; I don't take my car when I'm going out drinking.
I think, except for giving Sadie directions, I was pretty quiet on that journey. Sadie had given me a lot to think about and it had all come as a bit of a rush. Look, it ain't often that a good-looking woman all-but throws herself at a guy like me; there were a lot of things I had to take into account and think through.
And - although I didn't think it likely by that time -- there was still a chance that Katrina and Sadie had cooked-up the whole story about Sadie fancying me.
But, I couldn't work out how they would have known that I carried that girl back to the hostel in France that day. Oh, they might have heard about it from the other kids, and/or they might have even seen me actually carrying her in the hostel door.
But they wouldn't have known that I had carried her in a fireman's lift for most of the way. Only changing to carrying her in my arms, after she'd protested that it was an undignified way for a young lady to travel. When I went to pick her up again, after I'd stopped to strap-up the ankle that she kept complaining was hurting, as best I could with my scarf.
"Nice place!" Sadie commented when we arrived outside my little bungalow.
"Yeah, I found it not long after my divorce. It kept me on the housing ladder."
"Well, are you going to invite me in to see your etchings?"
"I don't think so Sadie, not tonight anyway. I've got a lot of things to think about."
"Well at least that gives me some hope that you will call me." She said with a little smile. "Okay, I think I can understand your reticence. But at least you can give a girl one kiss before you blow her off."
"Hey Sadie, I'm not blowing you off. I'm just saying I've got a lot to think about. Jesus you came at me out of nowhere this evening, I'm possibly still in shock."
Whether Sadie had listened to what I said or not, I don't know, because as I finished speaking her lips had clamped onto mine and she tried to suck all the air out of my lungs.
"There, now if you don't call me, you'll know what you've turned down."
I'm not quite sure how long the clinch lasted, but I will admit that I enjoyed it, a lot more than the quick kiss she'd given me in the middle of the road earlier. If she'd kept that up, all my resolve would have gone out the window; I was having trouble playing it cool as it was. Well I told you, Sadie is a real looker.
"Sadie, honestly, I can see what I'd be turning down; I just need time to take it all in, and think everything through."
"Sure you do handsome, and don't worry I'm a patient girl, that should be obvious!"
"And a persistent one as well, if tonight's anything to go by." -- "Goodnight Sadie!" I added after giving her a quick peck on the lips. Then I got out of her car and watched her drive away.
I can't say what I was thinking as I entered the house and headed for the back door to let my cat in. Wandering around the garden calling the animal probably distracted me from what I really should have been thinking about.
Eventually, I give up my search for my cat as a bad job. I opened one of the kitchen windows a little, so she could find her own way inside after she'd finished decimating the local wildlife population, or fornicating with the Ginger Tom from three doors up. It was a cloudy night and if it turned wet, the little toerag would sit on my bedroom windowsill howling until I got up and let her in out of the rain.
Then I found myself standing in the lounge staring at the TV set. I almost turned the thing on but managed to restrain myself. I had some serious thinking to do and watching the box wasn't going to help me any; most likely it would bore me to sleep instead.
Actually I figured, laying there in bed in the dark was probably the best place I could come up with to play the evening over in my mind. So after stripping off, I climbed into the shower. The shower was intended to make sure that I was wide-awake and would be able fully concentrate on the problem in hand.
Christ, did I get a shock when the shower curtain was suddenly pulled back by a grinning, and very naked, Sadie.
"Christ, Sadie what the fuck are you playing at?" I demanded after recovering from the first shock of her appearance.
"Sorry Daryl, but I suddenly thought that you needed to get to know the whole package I'm offering before you made such an important decision." She replied as she climbed into the shower with me. "Nice and big in here isn't it, just made for the two of us?"
"Sadie, how the hell did you get in here anyway?"
"Via the kitchen window handsome, you really should be a little more security conscious, you know! Oh, the cat followed me in so I've closed it, is that right?"
"Sadie, I don't know if this is a good idea!" I was saying after she'd taken me in her arms and kissed me again.
"Oh I think it's a wonderful idea, and just in case you think I'm like Kat..." Sadie said releasing me from her grasp and stepping out of the shower again. "I'm on the pill, and to rub the point home, I've been carrying these things around for weeks now." She added, with a sweet innocent smile on her face at the same time as holding up a couple of packets of contraceptives she taken from her bag that was sitting on the toilet seat.
"Jesus Christ, how many have you got there? What do you take me for, bloody superman?"
"Well a girl can only hope! Besides, it's Saturday tomorrow, we can stay in bed all day."
Well that was it really. What you might call game, set and match to Sadie! Once the woman got me into bed... yeah well, that was the end of all resistance as far as I was concerned.
-----
We only had two children, one of each; we figured that was enough. Still live in the bungalow as well; although we had to add an extension.
What happened to Katrina and John Fillmore? Well, I'm not sure really... Well, we kind-a know what happened to John in the long term anyway. Sadie overheard some women gossiping in the hairdressers one day. She deduced from the conversation, that John had remarried. Sadie told me that she heard a woman say that John's new wife was a far better mother to the children "than that tart" he had been married too, ever was!
Sadie is of the opinion that the "Kat" is probably paying her way, on her back somewhere. Can't women be vindictive, when they want to be?
Oh yeah and Ralf, you would want to know about him! Well now, you remember that big fuss a couple of years back when the FBI or something infiltrated that paedophile Internet ring. Well, and this is only rumour remember, the word is, that Ralf was picked up by the British police around that time and no one has seen or heard of the bugger since. Make of that what you will.
Sadie and I are happy together, and to be honest with you, it seems impossible to me now that I ever nicknamed her Sadie the Sadist. Just goes to show that it's very easy to misinterpret someone's true intentions, or their character. Lets face it, first impressions can be so wrong sometimes! But then again, if you look at it from my wife's point of view, they can be so right as well!
Life goes on
Note: - Yeah well, I did nick the idea of Sadie getting into Daryl's house through an open window, from one of HDK's recent posts. He's a mate, so I'm sure he won't mind. Only in HDK's tale of woe, the hero's niece, I believe, used a bathroom window instead.



        Miranda - The Visit

        Further news of Miranda, Karen and Eda.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/miranda-the-visit

Title: Miranda - The Visit

Author: Denham_Forrest

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Further news of Miranda, Karen and Eda.

Tags: cheating wife

Series: Miranda


My thanks go to LadyCibelle and my friend SH for proofreading and editing this tale of woe. Not that it will be perfect; I fiddle about with tales far too much for that to happen.
As is usual after posting my shorter stories, I'm continually receiving requests from readers wanting to know more about the characters in the tale and what happened to them later. Although even in my short stories I have visualised all the characters in my head, and not only how they got into the situations they found themselves in, but also what possibly did happen to them later, I usually avoid returning to any story. I've been bitten before, because readers don't see those characters the same way as I have visualised them in a short story, most of the time I leave the reader to fill in the blanks themselves.
However, I've decided to take the risk this time with Miranda, Karen and Eda. If for no other reason than to let the readers know that I wrote down, or rather typed, only a small part of what, in my head, is a much longer story. I think very fast, but my actual typing speed is rather slow, on average 3000 words a day is the best that I can achieve nowadays before fatigue sets in and I'm in too much pain to continue. And, that 3000 has to be split between the numerous different yarns that are going around inside my head all at the same time, and of course other projects that I have to take care of.


Miranda - The Visit

Of course I was expecting the doorbell to ring, after all I knew she was coming and I'd even heard the car pull into the drive, but it made me jump anyway. I suppose I must have been day dreaming again; whether I like to admit it or not, old wistful memories of the good times kind-a creep up on me unexpectedly, and sometimes, nostalgia for what once was, can be a real pain in the arse as well.
I really had wanted to play it cool, as if her visit was nothing special. Because to me, it wasn't, but after all the years we'd spent together... shit, there were some feelings there in my heart for her, whether I liked it or not. I'd always known that Miranda's visit was going to stir both anger at her, and the residual affection that still (even after all she'd done) lingered buried deep in my heart.
Also I had no idea how the children were going to react to her sudden re-appearance. Since Eda and her children had arrived on the scene, my children appeared to have sort-of transferred their affection to her, even more so, once Eda and I had tied the knot. It was to Eda they went to with all of their minor ailments, little disagreements and all the other things that children normally require their mother to sort out for them. I had to wonder how Miranda was going to take to that knowledge.
I took my time getting to and opening the door, maybe because I wanted Miranda to wait, as she'd made her children wait to see her, or possibly because I felt some trepidation concerning her visit.
As I did open the door I was asking myself. "After all this time, what kind of fall-out is your showing up here going to have for our new happy family, Miranda?"
I must admit that I was surprised to see Karen's face smiling back at me, as she stood behind, a rather annoyed and impatient looking Miranda.
"About time too; you took long enough didn't you? Jesus you knew we were coming and "we" are right on time." Miranda blustered, stomping past me into the house without a by your leave."
Miranda had laid emphasis on the "we", but I had had no idea that Karen was coming along as well. But a glance at the car they'd arrived in, told me exactly why her stepsister was there. It was Karen's old banger, the one I'd helped her buy several years before. I suppose that I deduced from that, that Miranda could no longer afford to run a car of her own.
Miranda having charged past me into the house, Karen stepped up to me, and placing her arms around me and gave me a big hug at the same time that she kissed me gently on the cheek.
"Hi handsome. I'm afraid that our favourite silly bitch, is a little emotional today!" Karen whispered in my ear.
"Hi Karen, god it's so nice to see my favourite sister-in-law again. I miss you and Benjie you know; so do the kids. Where is he, in the car?"
"No Harry, he's with his father this weekend. I'm sure he'd have loved to have come and seen his favourite uncle and cousins, but I'm not sure he'd have enjoyed the journey very much. Someone has spent most of it trying to justify her actions. Why she keeps going on about it so much, I don't know, but she really does drive me up the wall sometimes. I think she's trying to convince herself that she didn't make the biggest mistake in her life." Karen said quietly.
"Where are my children?" Miranda's voice demanded from behind me.
I'd forgotten my manners, probably because I was so happy to see Karen; we were still standing on the doorstep talking. I assume that Miranda must have made a quick search of the ground floor in that short time, probably expecting to find the children sitting there waiting to welcome her with baited breath. She was in for a surprise on that one; the children had hardly reacted when I told them she was coming that day.
Honestly, I had no idea how the day was going to go, but I feared things were not going to go quite as Miranda expected. I just hoped and prayed that there weren't going to be any fireworks. After giving Karen a look that I hope portrayed the frustration I felt with Miranda, I turned to face my ex-wife.
"Miranda this is what... the third, no sorry, the fourth time you've bothered to come and see your children, in over three years." I replied, I suppose a little more sharply than I should have done under the circumstances; considering that I wanted to keep things as... er... as amicable as they could be. "it's a sunny day out there, and the children wanted to go play in the pool. I have no intention of keeping them locked up in the house waiting, just in case you might deign to actually show up this time. I can't count the times you've cancelled at the last minute."
"Well if you hadn't moved away from town to this godforsaken place in the back of beyond, it wouldn't be so damned inconvenient to get here!" Miranda retorted.
"Don't try to give me that bullshit, Miranda; we've been through all this before. It only takes two hours on the train, and you know that Eda or I would pick you up from the station whenever you want, you know that damned well!" Miranda's face had screwed up a little when I'd mentioned Eda, but she made no comment. "Now, all the kids are around in the walled garden, with their... with Moeder, in the swimming pool. I'll show you the way."
Shit, I nearly put my foot right in it, I had been trusting to luck, that Miranda would have no knowledge of Dutch. Since Eda had come over to live with me – and eventually marry me – our children had kind of developed a language of their own. By that time my children spoke Dutch, and pretty well according to Eda. On the other hand Eda's two children had absorbed English amazingly quickly; all four children had rapidly become bi-lingual.
However, in the house together - and with Eda and I - they spoke a confusing mixture of the Dutch and English, that could be pretty difficult for the uninitiated to understand. I'm pretty sure they purposely used it to confuse their teachers at school as well. But one thing that neither Eda or I had ever been able to find a way around, was that my children - very soon after she moved in - had taken to addressing Eda as Moeder, just as her own children did. I was vaguely hoping that Miranda didn't pick up on the fact.
Yeah, I know, it's pretty obvious to you and me, but I really hoped that Miranda wasn't going to work out what it meant. I figured that if I also called Eda, Moeder in Miranda's presence, then she might think it was some sort of nickname. There was a vague possibility that she wouldn't, and to be honest, Miranda isn't really that bright a light, or she'd never have got herself hooked up with Sven, would she?
"Nice house you've got yourself here, Harry!" Karen commented looking around, as I led them through my once dilapidated Victorian mansion. "Jesus it's massive!" she added as we passed into yet another room.
Miranda, although she took a very critical look around the house as we went, remained silent on the subject.
"Almost derelict when I bought it, but the price was right and that was all that was important at the time. Moeder and I have had a lot of work done on it since."
"I can see you have. God Harry, what I would give to live in a house like this." Karen went on.
I stopped walking and turned to look at Karen over my sunglasses for a moment.
"Yeah, don't say it, Harry; I know I had my chance!" Karen said with a wistful smile on her face.
Miranda - who also stopped when she heard Karen's words - gave her sister – and me - a very black look indeed. I just grinned back at Miranda, wondering how much she did know about what went on between Karen and I after she walked out on us. The "us" I'm referring to here, being our children – Miranda and mine - and myself, by the way.
I should add, that nothing untoward ever happened between Karen and myself. Well, whilst Miranda and I were married, anyway. After the divorce Karen and I were technically free to get all, "up close and personal" with whomever we wished.
Not that I suppose you would ever convince Miranda of that fact. It served Miranda's purposes far better to paint me as a heartless, unscrupulous womaniser.
I should add, that I had been quite a close friend of my ex-wife's stepsister at one time, well before I'd ever met Miranda in the first place, or even knew she existed. You could say that Karen and I had always got on well - very well – together, but that special spark had always been missing. I think it was a real shock to both of us sometime later, when my then new fiancé -Miranda - introduced me to her family.
Oddly – considering what she has told me since of her own opinion of Miranda's character – Karen has always been very supportive of her stepsister. Later, that possibly had something to do with the fact that they are now both orphaned, consequently they only have each other left. But from my perspective it's always been a very one-sided arrangement, even before their parents passed away.
Even if there is a part of my heart that will always love Miranda, I have to admit that my ex-wife is a selfish cow, and can be a complete bitch. Well I should imagine anyone should be able to work that one out, what mother other than a selfish bitch walks out on her husband for another man and leaves her children behind without a second thought.
Just to ensure that no one misconstrues Karen and my relationship I think at this time I should explain exactly what it was.
When Miranda dropped her bomb on me that she wanted a divorce and that she was leaving me to go live with her super stud boyfriend Sven; and I'll add, that she was abandoning the children as well. I'd been taken completely by surprise and was pretty much devastated! The children had been totally bewildered, they had no idea what the hell was happening. I'd had no clue that Miranda had been running about with Sven behind my back, and I'm sure too that the children had been far too young to have known what was going on anyway or understand the implications.
Anyway Karen - who'd been deserted by the father of her child, well before little Benjamin had even been born – had dashed right over to the house when she heard the news. She had consoled me, and the children. I'm not sure how we would have survived those next few weeks, had not Karen been there for us.
I'll add that the relationship that did developed – or redevelop – between Karen and I, stayed strictly platonic for many months, until shortly after the divorce became Absolute (final). By unlucky co-incidence, it was at that time, that Karen's mother, and Miranda's father, were killed in a road accident.
Karen and I then had reason to consol each other. Miranda was off with her new man Sven, and besides showing an acute interest in how much their parents had been worth, and what her share of their estate was likely to be. I'd say the loss of her parents hardly affected Miranda at all. I think I've explained that Miranda can be an unbelievably callous and selfish bitch sometimes.
Some folks might say that we – Karen and I - let things get a little out of hand. But what both Karen and I needed at that time, was someone to hold close; so we held the one person we knew we could rely on at the time, as close as we could. It's with more than a little regret that I have to say that, although Karen and I enjoyed each other's company, and that we had very similar... er, tastes in bed; we both had to admit that that vital little spark just wasn't there. A permanent relationship that just relied on friendship and sex, but didn't have that extra little bit of chemistry... Well, neither Karen nor I thought it would stand the test of time.
Although I wouldn't want anyone to think Karen and I didn't agonise over the decision for a very long time. The fact that both of us had recently had relationships that had abruptly and unexpectedly failed has to be taken into consideration. Maybe we could have made a go of it, but we also had to take into consideration the problem of Karen's relationship with her one and only surviving relative, her stepsister Miranda. That, we figured, kind-a put the kybosh on any chance we did have..
After several months, Karen and I parted (romantically) as friends. And for safety's sake we kind-of steered clear of each other for a while, although we did talk all the time on the telephone and still do.
Actually it had been Miranda - and Sven's - obscene haste to get their hands on ready cash from their parents' estate, that had tipped Karen off that something wasn't quite as kosher as it could be about Sven. I'd always thought he was a... bleeding crook. Well, what would you expect, the arsehole had stolen my wife? Anyway Karen had been well aware that Miranda should have had at least a couple of hundred thousand in the bank from our divorce settlement. The tale they spun her about needing the money for a flat in town, didn't really hold water to Karen's way of thinking. Besides Karen – who has always worked in the estate agent business - was well aware that flats in the block they were talking about, were rented on short leases anyway never sold on long leases.
That's when Karen had come to me and persuaded me to let the dogs loose on Super Stud Sven. It hadn't taken very long for the private detectives I hired to report back that Sven was some kind of gigolo. They'd pretty soon tracked him back to numerous women in different parts of Europe, who allegedly he'd relieved of various quantities of cash. And they also reported that Interpol and several European police forces would be interested in having a word or two with good old Sven. That's of course on the proviso that we could prove that it was the same Sven; the man appeared to use a plethora of different surnames, and identities.
I can't imagine why now, but I really wanted to know a lot more about the guy, and not from reading cryptic reports either. Maybe I wanted to get some idea of how the bugger chose his victims and how he set about seducing them. I've got to admit that I had wondered how hard the bugger had had to work – or maybe how hard he was prepared to work - to get into Miranda's knickers in the first place. The old ego takes one hell of a hit when the woman you thought loved you decides to ditch you for someone else. I think I wanted some assurance that good old Sven had had to work pretty hard to achieve his goal.
My PI's supplied me with the details - names and addresses etc. - of quite a few of his previous alleged victims. After scrutinising the list I picked out the ones who had been married when Sven came on the scene; discarding the widows and divorcees. Mind you, by the time Sven was done with them, those who weren't widowed to begin with, were all divorced anyway, but you understand what I mean.
By the time I got to Lyon (France), to pay a call on the third of his victims, I had come to the conclusion that Sven had good taste in women at least. Or at least he had the same taste when it comes to the female figure as I had. As far as I was concerned, all of his victims were very beautiful. Not surprising really, although I couldn't see it personally every female who I knew - and some of the men as well - had commented that Sven was an exceedingly handsome bastard. Not that that ever did my personal ego any favours.
Anyway, from talking to his victims, I got the impression that Sven could talk just about any female into his bed. A couple swore blind that they had been totally in love with their husbands when Sven came on the scene, and that they had been devastated when they realised how easily he had seduced and swindled them after he left again; more than one, implying that Sven must have hypnotised them or something.
Personally, I had to wonder whether it was the cold light of day, and the fact that Sven had disappeared – taking all of their ready cash with him - that suddenly prompted the wemans protestations of undying love for their onetime spouses.
My final call had been in Holland where I paid an unexpected call on Eda. If I thought that the rest of Sven's victims were good looking ... well, when I first met her I had to admit to myself that I realised that Eda was a different class of person completely. As I have said, all Sven's victims were beautiful, but they were all the type of woman that... well they dressed to the nines, if you understand me. Like Miranda, they'd never show their face to the world if they hadn't spent several hours ensuring that not a hair was out of place first, and that they were wearing the latest fashions; even if Sven had emptied their bank accounts.
Eda, well if you can understand me, she just didn't need all that. Christ I'm sure the woman would turn most guys' heads even if she was dressed in rags. Eda to my way of looking at things, was the girl next door that most guys have lusted after at one time in their lives or another. She dressed much like a plain Jane, but just because she was wearing them she made those dowdy cloths look like they came off a designer rail at the most expensive boutique in town.
Another thing I learnt very quickly was that Sven wasn't the actual cause of Eda's divorce. The timing was close, but Eda's husband had walked out on her for a younger woman; bleeding idiot. Eda describes her, - my rough translation from Eda's then schoolgirl English – as a Russian Dolly Bird Hooker, whose main interest in life appeared to be catching some idiot who had money and marrying him, so she could legally stay in the EU. Eda inferred that she thought the tart would only stick around with her ex, long enough to catch some American mug. Eda suggested that residency in the US appeared to be the Russian woman's ultimate goal.
Eda's ex-husband had reluctantly handed over half of their joint worth during the divorce and had then left for the US with his new Russian bride. Eda had neither seen nor heard from him since.
Much like I, Eda had taken her spouse's sudden – and unexpected - desertion of her and their children very hard, and it was about then, - whether by coincidence or design - just as her divorce was in its final stages, that Sven had chosen to appear on the scene. He found Eda in a vulnerable state of mind just perfect for his purposes. It hadn't taken him long to gain Eda's trust, then clean out her bank accounts, before disappearing again.
Eda had been forced to sell her house and move in with her brother and his family. Regrettably, Eda had married very young, and she'd never had what one would term a career. Since she'd been married she'd been a housewife and mother, consequently she'd only been able to find menial low paid jobs to support her family.



I've got to admit that I was taken with Eda from the moment we met. And what's more we did have a lot in common, having both been dumped by what we had thought were loving spouses. Even our children were the same ages. And when I'd happened to mention that I was going to need a housekeeper, Eda had laughingly replied that she might apply for the job, because it was all she really knew how to do.
Exactly when the joke became a serious offer, I'm not quite sure. I'd interviewed several battleaxes and more than a few scatterbrained young girls, before I called Eda on the telephone and asked her whether she had been joking about becoming my housekeeper. When Eda went very quiet and didn't reply straight away, I sort of panicked, blurted out that it was a silly idea, then apologised for disturbing her and hung up.
Was I surprised a few days later when my doorbell rang and I opened it to find two people in uniform standing there. They were to turn out to be Eda's air stewardess sister-in-law and her English pilot boyfriend. To put it bluntly - and cut a long story short - they had been dispatched to enquire exactly what my interpretation of "housekeeper" was, i.e. the poor pilot guy had to enquire whether I was under the impression that Eda's duties as a housekeeper would extend beyond the bedroom door. Come on, you know full well what the poor bugger was trying to discover; a touchy subject that it was embarrassing for us to have to discuss.
Anyway, the net result of that unexpected visit was that Eda and her children arrived themselves a week later for a month's stay; to see if there was any possibility that it could work. Much to both Eda's and my amazement everything went swimmingly. They did go back to Holland at the end of the month, but only to bring the rest of their gear over to the UK.
I suppose there was one sticky moment when Eda's children first met mine. Our two seven - almost eight - year old daughters, possibly because Eda's daughter had a rudimentary knowledge of English she'd learnt in school - disappeared into the garden together almost the moment they were introduced. The two six-year-old boys, just stood and stared at each other for what seemed like ages. It was apparent to me that they were sizing each other up, and I'll admit I was wondering whether they were actually going to have a fight or something.
But then Eda's son suddenly pointed to my son's football that was still lying in the middle of the lawn where he'd been kicking it about earlier with his sister. Just like that, the two boys were gone and shortly yet another window was required in the old green house. Somewhat surprisingly, both boys insisting that they alone were responsible for the breakage.
Why did the children hit it off so quickly? Well you have to take into account that they had a lot in common. They'd had one parent literally abandon them, and my children and I had only recently moved away from the city. At that time they were yet to make many friends among the local children, so they were probably feeling just as lost in a strange place as Eda's children were. Whatever, they all became firm friends in a matter of hours, even if conversation between them was a little stilted to start with. It was during those first few days that their English-Dutch double talk began to materialise. They managed to confuse the hell out of me for weeks. I won't try to claim that a little gender rivalry didn't raise its head now and again either, once they had someone of their on sex to gang up with against brother or sister; but nothing serious or beyond what was to be expected.
My idea of giving each of the children their own bedroom went right out of the window; that first night the two girls shared my daughter's room and the boy's my son's. That's the way things remain today. I figure that sometime when they are older, they will want separate rooms, but we'll leave that decision up to them. There's no shortage of bedrooms in our old house.
There were several things that I hadn't taken into consideration when I invited Eda and her children to come live with us. My Beemer although there was plenty of room, wasn't really satisfactory for carrying six around in. Here Alana Carter - my boss's wife – and most likely with his encouragement and connivance - was not only one-step ahead of me, but came to our rescue.
A few days after Eda first arrived, Alana turned up at the house in her people carrier with her children, and not very subtly let it be known that her new car was being delivered the next day. The next thing I know – and leaving me to look after all of the children – Alana has taken Eda out in the people carrier to familiarise her with driving a right hand drive car, on what to Eda, was the wrong side of the road.
I do believe Alana spent a lot of time with Eda in the next few weeks, to make sure she didn't feel lonely or abandoned during the day when I was at work and the children were at school. We'd quickly arranged for Eda's two, to have a sort of try-out time at my children's school. Obviously, there were language problems to start with, but apparently nothing that either the schoolteachers or the children found insurmountable.
I've got to admit that Eda and I tiptoed around each other for a good couple of months. I'm not sure if Eda knew what the children found so funny when we were all together, but I had no idea. I thought they were giggling and laughing at my attempts to understand Dutch; I found it much harder to get my head around the language than the children did. In truth, the children had picked up on the atmosphere or unintentional vibes that had been passing between Eda and I. Honestly, I realised that I was attracted to Eda, but I had no idea whether those romantic feelings were reciprocated.
"Well, aren't you going to kiss Moeder, daddy?" My daughter asked, when Eda gave me my present on my birthday.
I stole a quick glance at Eda to see how she'd reacted to Denise's question. And well... I might be a little slow, but the slightly embarrassed smile on Eda's face told me that was what she was waiting for. Both our daughters clapped when I did kiss Eda. The two six-year-old boys pulled "Yuck!" faces; but then laughed when I asked them what was wrong?
I won't claim that things went very quickly after that, because they didn't. Eda did take to seeing me off to work in the mornings with a kiss on the cheek and welcoming me home likewise. But both of our daughters had been doing the same for a few weeks by then. To be honest I was doing my best to take things as slowly as possible. One has to take the old rebound mentality into consideration, even if you are convinced that you have fallen in love.
Denise and Mena kind-a moved us on to the next step one Saturday when we were all out shopping together as well. Eda and I sort-a lost the two girls in the High Street and when we found them they were staring into a jewellers shop window; at engagement rings! Talk about getting railroaded into something, I left that shop rather less well off than when I arrived. I hadn't actually asked Eda to marry me and she hadn't actually said she would either, but she was wearing a small cluster of diamonds on her finger, only not on her Left hand. Eda held out her right hand for me to put the ring onto. It was all sort of... well, confusing for me really. The two girls seemed to have it figured that it was a done deal.
I suppose it could have been the fact that I was still on Sven's case at the time, and therefore the subject of Miranda was in the foreground all the time. That stopped Eda and I getting on with things. Once the sting had taken place, Sven was in police custody and I'd dropped the bomb on Miranda that day that she'd been well and truly had; so to all intent and purposes she was out of my life.
Well, lets just say that things between Eda and I took off in a big way. The night I returned from Karen's place was the first night that Eda and I shared a bed together. The only problem is that I can't even claim that I seduced Eda that evening; I think, no I know that I drank a little more than was good for me when I got home that evening.
The next thing that I was really aware of was that someone had kissed me on the forehead, I struggled awake just in time to catch sight of a very naked Eda sneaking out of my bedroom before the children woke-up the next morning.
But what had lead up to us getting into bed together. Other than some vaguely remembered cuddling on the sofa in the lounge - that might possibly be termed light petting - , after the children had retired, was all I could recall – well I'm sorry to say, that that is all lost to me. You know, I can't even be sure whether we had sex or not that night. I had to gather my nerve and actually ask Eda whether I'd been mistaken - or dreamed - that she'd sneaked naked out of my bedroom in the early hours, whilst she was preparing breakfast.
"I believe that seeing Miranda yesterday, upset you Harry. You needed someone to hold you close last night." Eda replied, nonchalantly.
"How close Eda?" I enquired, trying to discover what, if anything, I'd missed out on. Without being too... well come on how do you ask a woman if you laid her or not. Not to recall the event might well be taken as an insult.
What I can only describe as a wicked grin came on Eda's face. "Ah, what you mean to ask me, Harry, is have you got to marry me now?"
"Eda, I'd marry you at the drop of a hat, you know that." I replied.
"Drop of what hat?" Eda repeated with a puzzled expression on her face.
"It's just an English saying. What I mean is say Eda, is that I'd marry you tomorrow... no, today if you'd only get around to saying yes."
Eda grinned. Then looked confused again before saying. "Do we really need to... you know, make it formal, Harry?"
"Look kiddo, I don't know about you? But I don't really fancy the idea of you dashing out of the bedroom before the kids wake up every morning. Besides seeing you naked like that this morning kind-a turned me on again. Eventually they'd find us rolling around on the landing floor together one morning."
Eda grinned yet again and then the confused expression returned to her face again. "I'm sorry Harry, I don't understand, I've been waiting for you to set the date."
Look our conversation went around in ever more confusing circles for some while, until I finally sussed it out, that there'd been a slight culture clash, more a case of crossed wires really. Probably made worse - or even caused - by the fact that I hadn't actually asked Eda to marry me in so many words. I'd just taken her into that jewellers shop and invited her to try on engagement rings.
I'd kind-of assumed that Eda would take that as a request to marry me. Which actually she did and in accepting the ring, she had to her understanding accepted my proposal and she assumed that I understood that she had.
What I hadn't taken into account - because I had no idea that the tradition varied in different countries - is that Dutch Protestants wear their wedding rings, and therefore their engagement rings as well, on the third finger of their right hand not their left.
Poor Eda had been getting worried that I'd changed my mind because I hadn't set a date or even brought the subject up again. And well... the fact that Eda had put the ring on what I perceived as the wrong hand, well, I interpreted that as that she was still thinking about it.
"Oh bugger this, I should have done this properly in the first place." I said to Eda. Then I dropped down onto one knee and asked her to marry me formally.
"Dad! That's not the most romantic place or time to ask Moeder, when she's cooking breakfast. Besides I thought you'd already asked her to marry you anyway." Denise interrupted from the doorway.
Ja, yes, today." Eda blurted out, giggling as she did so.
"Denise we've had a slight cultural misunderstanding; I'm just confirming things. In future Moeder and I will discuss everything very carefully, to make sure that nothing like it ever happens again." I said rising to my feet, only to have Eda wrap her arms around me then pull me into a clinch. Conversation was impossible for a few minutes after that, as we snogged each other like a couple of teenagers.
Denise crossed the room and pushed us away from the stove. "Don't mind me you two. I'll finish the breakfasts. You just make like I'm not here!" She said.
The wedding wasn't a big affair. Just Ben and Alana Carter, my children and a few friends on my side. I did invite her, but Karen and little Benjie were away on holiday that weekend. Eda's brother and his wife, plus his wife's younger sister - the air hostess - and her pilot boyfriend on Eda's side. Oh and Eda's children of course.
"I thought you told me that you didn't have any carnal intentions towards Eda?" The pilot asked me with a grin, when we got a moment alone.
"I lied; wouldn't you have done in my position?" I replied grinning back at him.
"Can't say I blame you Harry, there's something about Dutch girls that I can't resist." He laughed back at me.
"Hey don't get me wrong, we haven't consummated our relationship yet. Well... I don't think we have." I said.
Eda, teasingly had refused to give me the gory details of what had happened in my bed that night. Or, actually explain how both of us finished up in there naked, in the first place; she did kind-a hint that if I couldn't remember, then it was my own fault for drinking too much. I've made a solemn promise to myself never to over imbibe again.
"What do you mean, you don't think you have?" the pilot asked.
"Let's not go there my friend, its just too complicated. Just take it from me we'll be doing a lot of consummating tonight and for the next few days."
"Don't tell me mate; I'm with Gelda on baby-sitting duties while you're away and she reckons that there's to be no hanky panky either, what with your children in the house and all. Gelda seems to think that they might be upset that you and Eda aren't there and they possibly might go walk about during the night."
"Oh my god, I've died and gone to heaven!" Was the thought that crossed my mind later when a very naked Eda, walked seductively out of our hotel room's en-suite.
Remember that I'd only seen – or could remember seeing - Eda's naked back at that time. Catching sight of those perfect globes – unfettered - for the first time almost took my breath away. And Eda's nipples... Well, I'd always been aware that she had prominent nipples, they kind-a made their presence obvious whatever Eda was wearing. But I'd never considered myself particularly a nipple man up to that point in my life. Eda must have been aware of what part of her anatomy my eyes were glued on.
"Is your memory getting any better now, Harry?" She asked as she closed the gap between us and very sharply pulled the covers from the bed, exposing my nakedness to herself. "Oh, I see it has!" She grinned, then climbed onto the bed with me and thrust one of her nipples into my gaping mouth.
I immediately remembered that I'd been there, or rather Eda's nipples had been in my mouth at least once before. I also had a vague recollection of seeing those remarkably firm breasts bouncing up and down above me, as Eda played cowgirl. But nothing much else ever did come to mind. One has to wonder just how compos mentis I was that night and whether Eda had taken advantage of me, rather that the opposite being the case; not that I was ever going to complain of course.
"Please be a little more... patient this time, husband, I was sore for a week after the last time. You have exclusive rights to... nurse on them for the rest of our lives now you know. Well, when they aren't required by any possible additions to our family that is!"
"You would like to have more children Eda?" I asked coming up for air.
"Of course I want more children with my new husband." She replied.
For a long time Eda referred to me as her "husband – or "new husband", even to my face. Alana who had become Eda's best friend in the UK, told me once that she often enlarged the term, variously adding the prefixes, handsome, loving, wonderful and... well, Alana suddenly stopped listing them at that point, and blushed profusely. No amount of questioning on my part would make her enlarge further.
Whatever, Eda was very obviously pregnant that day that Miranda finally decided to pay a long overdue call on our children.
Leaving the house by the French doors in the lounge, I lead the girls around to what had one time been the house's kitchen garden. It had struck me that it was the ideal place to have a swimming pool. Protected from the wind by its high walls that also created a slightly warmer microclimate. Eda and I could also lock the doors when necessary. Not that we feared any of our four children would venture in there unless one of us – or another adult - was present; but we did have the first of what we planned on being two more little ones on the way.
Miranda entered the walled garden first followed by Karen and myself. Eda was sitting on the patio area between the pool and the big wooden summerhouse we used as a changing come utility kitchen area. Somewhere to keep a fridge for cold drinks, and tea and coffee making necessities etcetera; there was not much point in keep hiking back to the house every time we wanted refreshments.
All the children were in the pool and it was from there that Denise was the first to spot Miranda's approach.
"Oh god, that doesn't bode well." Karen said when she noticed as I had that Denise's shoulders had physically slumped when she'd seen her and then she'd literally turned her back to her. That was made even more obvious because all the other children and up to a point Eda, were between Denise and her mother.
"What does she expect Karen, Miranda hasn't even bothered to call and talk to the children since god knows how long. You know as well as I do that Eda had to put Miranda's name on some of the children's Christmas presents. Denise is old enough to take an interest in who's written the labels."
"Oh god, you think she noticed?"
"I know Denise did. Sometimes I think my daughter is too clever for her own boots."
"Or Miranda's boots you mean. Although that doesn't call for very much in the way of intelligence, just a healthy portion of arrogance and selfishness."
I got Eda's attention by calling out Moeder and she promptly attracted both Denise and her brother's attention, telling them to get out of the pool and greet their mother. There then followed a short exchange between Denise and Eda in Dutch that I won't repeat here. Suffice to say that Eda won the argument, then two rather reluctant children got out of the water and began to dry themselves as they slowly walked towards the newly arrived stranger.
Miranda put on a display worthy of an Oscar. Very loudly the children – and everyone else within a half-mile radius.Yeah well that may be a bit of an exaggeration but you know what I mean - were informed that it was my fault that she hadn't been able to get down to see the children before that day. Miranda studiously explained that because I had thrown her out, discarded her and no longer supported her financially she had to work to support herself.
At this point Karen let a loud and very artificial sounding cough. Both Eda and I smiled when she did so.
Miranda also informed the children that the journey from where she now lived to our new house was an extremely long and arduous one for her.
"Jesus Christ, Miranda, give over will you. I drove all the way down, all you did was moan and sleep." Karen's interruption of Miranda's diatribe, had unexpected consequences; both my children suddenly screamed "Aunty Karen!" in unison and raced across the lawn to throw their arms around her. A somewhat different, and far more enthusiastic greeting, than they had given their mother.



Miranda stood there aghast, and really didn't know what to say or do, the children's action making it very clear where their affections lay. But Karen sensing the delicacy of the situation, after kissing both children hello, promptly sent them back to their mother. Eda quickly then stepped in by suggesting to Denise that she took her mother on a tour of the gardens etcetera. Reinforcing the message with a few words in Dutch that I didn't quite catch. My Dutch is nothing like as good as the children's.
With a resigned expression on her face, Denise took her mother's hand and led her out of the walled garden.
Then something really odd happened that I wasn't expecting, well odd to my way of thinking anyway. I was still looking at the door in the wall that Miranda and the children had left by and by the time I'd I turned back to speak to Karen, she was no longer standing beside me. She and Eda were standing on the patio hugging each other, whilst chatting excitedly.
"Well I was going to introduce you two but you appear to have beaten me to it." I said when I joined them.
"Oh Eda and I are old friends!" Karen laughed. But then sensing my astonishment she went on to explain that though they had never actually met, they'd just got into the habit of talking to each other on the telephone every other week or so.
I have no idea what expression I had on my face, but Karen took it as a question.
"Oh Harry! You didn't think that I could leave it go, after you told me about your housekeeper Eda here, did you. And you had mentioned an engagement ring. Well I rang Alana..."
"Alana?"
"Alana Carter?"
"Yes, who else could I call down here?"
"You know Alana Carter, Karen?"
"Well kind-of. I needed someone to make sure that you and the children were all right when you first moved down here, and well... I'd met Alana and Ben at a party you and Miranda threw years ago. Denise's christening I think! It took me some time to find out Alana's phone number and then I asked her to tip me the wink if she thought you needed anything special."
An odd kind of smile came over Karen's face and I had to wonder what she defined as special. However, I also noted that she and Eda were looking directly into each other eyes and they both had similar expressions. I suppose what I can best describe as knowing expressions on their faces.
"Anyway Harry" Karen went on, "Alana told Eda who I was and we've sort-of kept in touch ever since." Karen grinned and then lent over and kissed Eda on the cheek. "God, you can't 'alf pick Harry, you've got yourself a wonderful wife here!"
"Thank you." Eda said then added to me. "I really can't understand how you let such a beautiful woman as Karen get away from you Harry?"
"Well, there was the problem of Miranda..." I started to say, but Karen interrupted me.
"What Harry's trying his hardest not to admit to me, Eda, is that he'd already been to Holland and seen you."
"That's not strictly true Karen and you know it!" I retorted. I had the feeling I'd lost all control of this conversation and it was going in directions I'd rather it didn't. I was getting a little embarrassed and flustered.
But suddenly both Eda and Karen had their arms around me and each of them, giggling as they did so, kissed me on the cheek at the same time.
"We're winding you up lover boy, remember we've both sampled your charms at one time or another." Karen whispered, so that Eda's children wouldn't hear.
Once again I had no idea what expression I had on my face, but whatever it was, Karen went on.
"And if you're wondering, no, I'm not jealous of Eda. You and I talked that one out a long time ago. I'm damned sure that if push came to shove, you... and Eda, would be there to offer me assistance if ever I need it in the future. But I'm well aware, and so is Eda, that I had my chance with you and Eda has your heart now. Eda's my friend, possibly a better one than you know who! Anyway, I'm here for both of you if you ever need me.
There followed a few moments silence of until Eda's son asked for a drink of squash. Him doing so, sort of broke the spell and Eda served up drinks for all of us.
About thirty minutes must have passed before Miranda and my children returned. I gathered they had given her an extensive tour of the house as well as our two and half acres of land. The children, with relieved expressions on their faces, almost immediately returned to splashing around in the pool with their stepsiblings.
Miranda refused Eda's offer of a soft drink or coffee, but accepted one of tea. I might be being unfair here, but Miranda had taken a very close look around when she'd returned. And well... I somehow suspect that she asked for tea purely because it had to be specially made. I could be being vindictive here, but I really do believe that Miranda enjoyed the idea that Eda had to get up from her seat and actually make the tea for her.
However she did manage a strangled "Thank you!" to Eda, when my wife handed the drink to her. Then the four of us sat in embarrassed silence for a considerable period of time. That's until Karen asked.
"So do I get a tour of the stately manor?"
Before I had a chance to move or even say anything, Eda was on her feet and literately started the grand tour, by describing the mess that the walled garden had been in when we started on it. Very soon - after stopping so that Eda could explain to Karen my plan to eventually rebuild the derelict greenhouse that stretched along one whole wall of the garden and then attempt to grow exotic fruits in it - the two women disappeared through a different door to the one the children and Miranda had used.
"I can't understand you, Harry! Why marry that Dutch tart? You were furious with me because I went with Sven, yet you said yourself that she did exactly the same as I did!"
"Wow hold up there Miranda? Don't you dare try to paint Eda with the same brush as yourself. Yes she did have a... short romance with lover boy, but what she did cannot be confused with your actions."
"Why not?"
"Well because for a start, Miranda, Eda and her husband were already in the final throws of their divorce, before she even met Sven! And what's more, Eda's husband walked out and deserted her and their children; somewhat similar behaviour to someone else's selfish actions who I could reach with a very short stick. And unlike that wife and mother who I could reach with that very same short stick, Eda let no one down, she hadn't resorted to having a sordid affair with a gigolo whilst she was still married."
"Now my wife and I have welcomed you here into our home today so that you can visit our children Miranda. But if you say one more word against my wife, I'll ask you to leave immediately, do you understand me?"
"You can't stop me from seeing my children!"
"Unlike you, I wouldn't dream of doing any such a thing, unless you tried to put silly ideas into their heads that is. But I could insist that you do not enter my home; you would have to take them out somewhere for a few hours. Oh and by the way, according to the court order you are only allowed to take them from this house, or out of my sight, for a maximum of four hours at a time."
"Only four hours?" Miranda gasped.
"Yeah well, you were hooked up with a foreign national, and well... my solicitor was watching my back for me. If you care to recall, you weren't exactly interested in the children at the time, your interests were more centred around money, so your legal people didn't bother to argue the point. And, just as a side point, my legal advisors tell me that as you've shown so little interest in seeing our children in the ensuing three years, that I could very easily have had your parental rights revoked! Something I haven't done or even contemplated by the way; well, up to now anyway."
"But if you don't show up to see them more often than you have done... Well, I do believe that Denise at least might start refusing to see you in future. She has her own legal representative now, you know."
"Why in heavens name would she need her own legal representative at her age?" Miranda demanded.
"To look after her welfare should anything happen to me. If I died suddenly then Denise and her brother with the court's assistance can effectively decide who they wish to live with. They've bonded very well with Eda so I imagine they'd want to stay with her. But I didn't want anyone to get the idea that by taking custody of the children that they would get their mucky little hands on any more of my money."
"Harry, you really don't think I would do that, do you?"
"In a word Miranda, yes! Karen might be willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but personally I wouldn't trust you as far as I could throw you. Now for the rest of the day I want you on your best behaviour. Just one more word, one out of place comment and I "will," throw you off of my property, do you understand me?"
"Yes!" Miranda replied. And much to my amazement, she suddenly turned back into the sweet – if not exactly loving towards me – woman that I'd married all those years before.
Epilogue
When she shows up nowadays, which isn't exactly what you could describe as often. Miranda arrives with presents for all of the children, Eda's two as well, she apparently dotes over the new baby and sort of plays kindly aunt Miranda to everyone. As I said though; not that I'd personally trust Miranda as far as I could throw her.
Karen brings young Benjie down to stay as regularly as clockwork, even more so lately because one of the guys at Carter's appears to have taken quite a shine to both of them. Eda and I are hopeful that things are going to go right for Karen and Benjie this time.
From what Karen implies, Miranda has shacked up with some guy, not that she's ever mentioned him to me or brought him down to meet the children yet. I'm not sure whether I should be jealous or pity the guy.
Life goes on.
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A Conversation Overheard
"Hi handsome! What's a nice guy like you doing hiding behind this pillar?"
"Hi Debbie. Same as you, watching his only daughter graduate."
"It's nice that they have the ceremony here in the Cathedral, isn't it? I suppose the University hasn't got a hall big enough to get everyone in at once."
"Adds some historical atmosphere in my opinion. The steel and glass of the Uni's new buildings are all right for them to study in; but a bit of the old gothic seems to add to these occasions, don't you think?"
"Oh yeah, I agree with you on that one Jim. Eh, Samantha not come with you today?"
"Sam's old news Debbie. We've been divorced what, seven ... nearly eight years now."
"Oh my, I'm sorry. Karla never said a word!"
"No reason to, I suppose. How are things with you and..."
"Don't ask, Jim. I found out he'd been doing the horizontal tango with his secretary five years ago."
"Christ, the little blond bit. Karla never said a word to me about that either. Bloody-hell, you let him get away with it for long enough though, didn't you?"
"What do you mean by that? Anyway, she was a brunette half his age and she'd only been married herself for about a year. Are you trying to tell me he was knocking off Rachel, that blond who used to work for him?"
"Oops sorry, I've got a big mouth sometimes."
"How would you know anyway?"
"Saw them in New York together, when we were over there some years ago on business. They looked, shall we say, more interested in each other than the client they were having lunch with."
"That's not much to accuse Phillip of cheating on."
"No, but bonking in the hotel's pool at three in the morning is!"
"What were you doing, spying on him?"
"I certainly was not. Sam always had this thing about doing it in semi public places, she'd taken one look at the Jacuzzi by the pool in that hotel and insisted that we tried it for size."
"So you are telling me that you saw my husband knocking off his secretary in New York ... what, it must have twelve years ago?
"More like sixteen Debbie!"
"Christ, and you never bothered to say anything to me?"
"Oh, come on Debbie, and what would you have said if I had told you?"
"I'd have said thanks, and kicked the bastard out."
"No you damn-well wouldn't have! You'd have challenged Phillip and he'd have accused me of lying. He'd accuse me of having a bad attack of sour grapes, because he'd won the prize. And what's more, you'd have believed him; you always did believe what others told you over anything that I said."
"Was I really that bad?"
"You married Phillip instead of the father of your child, didn't you?"
"Well, I had little choice, I had to get married or Karla would have been a ... well, born out of wedlock."
"But Phillip wasn't the only one, or the first to ask you to marry him, was he?"
"Oh come on Jimmy, you were a party animal, out on the town with a different girl every night."
"Is that really how you saw me?"
"How else am I meant to have seen you?"
"As a guy trying to make the girl who dumped him for no reason jealous."
"Oh god, what did you expect me to do, you were shagging Sheila Peters all the time you were supposed to be going with me."
"I was doing nothing of the kind. What the hell gave you that idea?"
"Phillip told ... bugger! I can see that in your face; he lied, didn't he?"
"Sure did Debbie, I gave Sheila Peters a lift to college and back every week because she lived in the next street to me. You knew that at the time."
"Yeah, but you went around her house some evenings."
"Every Monday evening until her father died. Shelia's dad and my father were in the forces together. John Peters lost his sight in the same mine explosion that crippled my father. Every Monday since I was old enough, I pushed my old man's wheelchair round to Sheila's house and the two old soldiers would talk war together, and my old man would read to John Peters. Poor bugger never did get the hang of Braille; nerve damage or something.
"When my father passed on, I went round there on my own every Monday and read to John Peters myself; it gave Sheila a break and allowed her one night she could go out, without feeling guilty."
"Why did you never tell anyone that you were doing that?"
"Why should I, what the hell has it got to do with anyone else? John Peters was my last connection with my father."
"So what about all those girls I saw you with, when I was out with Philip?"
"Most were Sheila's friends from college. Daphne would usually let us know where you and Philip were going."
"Daphne! Off course, she was always telling me that I was stupid not to take you up on your offer of marriage. I wonder why she never told me about..."
"About what?"
"No silly idea. I never told her or anyone I think, why I dumped you, foolish pride I suppose. God Jim, didn't we do some stupid things when we were young?"
"I don't know Debbie, we managed to create a wonderful daughter behind those bike sheds."
"Yeah she is beautiful isn't she?"
"Takes after her mother."
"But she definitely gets her brains from her father."
"What makes you say that?"
"Well her mother must have been as thick as a concrete block to let her father get away."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Exactly what I said Jim. I know we were young, but we were good together, you have to admit that?"
"Hey look girl, it weren't me who ended it."
"Yes, I know, and that's what I'm saying. I was a fool and I admit it!"
"Hey what's going on here? You two talking to each other and there's no bloodshed yet!"
"Oh darling I'm so proud of you. Come over here Karla, and give your mum a big hug. I saw your father skulking over here in the corner so I thought I'd come over and say hello."
"I wasn't skulking, my plane was late in and I didn't want disturb everyone by getting to my seat after the presentation ceremony had already started. Anyway I think I got a better view from beside this pillar.
"Now you dad, come on put that camera down for a minute and give your favourite daughter a big hug. Hmm that's nice, I've missed you. I'm so glad you could make it. You hinted that you were going to be tied up over there."
"I was funning you kiddo. You didn't really think I'd miss the most important day of my only daughters life, did you?"
"Well to be honest dad ... You knew mum was going to be here and ... well, usually you two try to avoid each other. That's what gave me such a shock to see the pair of you standing here chatting away like old friends."
"Come on Karla, we were never that bad."
"Dad, tell me the last time you and mother were in the same building together?"
"Er..."
"Don't bother dad; I'll tell you, ten years ago. When I was knocked down by that car and you were both asked to leave the hospital because you were blaming each other for the accident."
"Oh that was a misunderstanding about which of us was supposed to pick you up that night darling. I thought it was your father and he thought it was my turn."
"But that had nothing to do with me getting knocked down by that car though, did it? We'd gotten out of school early and I'd nipped across the road to talk to a friend without looking. It didn't matter who was collecting me that day I was in hospital with a broken leg before I was due to be picked up that day anyway."
"We both know that now Karla."
"Yes mother. But did either of you ever apologise to the other for all the names you called each other that day."
"Oh come on darling, today is the first time I've actually seen your father to talk to since."
"Touché mother, see that's always been your problem. You and daddy never have sat down and talked about anything. Argue, shout and scream at each other ... Oh boy, you're world champions at doing that. But actually talk to each other, I doubt you've done that since that day behind the school bike sheds."
"College bicycle sheds Karla, we weren't that young. Who told you about that anyway...? Oh Jimmy, you didn't?"
"Karla asked me and I couldn't see much point in lying to her about some of the most memorable afternoons of my life."
"That little grass knoll hidden behind those tatty old sheds was rather special wasn't it? Mind, it was a wonderful summer that year."
"You think so! Turned a bit sour for me when I got word that you and Phillip Jones were getting hitched."
"We've been there once today Jimmy. Please, I've admitted I made a mistake in believing anything that Phillip said, and possibly an even bigger one by marrying him. Let's try to leave the past in the past and enjoy Karla's day."
"Ah well now, that's the thing parents; the guys and I ... Well, we've got this party planned for later. Is there any chance you two could keep yourselves company this evening, after we've had dinner together that is?"
"Well we haven't come to blows so far Karla, so I suppose your mother and I could try to find something to do whilst you have a good time. But first I've got to find myself somewhere to sleep, I'm afraid I've been stuck in the States for a month and I didn't get a chance to book anywhere."
"Christ dad, you'll be lucky. There are nearly two thousand graduate's families, all in town together; hotel rooms are like ruddy gold dust. You'll be lucky to find a broom cupboard. Bugger, you'll have to camp out on the sofa in my flat."
"Don't be silly darling. I've got a family room at the Premier Inn, your father can use the single bed in there."
"Ooh ... hear that dad, sounds exciting; are you going to take mum up on her offer?"
"Behave yourself Karla, you're not too big for me to put over my knee, you know."
"Threats, threats; that's all I ever get out of him. Did he ever threaten to put you over his knee mother?"
"No, mores the pity. I get the feeling that our lives might have worked out a lot better if he had."
"What's that suppose to mean?"
"Well it could mean that I'll try to wind you up later and see if I can goad you into making that same threat to me. Then I might try to further goad you into carrying it out. And that might mean we wouldn't have to bother using the other bed in our room!"
"Hmm, have I been set up somehow?"
"I don't know yet dear, lets see what the night brings, shall we? We even might be able to make it a more memorable evening, than those afternoons we spent on the grass knoll behind the bike sheds!"
Life goes on
Note: This story has been submitted for posting on Literotica, with the author's permission.



        Attention

        Just a girl getting a guy's attention.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/attention

Title: Attention

Author: Denham_Forrest

Category: Romance

Description: Just a girl getting a guy's attention.

Tags: love story




Now I got this mate -- another writer -- who's into writing a lot of flash stories. So's I thinks to myself, "Yeah I'll have a go at writing a few!" Well I dreamt this tale up one night in bed and I had it figured that it would run to a couple of hundred words. Yeah well, it's a short, but it ran to over 4000! I don't think I'll be getting any stars for saying the most in the minimum quantity of words.
My thanks go to SH for her help with this little tale.
Attention
All things considered it had been a real good party actually. Not that I'd wanted to go because I hadn't been in the mood for enjoying myself for sometime by then. But seeing old friends and having the odd dance with a good looking woman can do wonders for your self-esteem; I'd kind of forgotten about that in the intervening year since I'd last attended one of the Mallory's shindigs.
Eventually eight months after the divorce was final some of my friends had persuaded me to turn up at one of their regular gatherings again. It felt a bit odd really, arriving without Tracy on my arm. But after I'd got past the "Hello stranger!" bit; I kinda settled into the swing of things, unless some unthinking bugger mentioned Tracy. Usually though, someone else would rapidly come up with another topic of conversation, so the ubiquitous pregnant pause wouldn't last for more than a few seconds anyway.
It wasn't like I missed Tracy's presence during the party itself -- unless as I said some bugger mentioned her name -- because when she was with me, she would usually have been off with her friends, dancing and gossiping, whilst I either got conned into Barbie duty or maybe I'd be chewing the cud with the guys, about last weekends game.
Well, I'd always assumed that Tracy was dancing and gossiping with the girls when she disappeared at those dos. I'd been your typical dumb blind husband until the day that Stephanie Mallory burnt her hand quite badly on the Barbie. John Mallory told me that I'd find their first aid kit in the spare back bedroom upstairs. At the time I'd thought that it was a stupid place to keep a first aid kit myself, but John explained to me later that it kept it out of the children's reach. Anyway I dashed up the stairs and rushed into John and Stephanie's spare bedroom to find that it wasn't as unoccupied as it should have been.
My Tracy, and Phillip Turner were in the process of giving the bedsprings a bloody good energetic work out.
Yeah well, John Mallory took it quite well really. Although he was really annoyed about having to have his pool drained, so that they could ensure they'd found all the pieces of broken glass. Although I'll give you, he did refuse to let me pay for the window that Phil Turner made his escape through. You know, I do believe that John made Phil Turner pay for the thing. I'm sure someone told me that.
Yeah well, Phil Turner didn't stop to open the latch did he? Or, to put his clothes on after he'd climbed out of John's pool, before legging it from the garden.
Indecent exposure the police charged him with, after several of the ladies present made formal written complaints.
I do believe that nearly everyone took my side, and I sometimes wonder how bad Stephanie's burn really was? And maybe, exactly how long that first aid kit had been living in the Mallory's spare bedroom? Still these, along with the uncertainty of exactly how long Tracy and Turner had been getting it on behind my back? Are questions that I will never learn the answers too.
The divorce didn't take all that long really. Yeah Tracy came up with all the "It was the first time and a big mistake that I will regret for the rest of my life" arguments. But that didn't stop her shacking up with Turner before our divorce was even final.
Yeah well, Joan Turner weren't going to stand for that kind of behaviour anymore than I was. She threw Phil out on his ear the following morning. With the assistance of some of the guys from our crowd, so I'm told.
I wasn't asked to assist that morning, because at the time there was some conjecture about whether Turner had jumped thought that window, or ... well okay, whether I'd thrown him through the bloody thing.
Shit, I really didn't realise that the pool was almost directly bellow that window; I'd never been in that bedroom before.
Anyway, I sort of withdrew into myself for a few months after that night. I probably kept myself to myself out of embarrassment, more than anything else. Shit, pissed-off with the bitch I might be, but I have to admit that Tracy was ... and still is, one of the best looking women in our circle of friends. Only from what I gather, she is no longer a member of our circle of friends and neither is Phil Turner.
Maybe, I didn't feel quite so bad, when I heard that Tracy and Turner had split up again within months. At first I figured that Tracy discovered that a roll in the hay with Turner, was more fun than living with the arsehole. But the word is, that Tracy found Turner knocking off the daughter of the people who lived in the flat below the one they were sharing.
I'm not quite sure where Tracy is living now, but I know where Phil Turner is now residing. That girl from the flat below, turned out to be a fourteen-year-old who could easily be mistaken for a young lady a good few years older. Hey, that's life for the unwary philanderer nowadays.
Still, I didn't intend to tell you about all that. I was trying to explain why I hadn't attended any of those parties for some considerable period of time, and how come, I finished up in the predicament I found myself in that night.
Most everyone at the party had tried to make me feel at home, even if I really was wishing that I were somewhere else. John and Stephanie had invited a few more single women than usual. I do believe with the intention that I might hit it off with one of them. There were a couple who I could have been attracted to, but I'm afraid that my confidence in women -- and myself -- had taken a bit of a hit at that time.
Even women I'd have flirted with -- in a friendly way -- in the past -- you know, wives of friends who I had a particularly good rapport with -- I tried to stay at arms length from. Christ, I was a single man again by then, and I wouldn't like a mate to get the idea that I actually might do a "Phil Turner" on him. Shit, let's not go there!
Consequently what dancing I did that evening, was with the unattached females. Including Stephanie's mother, and her divorced sister Marie.
Marie had been around for sometime by then. She'd moved to town with her two little ones after she'd divorced her husband. I've no idea why, I had never thought to ask her about her divorce or her move back to town. Anyway, at every gathering that we'd both attended, Marie had always come to hunt me out for at least one dance.
Actually she was a fun person, who had a whole string of admirers following her around with their tongues hanging out. Marie told me she enjoyed dancing with me because she never had to ... well, keep control of the situation.
"That's the biggest problem I've had since my divorce." She'd said with a smile one evening. "Some guys think that because I'm a divorcée, then I have to be missing it! And therefore I must be an easy lay."
"Umm." Had been the extent of my reply.
"I'm not Harry. I'm looking for a man who will cherish my two girls and me. Someone who is handsome and reliable, like you!" She'd gone on.
I kinda figured that the drink had got to Marie that particular evening. Hey, I had actually warned her that she should lay off the juice a little, or some bugger might get her drunk one night and ... well, take advantage of her.
"It would take a special man to drink me under the table Harry!"
"Marie, there're such things as date rape drugs nowadays you know?"
"Might not be so bad if it was the right bloke, but I couldn't be that lucky." She'd grinned back at me.
I can't remember where the conversation went after that. Most likely Tracy turned up to claim me. There was always something strange about the way Tracy would appear as if out of the woodwork, whenever Marie and I started dancing together or talking.
Anyway Marie, did find me that evening and she actually introduced me to her and Stephanie's mother. I thought that a little odd at the time because ... well the old lady was kinda out of place amongst our age group, and previously she had always watched over the children, even John and Stephanie's, who would be farmed out to her house on party nights.
That particular evening the old lady seemed to be everywhere that I was and I finished up dancing with her two or three times. Another odd thing that evening, was that whenever I did dance with the old girl -- to be polite -- Marie would turn up and come to my rescue.
And yet another odd thing was that both Stephanie and Marie kept on pumping me --somewhat nervously -- about what the old girl and I had been discussing. I told them that it was nothing important because mostly the old girl had been asking about my life and me. Well, up until Tracy had come into the picture anyway. She appeared to understand that Tracy was a part of my life that I no longer wanted to remember. Mind you, she also told me that Marie's ex-husband had been a real ... Well she didn't call him an arsehole, but that's what she inferred. I kinda had it figured that the old girl might be getting a little senile or something, or maybe -- heaven forbid -- randy in her old age. Hey no, I ain't the type to go after old ladies, although I must say, she does wear her years well.
I supposed about half twelve was the earliest that I could get away with slipping out of the party. Any earlier and the Mallory's would have thought that I was being a party-pooper. But I had showed up and circulated and that was what they'd been bugging me to do.
Really I had to admit that it was a mistake to have taken my car that evening. But in the past either Tracy or I would have been the designated driver and laid off the alcohol. As it was, I'd gone easy but I was surely well over the legal limit to drive. Better judgement would have been to leave the car and take a taxi, but my judgement hadn't been too good for sometime by then. Well, I'd married Tracy hadn't I?
Maybe I should have spotted that something was wrong, when the interior light didn't come on when I opened the car door. But as the thing had played up in the past, I just ignored it with a curse or two.
I chose the back roads as my route on the five-mile journey home and drove very carefully, for obvious reasons. I was far less likely to run across a bored policeman on those dark country lanes.
Really I wasn't far short of arriving at my house when I became aware that I wasn't alone in the car. I either heard a low moan or a movement of some kind in the back of the car caught my attention; frightening the life out of me.
Because I could see nothing back there in the rear-view mirror, I gently pulled to the side of the road. Then dived out of the car a quickly as I could. Okay an extreme reaction you might think, but what with all the muggings and car hijackings you hear about in this day and age, I thought it a prudent measure.
Seeing no movement and nothing untoward from my position, sitting in the road, I regained my feet and peered into the darkness of the rear of the car. With no moon that night or interior or streetlights, I could see sweet FA back there.
Feeling a complete prune I climbed back in the car, after quickly glancing around to see if anyone had witnessed my idiotic behaviour. Mind I still wasn't completely convinced that I hadn't heard something back there.
So -- the courtesy light still not playing ball, after I'd fiddled with the bleeding thing -- I retrieved the emergency torch I keep in there, from the glove box, and cautiously turned around in my seat to inspect the rear of the vehicle. And boy, did I get a bloody shock!
The torches beam first fell upon a pair of naked feet then naked legs, then I slowly moved it along the extremely shapely (naked) torso attached to them, until it finally fell upon Marie's enchanting -- if unconscious -- face.
Once I'd recovered from the initial shock of finding her there, my mind went into overdrive. I called her name and then reached back to shake her; but Marie was out cold.
For a few moments my mind was in turmoil, until I realised what must have happened. Marie must have eventually fallen foul of some twisted individuals evil plan.
"How many times had I warned her that it might happen?" I asked myself. I really couldn't remember; but it looked to me like my prediction had finally been proved correct!
Correct I might have been, but in fact I was left with almighty big problem.
The first thing I should have done, was have called the police and an ambulance. But if I did that ... well, no matter in which order I did them, I was going to end up being breathalysed and certainly banned from driving for a while. That, I couldn't afford to have happen!
I'd probably end up being blamed for assaulting and most probably, raping Marie as well. Christ she was inside my car that had been locked when I parked it, how would I be able to explain that way?
If I'd spotted her before I'd got in the bloody thing, well that I might have been able to get away with. But I was four miles from the Mallory's place on a quiet back lane in the middle of bloody nowhere, and not on a logical route from the Mallory's to my house. Unless you're intentionally attempting to avoid being seen.
I couldn't even risk driving back to the Mallory's house, because ... well, how was I going to explain that Stephanie's sister was lying across the back seat of my car stark naked, and had been for some time, by then.
"Shit, where were her clothes anyway?" I asked myself looking around the car in panic.
Actually my options were extremely limited. On reflection, I realised that all I could do was drive home slowly and carefully and put Marie to bed there until she recovered. Then hopefully, she'd remember who she'd been drinking with just before she passed out. If she didn't, then I'd have to try to convince her that I'd had nothing to do with the condition she would find herself in, and that I'd just found her "naked" in the back my car.
Yeah well, it was the best plan I could come up with at the time!
Marie let out a couple of moans as I extracted her from the rear seat and carried her into the house. Unconscious or not, she made things a little easier by wrapping her arms around my neck and loosely holding on as I lifted her. I assumed that must have been some kind of reflex action or something.
I had to place her on my own bed -- the only one made up -- and then covered her nakedness with the duvet. But not without wondering how she'd kept her figure so well, and after carrying her twins as well.
I will admit that I was kinda tempted to take yet another look, after I'd switched on the light in the room. But thankfully my manners prevailed in that respect.
It was as I was sneaking out of the bedroom, that Marie started to cough and almost choke. I realised that this was because she was lying on her back.
"Shit!" I thought, "If she's sick and chokes during the night. I'm going to be in even deeper trouble than I am now."
Returning to the bed, I carefully manoeuvred her into the recovery position, then covered her with the duvet again.
But before I got to the door the second time, Marie groaned and rolled onto her back yet again.
Three times I went through that rigmarole, before I realised that I was trapped in that bloody bedroom with her, until she recovered consciousness. I had really no choice, but to climb onto the bed beside her -- on top of the duvet by the way -- and wait until she woke-up.
Sometime during the night sleep obviously got the better of me and I must have drifted off myself.
Then quite suddenly I realised that I was being I awoken in a manner that I had become very "unaccustomed" to, since my divorce. Yeah well, there was no mistaking the fact a little mate of mine, was getting somewhat excited about being in a rather wet and warm place.
I opened my eyes with a start, to see Marie -- still naked -- kneeling over me with her head rising and falling.
"Er Marie." Was just about the only thing I could think of to say.
Yeah all right. If I'm being honest, I might have said, "Aaaaaah! Marie!!!!!"
She twisted her head and looked at me, with smiling eyes. Well, she couldn't smile with her mouth could she?
Anyway, although I did try to bring the encounter to an early end, I have to admit that I didn't try very hard. There are times when a man just knows that he really shouldn't interrupt a lady when she's at her labours.
Ah yeah, another thing, at the time I never thought to question exactly how and when my trousers and underpants had disappeared. I kinda had other things on my mind, or rather my mind was completely blank for a while. The little smiles that Marie kept throwing my way telling me, that she was in the driving seat for the time being at least.
Marie didn't bring me too completion; quite suddenly she stopped her labours, sat up and then swung her leg over me and impaled herself. Then she began to move herself in little circles interspersed with gentle little up and down motions.
"Can't have you having all the fun to yourself Harry. I thought you'd never get around to making a move. How many times did we do it last night, anyway?"
"We didn't Marie. On my way home, I found you unconscious and naked on the back seat of my car." I informed her.
"Oh yeah, and I'm going to believe that?" Marie said stopping all movement for a few seconds. But then she smiled and began moving again, but a little more subtly.
"It's the truth Marie. I've warned you to watch who kept you supplied with drinks at those parties before."
"And I somehow miraculously flew from the back of your car, into your bed?"
"No, I carried you in here! What was I supposed to do, leave you out there to freeze? Besides what would the neighbours say if you'd woken up this morning and started strolling around my garden naked, in a drunken haze?"
"Hmm, so what you are saying is, that I should stop what I'm doing now, at this minute, and go have a shower."
"Hey now Marie. let's not go doing anything hasty here; did I say anything of the kind. I'm just trying to explain that I would not have taken advantage of you like I fear that some bugger did last night."
"No I kinda figured you wouldn't. So we know now how I came to be in your bed, even if we're not so sure about how come, you ended up in here with me. What now? Does one of us get out or...?"
"Or, I think, Marie."
"Goody! Lets get back to the important stuff then, I've been going without a damned sight longer than you have!" She grinned at me, before leaning down and clamping her lips onto mine.
Things kinda took on a life of their own after that, and it was well gone two in the afternoon, before we finally made it into the shower, together.
"No, I don't think he has a clue! Christ the trouble I had not giggling last night." -- "Oh great, and a real gentleman. I knew I was right about Harry right from the beginning; he never tried to lay a hand on me, except to carry me into the house." -- "Christ Steph, I had to ... well I found a way to get him going this morning." -- "Yeah, he can't wait to meet the twins. Honestly sis, I told you he's going to make the perfect husband and father for my girls" -- "Does that matter, I love him and I'm sure that I'll have him loving me before very much longer. In the meantime, I don't think Harry's going to run away in a hurry."
Whilst I made some coffee, Marie had used the telephone in the lounge to call her sister. An I discovered that I could hear -- through the serving hatch -- every word she said as Marie explain where she'd disappeared to the previous evening.



I must say that she was quite surprised and dropped the telephone when -- on reappearing in the lounge -- I grabbed hold of her, manhandled her over my knee and then tanned her naked backside for her.
Oh, Marie was looking very sexy dressed in one of my shirts like they used to do in Hollywood films to suggest that the female star was naked underneath. But in Marie's case of course she was naked, that made thing a little easier.
"What was that for?" Marie asked after I'd released her and she'd rolled from my lap onto the floor, nursing her sore behind with one hand, whilst supporting herself with the other.
"That, young lady, is for scaring the shit out of me last night. You had to be more sober than I was, to have acted so well. So you could have driven the bloody car home! And secondly I was really concerned that you had been raped and that your assailant might have given you something nasty."
"But you never stopped me this morning!"
"Desire can overrule logical thought sometimes Marie. Anyway, how did you get into the car in the first place?"
"Stephanie stole your spare car keys, when they came round here last week to insist that you came to the party."
"And that pantomime last night, planned was it?"
"Well, if you didn't rise to the bait at the party, I was supposed to hide in the back of your car and surprise you when you left to come home. We were a little worried that mother might have let on; she really didn't approve. But while I was waiting for you to come out, I thought I'd put on a bit of a special show for you.
"I honestly never thought about pretending to be unconscious until you got in the car and didn't spot me sitting there. Then, shall we say things got completely out of hand, I was playing a game and just didn't know when to stop?"
"Your clothes?"
"Stuffed down the back of the car seat and in the centre arm rest thingy."
"hmm, well for your information, just your presence in the car would have sufficed.
"So you really do like me? You never really flirted with me like you did Stephanie and the others."
"I was married back then Marie, and so was Steph, not only that but John is one of my best friends and I knew he wouldn't get jealous."
"And why not me?"
"You were available, so therefore, as a married man I couldn't show more than a passing interest in you."
"And now?"
"Lets say that you have filled a void in my life and I believe that very shortly, I'll be asking you and the twins to move in here permanently."
"How shortly?"
"How about, yesterday!"
Marie scrabbled around on the floor until she located the telephone from were it had had fallen.
"Steph are you still there, did you here that? Well hold on to the clothes delivery girl, he's twigged it. I think I've got some more work to do here this afternoon, so I won't be needing them until much later."
Stephanie obviously said something back to Marie, who looked up at me and winked.
"By the look of it, much, much later sister. I think you might have to put the twins to bed at your place tonight!"
Life goes on.
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The Price of Fame
Chapter 01
I suppose it was funny how it all started up again really. Stella, actually Rhoda Steel my literary agent. Just about everyone called her Stella — read Stealer - because she was so hard when it came to negotiating spin-offs, film contracts and the like, from her stable of writers' successful novels. Although some of us authors suggested (in jest) that she'd got the nickname for ripping off as much of our money as she could in her commissions.
Anyway Stella had insisted that I go along with her to a party on some friend of hers - Norman Stanley's - yacht.
This guy Norman, I do believe, must have had a soft spot for Stella, and perhaps she was trying to cultivate him as her fifth - or maybe it was her sixth husband. Shit, Stealer had been married so many times; I'd bet that even she has trouble remembering them all. Whatever the prune had money spilling out of his ears and I'm pretty sure that Stella was hoping to take a great chunk of it off of him in the divorce settlement. Yeah, you get the idea of what kind of a woman Rhoda Steel is.
Anyway Stella had persuaded me to attend this damned party, so that her current mark could show me off to all his friends. As the author of four successful novels — two extremely lucrative, one being made into a film; the other still being at the centre of a bidding war between TV and film companies at the time — I was considered hot stuff in the "look who I have as a friend" game.
To be honest, I didn't consider myself a celebrity or enjoy being in the public eye very much. I'm just someone who enjoys writing for the fun of writing and — if I'm being honest - how much cash it put in the bank, so I can live the life I've always wanted to. Not for the fame, but for fortune. But sometimes - no matter how much you dislike it - you have to become involved in the marketing side of things just a little and these being seen in the right places things are all part of that pantomime.
Norman - the millionaire's - yacht was anchored off in the bay, so Stella and I were ferried out to the thing in a swish launch. Damn it, if that bloody tender wasn't bigger than the boat that my father and I used to sail around the Isle-of-Wight most summer weekends when I was a kid.
Climbing the gangway stairs we were met by an immaculately dressed crew-member who led us - very formally - up a companionway to an upper lounge area that opened out onto a large awning covered deck. Liberally sprinkled around were sun-loungers, tables and chairs etc; where a nefarious collection of posers, Hooray Henries, rich businessmen and minor celebrities - like myself - were milling around drinking Champagne and the like.
The most important people there — to my mind at least and if I'm being totally honest, probably the main reason I'd agreed to attend the bloody party in the first place — were the collection of eye candy that this particular host was famous for having at these parties on his yacht.
In the gossip columns they were reputed to run around serving the drinks in the skimpiest bikinis ever made. It was also routinely insinuated that once the boat was out of sight of land, most of them - if not all - discarded the upper portions of their apparel. The magazines and papers had even hinted that some of these beauties had been known to finish up sans bikinis altogether on occasion. And there had been veiled suggestions of the odd orgy or two; not that I was into that kind of thing.
Of course it shouldn't be necessary for me to point out that it should be taken into account that reporters will write just about anything that they can get away with, to get their by-line into a newspaper. And some folks who crave notoriety will acquiesce to almost any twisting of the true facts, to gain some publicity.
Me? Well, like most men I just loved to look at beautiful nubile forms. I said look, and that should not be implied to mean anything else; I'm extremely choosy about who I take into my bed with me. In this day and age you can't be careful enough, what with all that there is to catch out there. And of course there are those young women — and men I'll add — who are only too happy to gain notoriety — not counting copious amounts of cash - by selling their "kiss and tell" stories to the gutter press.
Norman our host — a short, not very handsome tubby man in his early fifties - rushed over to meet us as we gained the deck, greeting Stella with an enthusiastic kiss, before welcoming me aboard and then beginning to introduce us to a whole collection of wankers who held little or no interest for me whatsoever. However I believe that at the time I made a pretty good job of feigning some passing interest in them. Even if my eyes were looking at them, my mind was straying — using my peripheral vision - around some of the other people on the deck.
So whilst these introductions were going on, I have to admit that I was struggling to keep my eyes on the person that I was being introduced to; there did appear to be copious amounts of much more interesting and nubile flesh around to look at.
A small group, who almost immediately caught my eye, were several females - nominally dressed in tiny triangles of cloth and bits of string that I suppose were meant to be bikinis — who appeared to be together in a little clique. Oh, there were several other small groups of people dotted about the deck, but this group caught my eye because two of them had their backs turned towards us, or should I say me; because that was the distinct feeling that I had. Maybe my unconscious mind had seen the two rapidly turn around as Stella and I had stepped from the companionway. The other point was that almost everyone else on the deck — probably because we were the new arrivals - appeared to be looking in our general direction.
As our host introduced the next little group of boring people to Stella and myself, I moved slightly so that I could look between a couple and watch the little clique more directly. I said boring because for the most part I had taken it as read that I was going to find almost the whole day boring, except of course for the time I could devote to perving the eye candy.
There were five of them altogether. The most obvious point to make about them is that the two blonds with their backs to us were a lot paler skinned than the others, who had obviously been enjoying the Mediterranean sun on their nubile bodies for a considerably longer period of time. I very much suspected that the two paler girls were newcomers to the local scene.
Look, all five women had fashionable suntans, but for some reason I suspected that the odd two's tans most likely came from a bottle, or artificial sun bed, somewhere a lot less sunny than the south of France.
Anyway the other thing that caught my eye was that the two with their backs to me could easily have been mistaken for being naked. I noted that from the rear those particular bikinis looked like nothing more than pieces of very thin string or tape tied in a bow on each hip just bellow waist level, with another length of string disappearing between the cheeks of their rather perfectly shaped arses.
Another piece of string or tape appeared to be tied around their upper back obviously supporting the small triangles of skin coloured material — plainly visible on the three girls who were facing me - that were only just managing to cover their nipples. There were also supports for those triangles that were around the back of the girls' necks, but they all had flowing locks of blond hair so they couldn't be seen from the rear.
All five girls appeared to be talking at once with the three facing my way glancing at me several times. I got the impression that they were arguing — or at least having a disagreement - about something. As I watched, one of the two pale skinned blonds took a quick look in my direction and for an instant our eyes locked; then she quickly turned back to her friend and said something to her. The second girl vigorously shook her head, before she let out at a run towards a doorway at the other side of the lounge area and disappeared from sight. She was promptly followed by the other paler skinned blond.
The other three were still standing there like dummies, looking at the doorway that their friends had just exited through, when a sleazy looking guy in shorts and a tee shirt who I hadn't noticed before approached them. There followed a short but very animated conversation, before he took a quick glance in Stella's and my direction. Seeing me watching him, he gave me a tentative smile and a little nod on his head, then turned back to talk to the three girls again; I got the feeling he was giving some kind of a lecture to them.
Suddenly the three girls switched from "concerned about friends" into "eye candy" mode. The expression on their faces turning into those kind of false smiles that tells you that they are being paid to be there. After that, the little group broke up, the girls strutting their stuff and pushing out their implants for everyone to admire. The sleaze took another quick look in my direction before exiting by the same door that the two pale skinned blonds had gone through.
"Cute arse!" Stella said to me quietly, "You fancy some of that, I'm sure you can have some later if you like?"
"Sorry?" I replied, feigning ignorance of what Stella was referring to and pretending that I hadn't been staring at the scantily clad young women.
"That sexy little blond you were watching. I'll get Norm to introduce you if you like. I hear that some of them are willing to earn a few bob on the side, if you know what I mean. But then again, you might be able to sweep her off her feet with your charm," Stella gave a kind of muffled giggle. "And with those rugged looks of yours, with any luck you might get her for nothing."
I did have a bit of a reputation of being a loner and appearing rather aloof most of the time. I'll admit that it was a persona I'd created on purpose, and for personal reasons. For some years by then, I'd preferred my own company.
"Damn it, Stella, what are you blabbering on about?"
"Duncan, it wouldn't hurt your reputation any to be seen around with a floozy on your arm now and again. And a good shagging might make you a little more personable as well. You can be a real killjoy on occasion, you know."
Duncan - yeah, you noticed the bloody name, did you? It was Stella's idea for me to use the name of my main detective character, Duncan King, as my pen name. I must admit that it did help me keep a low profile for a few years around where I lived. The trouble was that, now I had become famous, every bugger in the world knew me as Duncan fucking King.
"Stella, I'm not a miserable arsehole. I just enjoy my privacy. I like to keep my private life out of the bleeding newspapers."
"Yeah, I know, but you don't have to appear as if you're bloody celibate. For Christ's sake, some bleeding muckraker is bound to suggest that you're a bleeding doughnut shitter or something before very much longer. You know what the Sunday papers are like."
"Do you have to be so bloody crude, Stella? Anyway everyone knows that I'm not a bleeding poof."
"Makes no difference to a reporter, Duncan, you should know that by now. If they can sell a story by insinuating that you're gay, they will. They'll say that just because your private detective Duncan King fucks any bit of skirt he can get his dick near. That doesn't prove that you swing the same way. If anything they'll claim it's a bleeding smoke screen."
"Besides I can't understand you anyway! Why, you can't take your eyes off of those little tarts' tits, but you never bother to take up what's on offer. Most likely half of those little sluts who drool over you at those book signings, would jump into your bed with you, if you gave them half a chance; but to my knowledge, you haven't shagged a one of them."
"Can I help it if I'm cautious, Stella? I have no intention of doing a Beckham and then having some tart make a mint out of selling the story of our tryst to the Sunday rags. Besides that, there's all sorts of nasties out there that you can pick up from casual sex nowadays."
I thought Stella suddenly looked a little embarrassed as she replied, "Yeah, I suppose you do have a point there." Then she went uncommonly quiet for Stella for a couple of minutes. The thought crossed my mind that maybe wonder-woman had possibly come unstuck with one of her many liaisons in the past.
Stella soon wondered off to find Norm again, no doubt trying to snag the old sod. But with Norman's penchant for young and scantily dressed women, I personally thought that good old Norm was one guy who wouldn't end up paying Stella an exorbitant divorce settlement.
It could only have been five minutes or so later that I spotted the sleaze reappearing on the deck, followed by the blond who'd locked eyes with me. I was talking to some young would-be actor guy and his agent at the time, so I don't think the sleaze or the young blond realised that I had noticed that they had both taken a good look in my direction as they'd come back out onto the deck.
The fact that Stella was no longer in close proximity to myself was the final piece of evidence that I needed to convince me that the blonde's hurried departure from the gathering had been prompted by my arrival. My problem was, I couldn't figure out who she was or why she would run away on sight of me as she had.
For the next hour or so I circulated. Making short but courteous conversation with some of the other guests and watching several of the dolly birds cavorting with a couple of guests in the yacht's small pool. I counted getting-on-for a dozen of the young women altogether; some were serving drinks, the others either sunbathing, or cavorting in the pool. All of them had very 'fit' bodies and were clad in those identical flesh coloured and very minuscule bikinis; the odd thing was that they all had long blonde hair.
"Wigs!" A woman called Helen Carpenter - who bore a somewhat striking resemblance to the actress Diana Rigg when she'd played Emma Peel — informed me when I commented on the fact to her and her husband John. "Haven't you noticed that it's only those four, who I suspect are natural blondes who are going into the pool. All the others' hairstyles are so similar that they must be wigs."
"Oh, I never thought of that. What made you notice?"
Helen smiled at me. "I'd have thought that the great detective Duncan King would have spotted that as well; after all John and I are in the same line of work."
"Oh, you're writers?"
"No, Duncan, John and I are recovery agents. Although some people tend to class us as private detectives, like the great Duncan King."
"Ah, now, there you have it; what's in a name? Duncan King might be a smart-arsed detective. But I'm afraid that Warren Price is just a humble author who has to do a hell of a lot of research before Duncan gets his man. My agent over there, Rhoda Steel, thought it was a good idea that my first book should bear the by-line of its main character and I've been stuck with the bloody name ever since. Well, for all the Duncan King novels, at least."
"Oh, my, which do you prefer, Warren or Duncan?"
"Everyone knows me as Duncan King now. It just causes unnecessary confusion when anybody uses my real name."
"Well, in that case, Duncan, would you care to explain why that young lady did a runner the moment you stepped on board? Is she an old flame or something?"
"Honestly, Helen, I have no idea; I didn't even get a look at her face. I've only dated a couple of blondes in my life and I'm sure that she's neither of them; they were both gold diggers and I'm bloody sure they would have run in the opposite direction." I smiled back at her.
"She's probably not a blonde, Duncan, otherwise why the wig?" John Carpenter pointed out.
"That's a point that I hadn't considered; but there's no other women that I know intimately who would run around dressed like that in public."
"Well, whoever she is, I would suggest that it's quite possible that you wouldn't have expected to see her running around dressed as those girls are, Duncan," Helen said, "And what's more likely, she didn't expect to see you here today either, and she was embarrassed about the way that she was dressed. She definitely did not want you to see her dressed that way in public."
At that point Stella arrived at our side and apologised to John and Helen for interrupting us, then dragged me off to talk to some producer who was in the bidding war for the film rights to my latest book.
To be honest, except for saying hello to the wanker, I said very little to him; Stella did most of the talking, dropping the names of other producers and TV companies into the conversation whenever she could, and vague hints on how much other people were offering for the cinematic rights.
Whilst the conversation was going on I spent most of my time watching the coast of France disappear over the horizon. Then the thought struck me that it was when the yacht was out of sight of the coast that the rumours claimed the dolly birds went sans bikinis. I was to learn later that like most rumours, although based on a little fact, most of the rumour was untrue.
Yeah, during the day there were a couple of instances where the girls cavorting around in the pool had the odd accident with those tiny bikini bras; but no more than would be expected around any pool if the females were wearing such tiny bikinis. Jesus, I'd seen more nipples than I saw that day on Southsea beach on an August Bank Holiday Monday as a kid.
Anyway as I'd turned my attention back from the horizon to the pool area, I'd noted that John and Helen Carpenter were talking to two of the bikini clad dolly birds. Helen looked up at me, gave me a smile and raised her eyebrows. I gathered this was a signal, and it was supposed to tell me something, but I had no idea what. What kind of facial expression I gave Helen in return, I have no idea; I believe that I was trying to express confusion. Whatever Helen smiled again and winked at me then returned to talking to the two girls, one of whom also took a quick glance in my direction.
"Christabelle, ring any bells?" Helen said with a giggle, when she joined me at the yacht's rail a few minutes later.
"Pardon."
"The runner. She's calling herself Christabelle. She and her friend arrived out here a couple of days ago. They're part of a dance troop or something and they came along today to make up the numbers; apparently some of the usual girls Norman has along on these shindigs are sick - food poisoning or something. Anyway I doubt that Christabelle is her real name. The same as yours isn't Duncan King."
"Stands to reason, but I still have no idea who she is or why she did a runner."
"Oh, well, apparently she knows you extremely well, and she referred to you as Warren; almost had a heart attack when you appeared on deck."
I'm not sure whether Helen read something in my facial expression or not, but she went on.
"It was all the other girls could do to stop her trying to swim ashore. Anyway she's hiding in one of the cabins now and refuses to come out. Norman and that Prat agent who supplies the girls are furious. He's the dance troop agent locally as well and, from what the other girls say, he's planning on firing Christabelle toot sweet."
"Do we know what cabin?" The penny had finally dropped; there was only one person that I could think of who would unconsciously refer to me as Warren.



"No, not yet. We thought you'd be interested to know though so John's trying to discover that now. You have any idea as to who she is?"
"To be honest with you, Helen, there's only one person that I can think of that it could be. But her name isn't Christabelle, and when I knew her, she wasn't a dancer. She left me to become a model."
"Left you?"
"Yeah, it's all a bit complicated really."
My mind began to drift back into places I'd have preferred it not to go.
-------------------------------------------------
Chapter 02
When I met Duncan, he had been just one of the other guys on the creative writing course I'd taken. At the time I didn't plan to be an author. It was just a course that was going; it was free and it took up a couple of evenings during the week. Back in those days most folks would have considered me a geek. I was nothing to write home about in the looks department and I'd never had much luck with girls.
Consequently I'd gotten into the habit of spending too much time sitting in pubs drinking alone. One evening I'd sat and watched some geezer drink himself into oblivion and realised that if I didn't pull my socks up, I could be watching myself in a few years time. I decided I needed to find something to do other than pour alcohol down my throat every night.
So from the perspective of someone looking for something other to do than sitting in a pub drinking myself silly, the writing course had looked like a good idea. There'd obviously be plenty of homework that would take up even more of my free time and would be a good excuse not to drink.
Duncan and I hit it off together right away. Although already a pretty accomplished writer he was another geek, and he didn't fit in that well with the rest of the class either; so we kind-a teamed up. We got on so well in fact that before very long we were hanging around together quite a lot of the time outside of the writing class.
I soon learnt that he had a twin sister; he talked about her quite a lot really, although I wasn't to meet her until the funeral. Actually sometimes I thought that Duncan's only knowledge of girls came from his life with Aileen. Truthfully Duncan appeared to be even shyer around females than I was at the time.
Over the next year or so, Duncan and I became great friends. I went back to his hometown with him and met his parents, and he got to know my family as well. I'd always been a bit of a loner and as time went by I gathered that so had Duncan.
About the only real difference between the two of us was that Duncan rode around on a little motorbike, whereas I'd always driven a car.
I'll explain. My elder brother had been killed in a motorcycle accident when I was very young, and my parents — especially my mother — were paranoid that the same thing would happen to me. So I only rode a motorcycle long enough to get a full licence. Then at eighteen and with my father's help, I'd bought my first car.
Duncan and I had been friends for maybe two years when it happened. I went round to his digs one evening to pick him up and discovered that he hadn't arrived home from work that evening. I'm not sure if it was a premonition or not, but I knew that something disastrous had happened.
Backtracking the route Duncan would have taken home from work, I came across the policemen measuring up the scene of the accident. Duncan had not stood a chance, when some prat had pulled out of a side road without seeing him coming on his motorcycle.
It fell to me to read the eulogy at Duncan's funeral. I think I said all the right things and I tried to explain how much I was going to miss his company, probably for the rest of my life. By the time of his death, Duncan had become the closest friend that I have ever had, except maybe for Aileen.
The first time Aileen and I spoke to each other was at the wake that was held at her and Duncan's parents' house. I'd never met Aileen before because she had been away studying at Edinburgh University. She missed her twin brother very much and we spent most of the wake sitting together talking about him.
For weeks afterwards we'd call each other on the telephone regularly, ostensibly just to talk about Duncan and console each other on our mutual loss. But as time went by we began to talk less about Duncan and how we missed him, and more about ourselves. For almost a year that was our relationship. Having actually met just once, we talked on the telephone several times a week.
During that year an uncle of mine passed away without issue and he left me his dilapidated little cottage in his will. The place needed some updating, so I spent a lot of my free time working on the place. Latterly Aileen even came down to help me during some of her holidays.
Funny how things just kind of happen sometimes, isn't it? On one of Aileen's visits she made some comment about how she'd have liked the kitchen to be laid out and before I realised what was happening that's the way that I eventually remodelled the kitchen.
I know this might sound strange to most people but somehow it had become a done deal that Aileen was going to move into the cottage with me after she'd finished her education. You must remember that was before we'd even kissed each other for the first time, or expressed any emotional commitment to each other openly at all. Somehow we both knew that it was all a done deal, without discussion.
That first kiss was to come during the next Easter holiday. Aileen had popped down for a few days before she took her finals. She really should have spent that holiday studying, not that the time she did take out damaged her exam results any. Aileen graduated with honours.
We were out in the garden trying to persuade an old millstone that I found buried in the yard, to stand up where we wanted it. As we struggled with the monstrous lump of stone, our heads came close together and the next thing you know we were kissing. I think we spent the most of the rest of Aileen's stay kissing and cuddling. But that was about as far as it went.
Although I will add, that from that time on the master bedroom — what there was of it, at the time it was only a small cottage - became known as our bedroom. But I'll also explain that we weren't to share it or the double bed that was squeezed into it until after the following Christmas, when we became formally engaged.
The next two years that we spent together were the best years of my life. Aileen found a job in some government research establishment. God alone knows what she did there. Outwardly the place was steeped in secrecy. Consequently I was discouraged from enquiring too deeply what she did. But I gathered that after the first few months Aileen got on quite well with some of the other girls in her office.
I - well, we really - learnt all about sex together, and it was a lot of fun experimenting. I think neither of us had much experience with the opposite sex and ... well, let's put it this way: I can tell you that we did a hell of a lot of reading in those two years in the form of sexual research. And what's more I think that reading helped me a lot in my writing. By the time we had got together I had sent some of my short stories off to various magazines and a couple had actually been accepted and published.
From the day I'd met her, Aileen had always shown enthusiasm for my writing. She encouraged me much as - I suspect - she'd encouraged her brother Duncan in his writing efforts. She loved to read the drafts of my tales of woe and would often offer suggestions on how to improve them, usually by adding more romance to please the female readers.
I suppose I should describe Aileen to the reader or they might not understand what was to happen later. Aileen was - much like her brother and myself - rather shy by nature; as I said earlier most folks would have described us all as geeks. At that time, Aileen was not what most folks would refer to as a looker either. Not that that bothered me, because beauty is always in the eye of the beholder, isn't it?
About five six tall, I think most folks would describe Aileen's body as being slight, or maybe even fashionably slim. But I can't in all honesty say that her choice of dress and hairstyle back then was the best in the world or that they did her any favours. Her choice in clothes, I'm sure most folks would agree with me, could only be described as dowdy. And she tended to wear her long auburn hair tied back some how; not in a ponytail or anything, but it was pulled back from her face and made her face look quite severe.
Aileen always did have what I considered a beautiful face — even more beautiful when she smiled - and she had the most gorgeous green eyes that I've ever seen in my life; even if they were hidden from most people's view behind her slightly tinted spectacles most of the time.
There was one part of Aileen's anatomy that I was to quickly learn that she wasn't happy with, and that was her breasts. Personally by the time I got to know them intimately I was very happy with the buggers; I thought that they were just about perfect and exactly the right size for my liking, with almost perfect little nipples that I loved to see standing proud after I'd been slobbering away on them.
But for some inexplicable reason I soon learnt that Aileen was extremely conscious of their size and she was totally convinced that nature short-changed her in the breast department.
Her slim legs and pert bottom were absolutely perfect to my way of thinking. And when I eventually persuaded her to pour herself into a pair of tight Levis that I bought her - well, as the song goes, my "baby made those blue jeans talk" when she walked around the house and garden in them. I could never persuade her to wear them when we went out though; well, not until after the change anyway and that was a long time away.
Looking back now, the day that I did persuade Aileen to wear those tight jeans for the first time could possibly have been the beginning of things going wrong for us. Maybe I'm being selfish there and should say going wrong for me. I suppose I should say that what was to happen over the next couple of years, worked out as advantageous for Aileen.
Anyway I didn't realise it at the time, but those tight jeans were the first step in the change that was eventually to see Aileen metamorphose into a different person completely.
When I told her how sexy she looked in those jeans, I'm damn sure that she didn't believe me at first. But the more I enthused over the way she looked in them, the more she appeared to enjoy the praise I'd heaped upon her. Slowly her reaction went from sort of embarrassment to satisfaction when I told her how sexy and attractive she looked. It could well be that I inadvertently hoisted the sword of Damocles over our relationship myself.
Although she refused to wear them in public, over the following weeks Aileen did buy a couple more pairs of those jeans and for some time afterwards she would habitually change into them the moment she got home from work in the evenings. Those tight jeans were the first sign of the change that was to come over the love of my life.
Change number two we both made to our appearances at almost the same time. Well, it was at my optician's suggestion that I make the change to contact lenses and Aileen, once she saw that I was managing to get along with them, followed suite almost immediately.
Change number three was made at the suggestion of Christina, a girl Aileen had teamed up with at her place of employment. They'd got into the habit of having lunch together almost everyday and sometimes met up for shopping trips on the weekends. Under Christina's influence Aileen had bought some quite risqué clothing - well, risqué from Aileen's narrow point of view anyway. Probably quite chaste when viewed from most people's perspective. For a long time Aileen would only wear those clothes around the house.
I really thought that she was trying to please me, so I made a point of always telling her how good — and sexy - she looked when she did her dressing up thing. However she would always look down at her breasts and say how disappointed she was that they weren't larger.
Maybe because Aileen would always let her hair down when she changed into whatever she'd chosen to wear in the evenings, I didn't take too much notice of how she normally wore her hair when she went to work or out shopping. Maybe I thought that the Aileen away from me was someone different to the beautiful woman that I then found myself living with.
Whatever it was Christina's wedding that was to change a lot of things. Chris had asked Aileen to be one of her bridesmaids, even if it did call for the bridesmaid dresses to be redesigned.
As I understood it at the time, the original bridesmaids dresses were cut to show a generous amount of cleavage and Aileen insisted that she didn't have the right attributes to wear one of them successfully. I was well aware that when we went out and Aileen went to work everyday, she wore a padded bra, although at my insistence she never wore one at home. I thought that Aileen had an almost perfect body and that it didn't need any false enhancements.
A week or two before Christina's wedding, all three bridesmaids and the bride met up to make final plans for the wedding. I suppose it was at that meeting that between them they decided the three bridesmaids would all have matching hairstyles. By chance, they all had long hair of roughly the same colour and the hairstylist in question, with the help of a little colouring, made a very good job of making all three girls look almost identical.
I suppose I should have pointed out earlier that when I first met Aileen, she wasn't a drinker. As a matter of fact, I doubted that she'd been inside a public house more than once or twice in her whole life when we'd started going together. We'd first started frequenting our local pub for a quick meal, on her visits to help me at the cottage. Over time Aileen had started with the odd glass of wine and eventually progressed to drinking beer or the odd short or two; whatever you could never call her a drinker and I'd never seen her drunk or even slightly merry for the drink. Relaxed was about how Aileen reacted to alcohol.
So I was totally unprepared for a completely inebriated Aileen who literally fell out of the taxi that brought her home around ten-thirty on the night of Christina's hen party. I had to carry her indoors and put her to bed.
Although shortly after I did so, she got herself out of it again and spent most of the rest of the night praying to that infamous porcelain god.
The following morning Aileen swore that alcohol would never cross her lips again. It did, mind you, but she had returned to her extremely conservative drinking habits.
At Christina's wedding - in my humble opinion - my Aileen outshone the bride. But later as the reception went on and some of the guests got tanked up, there were several cryptic comments made by a few of the girls who'd been on that hen night.
From what I ascertained — reading between the lines — Christina had got totally pissed and things got way out of line. I'm pretty sure that her new husband or some the other girls' significant others would not have liked to witness what went on.
A few days later those innuendo type comments that had been bandied about and snippets of overheard conversation at the wedding reception were to lead to Aileen's and my first proper argument.
It was to turn out to be a real big one that almost destroyed our relationship on the spot, and led to a completely unexpected — by me - revelation on Aileen's part. Whatever it was to prove to be the real beginning of the end in the long term.
I'm not sure how the subject actually came up for discussion between Aileen and me. Possibly I'd been churning what I'd overheard around in my mind, eventually lost my temper and challenged Aileen about the evening of the hen party.
"As I heard it, Christina was running around the Fisherman's Arms with her tits out, and the rest of you were dancing and getting felt up by every guy in the place. There was some kind of a competition and some geezer who was on his stag night was feeling up all of your crowds' tits and trying to guess what cup size your bras were." Or something like that, I shouted at Aileen.
"How could you think that I would allow anyone to do such a thing?" Aileen had shouted back at me, then she burst into tears and she ran up to our bedroom.
I had slammed out of the house and took myself off down the local pub. God only knows how long I stayed there stewing and getting suitably pissed. But anyway when I eventually returned home, Aileen had locked herself in the spare room and she didn't come out again until the Monday morning. Well, not when I was compos mentis anyway; I tied on another good one on the Sunday as well.
Monday I was having trouble getting anything of any consequence done in the office and I had a bugger of a hangover, so I'd come home from work early to find Aileen and one of her friends from her office packing her gear into Aileen's and the friend's cars.
"You bastard! How could you accuse Aileen of doing something like that? You know how self-conscious she is of her breasts." The friend raved at me even before I'd climbed from my car; Aileen was upstairs, I assume packing some more of her gear. "Do you really think that she'd let an absolute stranger feel her up in a crowded pub? Not that she'd let anyone but you play with her tits anyway, she loves you far too much to allow that to happen. And besides even if she were that kind of a slut, she'd have died from embarrassment if it became public knowledge that she wears falsies. Christ, Warren, you know that she's almost paranoid about her tits, or what she sees as the lack of them."
I suppose that should have been obvious to me in the first place, if I'd ever bothered to think about it properly. I did know that Aileen was conscious of her small breasts, but I'd personally always been quite happy with them. How the hell was I to know that her concerns about their size had grown into a bleeding complex?
It took a lot of apologising and I was forced to eat great chunks of humble pie but eventually Aileen forgave me for my unfounded accusations. However, I don't really think anything was exactly the same after that row. Aileen thought that I didn't trust her and that was all that there was to it.
Over time I was to discover that Aileen had drunk so much that evening because she had been nervous and embarrassed at Christina's and a couple of the other girl's behaviour. Two of the married girls — one of whom had been the woman at my house that day — had spotted that Aileen was drinking too heavily and they had shipped her home in a taxi well before things got totally out of hand.
I would like to say that life went on much as it had before Christina's wedding, but I can't. In the following months Aileen began to show signs of depression. I know all about depression because I grew up with it as a fact of life. My dear departed mother suffered from depression for many years after my brother had been killed; consequently I picked up on Aileen's symptoms much earlier than most folk possibly would have.
I had a quiet chat with our doctor first and then as subtly as I could, talked Aileen into going to see him. Eventually she acquiesced and he took the surprising step of sending her to see a shrink.
"Antidepressants are the simplest and easiest route, Warren, but they can have their side effects and, as you know, they are addictive. This woman is good and if she can find the root cause of Aileen's problem, then with any luck we might be able to do without using drugs, completely," the doc had informed me.
"I'm afraid that your wife has developed a genuine inferiority complex, Mr Price," the shrink said on my second interview with her. Aileen had had about five sessions with her by then.



"Aileen and I aren't married, doctor; not yet anyway. She is however my soul mate and we are engaged. It's really just a matter of when our finances are right. I believe Aileen would like a big wedding with all the trimmings."
"Oh, I see, I'm sorry. I didn't realise. Aileen talks of you as if you two are married. I have to ask myself, technically should I be discussing her case with you." The doctor consulted Aileen's notes. "Well, she has listed you as her next of kin, so I can't see any particular reason not to. And you do appear to be the most important person in her life just now."
"As I understand Aileen's problems, she has always been a little disappointed with the attributes that nature has taken it upon itself to bestow on her. And regretfully, lately she's been mixing with some rather well endowed and unfortunately outspoken women at her office."
"What are you telling me? That Aileen's depressed because she doesn't think her breasts are big enough?"
"Yes and no, Mr Price. The size of her breasts is just part of her problem. She lost her twin brother a couple of years ago, and she has taken that quite badly. I don't know if you or even Aileen come to that, realises it, but you, besides being her soul mate, had taken over her brother's role in her life."
"You said had!"
"Yes, something happened that has made Aileen feel that you no longer trust her. She feels that the close connection that she felt the pair of you had has been ... damaged somehow.
"What you mean is, that she doesn't love me anymore?"
"No, no, quite the reverse, Mr Price. Aileen loves you just as much as she ever did. But she thinks that you don't love her as much as she first thought you did; she's got it into her mind that you can't love her because of her flawed body ... or to be precise, the size of her breasts. I know it might sound completely illogical from your prospective, but didn't you get angry with Aileen when you thought that there had been some kind of competition she took part in, where the size of the women participants attributes were being compared."
"Hey, shit, no ... well, yes, I did get annoyed, but we soon straightened that out. Christ, anyone would get angry if they thought that the woman they loved was letting all and sundry feel her up in public, or anywhere else come to that."
"Ah, well, there you have Aileen's problem ... well, one of them. She's got it into her head that you were embarrassed that other people would find out how small her breasts really are."
"That's ridiculous! I was angry because I thought she'd let some stranger feel her up."
"Ridiculous to you maybe, Mr Price, but you haven't got Aileen's phobia about the size of her breasts. That's the trouble with phobias of this kind; all logical thought goes out of the window. She's disappointed with her breasts and so she naturally assumes that you are as well. When you got annoyed with her, her unconscious mind changed the root cause of that anger, not to what you mistakenly thought she'd allowed to happen, but the size of her breasts becoming common knowledge and causing you embarrassment."
"Oh, this is stupid, when we ... you know ... I'm always telling her how much I love her breasts just the way they are. I'm not daft, I know she'd like them to be a little bigger, but I'm perfectly happy with them. Jesus, they'll probably get bigger anyway when she has children. Don't they always?"
"You tell Aileen that often, that you're happy with the size of her breasts?"
"Yeah, every time we make love, and any other opportunity I get as well. I know she'd like them to be bigger, but I think they are great and try to reassure her of the fact at almost every opportunity that presents itself."
"Well, regretfully, Aileen has taken your frequent assurances as proof that you would like them to be bigger. She's taken those comments of yours as you trying to be kind and trying to reassure her."
"Let me get this straight. Are you trying to tell me that the more I tell Aileen that I think her figure is perfect; the more she believes that I'm lying to her?"
"That's about it, Mr Price. It's not logical, I know, but Aileen has got a complex which, as you know, are by their very nature illogical; most phobias are to everyone but that actual sufferer."
"Whatever you say will only convince Aileen more that her breasts aren't large enough for your liking. She's ashamed of that part of her body, so no matter how illogical it sounds to you, she's convinced that everyone else must feel the same way as she does."
"It's not really an unusual kind off phobia. It falls within a group that includes anorexics and some males who get it into their heads that their penis is, er, to be found wanting. No matter how much an anorectic is told by others that they are under weight they are convinced that they are overweight and therefore ugly. And you would not believe the lengths some men will go to because they believe that they are under-endowed, no matter how much their wives and girlfriends tell them that they aren't. I'm afraid the porn industry and a few real freaks who should have a complex have lot to answer for."
"Jesus, Aileen's got a figure that most women I know would kill for. Not that I'm in the habit of discussing other women's figures with them."
"You don't have to tell me, Mr Price. When I was Aileen's age, I'd have given anything to have a figure like hers. But you must remember she lived a very sheltered life and from what I understand she was also a late developer. From our little chats I've learned that she had some very vicious and cruel comments made to her when she was a young girl. I believe she drew solace from her brother, who if I understand things correctly was also what you so eloquently describe as, a bit of a geek."
"Yeah, well, so was I, until I met Aileen and I was always shy around girls. We were both quite geeky when we met and didn't mix with other people very well at all. Maybe that's why we gravitated to each other in the first place. Aileen used to dress like an old maid most of the time; she's loosened up a bit now, but she still tends to dress a little on the conservative side, if you understand me."
"Oh, I understand you perfectly, Mr Price, but you must understand the old maid that you remember isn't the real Aileen. It was a sort of camouflage so that people wouldn't notice her; or rather she thought that they didn't see her. If I understand it correctly, Aileen didn't start to come out of her shell until after you two got together. She's changed herself as much as she dares to please you, not because she thought she'd ever be able to fit in with other people's ideas of what a twenty-three year old should look and act like. Inside Aileen is still very introverted and unsure of herself."
"So what can you do about it?"
"Me, very little, Mr Price. I can try to reassure her and you must do the same. As far as her phobia about her body goes, well, there's only one answer for that, although I'd hesitate to suggest it."
"If it's a cure, why can't you?"
"Mr Price, the obvious answer to Aileen's phobia concerning her breast size is implants. But the problem there is, will she ever be happy once she starts down the surgical road? What will be next, her nose or maybe her ears? Or it could be that she'll get the idea that the implants aren't big enough or maybe even too big. Do you understand where I'm going here? Aileen feels that her body isn't what she would like it to be and once she starts to have it surgically enhanced, when will she want to stop? Look at what Michael Jackson has finished up doing to himself and there's plenty more people like him out there, I can assure you."
"And, there is the distinct possibility that there could be another underlying cause for Aileen's feelings of inadequacy. Although I'm tempted to believe most of her problems come from her disappointment in her figure and the teasing and bullying she obviously underwent as a child because of her late puberty."
--------------------------------------------------
Chapter 03
I'm not sure, but I believe that it must have been our own doctor who suggested to Aileen that she have breast augmentation surgery - implants to the likes of us mere mortals. I suppose he and the shrink discussed Aileen's case together, but if they did, I was left out of those discussions. Had Aileen and I been married at the time, I suspect that I would have been included.
However Aileen was delighted by the suggestion and couldn't wait to have the surgery done. Oh, on the NHS by the way, so it took a good few months to organise. We didn't have that kind of cash available at the time. I was saving to have a large extension built onto the cottage; well, we both loved the cottage and we'd need more room when it was time for Aileen to have children.
I can't say that I was overly enthusiastic about the operation at all. Especially baring in mind some of the comments the shrink had made to me on the subject. Looking back now, I only wish I'd been a little more ... er, forceful in expressing my views that the surgery was not really necessary. But that might be my selfish side coming to the fore, because ultimately I was to turn out to be the only loser in the whole escapade.
Aileen had the operation done in a London hospital. They kept her in for over two weeks because she developed an infection after the op, although the infection — an abscess under one of her wisdom teeth - took everyone somewhat by surprise and wasn't medically connected to the implants in anyway. Unless Aileen's anxiety about having the operation had set the thing off. Anyway once the infection had subsided and the tooth removed, Aileen was fine.
The problem was that I was very busy at work at the time and I couldn't get up to visit her as much as I'd like to have done.
Aileen was overjoyed about her new breasts and couldn't wait to show them off to everyone, within reason obviously, although I gathered that most of her girlfriends saw them in a little more detail than any other guys except me did. Low cut blouses and tight jumpers were added to her wardrobe remarkably quickly; Aileen had some cleavage to show off and she really seemed to enjoy the comments that were frequently made. I was soon to notice that her hemline rose more than a little as well.
It was about this time that someone - I can't remember who it was exactly - pointed out Aileen's uncommon similarity or likeness to Jennifer Love Hewitt. Not that I had any idea who the guy was talking about at the time, but some curious research on the Internet soon told me that she was an American actress and singer. And that she did hold a truly remarkable resemblance to my Aileen; who you think looks like whom depends on your perspective.
Whatever from looking at the pictures of Love Hewitt that I found on the net, she liked to display a fair bit of cleavage just as Aileen had begun to favour. Although in Aileen's case, I thought that she liked the reassurance of looking down at that cleavage to make sure that they were still there.
Just a few months after Aileen's op, all traces of her depression had disappeared completely. And I began to think that Aileen should have had the operation years before, because her whole personality had changed so much. She seemed to be permanently on a high and all of her funny moods had disappeared, even at that particular time of the month.
About this time, things had begun to change in my life as well. Some months before Aileen's op, I'd sent a manuscript of a novel I'd written to Rhoda Steel. She liked it and signed me up on an interim contract whilst she tried to sell it to a publisher. Eventually she'd sold it to some little known magazine for them to publish in serial form.
At first I was a little disappointed. But then just after the third instalment had been published, Stella had come back again to inform me that she'd sold an option on my second novel to a completely different publisher, on the strength of the synopsis and the drafts of the first two chapters that I'd sent her. They were also keen on buying options on my next two novels should the first prove successful. Mind they had only purchased an option on my second novel; they'd have to accept the finished version.
Aileen was on top of the world when I told her the news. It seemed that with the unexpected boost the option money was going to make to my bank account we could afford to get rolling on having the extension to the cottage built and start planning our wedding. We went out that evening for a pukka slap-up meal. I think everyone in both our families was pleased to hear that we'd finally set a date.
It was that second novel that was to be the root cause of me using a different name in my by-line. Stella and the new publisher suggested that it would be a good idea to distance myself as much as possible from the story published in the magazine for the time being at least.
It was Aileen who suggested that I use her brother's Christian name, Duncan, for my main character; we both thought it would be a nice tribute to him. King, his surname, was my mother's maiden name. Stella came up with the idea of using the same name in my by-line; the story was written in the first person anyway so, at the time, I thought it was a good idea. Little did I realise that Warren Price was going to vanish and be replaced by Duncan King.
It was several weeks later before what I consider to be step number two in the actual break-up of our relationship happened. I was away that weekend, actually doing some location research for my novel and Aileen had gone down to the shopping precinct in town that Saturday morning with a couple of her friends from work. They were approached by some woman who claimed that she was working for some photographic model agency and she invited the three of them to some kind of an audition.
One of her friends refused, but Aileen and her other friend attended the audition just for the kick. To both girls' utter consternation they were invited to go onto the company's books as models.
When I heard the news, I was pretty sceptical at first. I heard plenty of stories about these dodgy modelling agencies that invited gullible people onto their books and then charged them the earth to have a portfolio taken; then they never heard from the agency again. To my utter surprise this agency didn't charge the girls anything, though they did recoup the cost from the first few photo shoots both girls did.
What surprised me were both Aileen and her friend getting bookings so quickly. As it turned out the woman who'd approached them was quite respected in the business and had been in the process of setting up on her own after a fall out with the partnership she had been running for sometime. She'd apparently taken some of the partnerships pretty big clients along with her; although most of the models were tied to the partnership by their contracts. Aileen and her friend had apparently stepped into the lift on the ground floor.
Both girls got so much work that they soon had to throw up their full time jobs. The modelling work wasn't exactly constant, but it paid surprisingly well, although I was to learn that the models who were in most demand would be paid far more than some of the others. Aileen and her friend turned out to be very popular with the clients and photographers.
It wasn't all photographic or fashion show work that Aileen was booked for; actually most of it was mundane promotional work. One day early on for instance, Aileen had to stand by a racing car holding a lollipop sign with a racing driver's name on it. That was the first time that I saw Aileen on the television; she was in the background holding that sign whilst the TV presenter interviewed another driver. But I actually thought that the TV cameraman's attention was more on Aileen's cleavage and long legs than the driver being interviewed.
The first time that I had any reservations about what Aileen was doing was when she modelled for a fashion company's sales catalogue. A few days after the shoot an envelope arrived with copies of the prints that had been chosen for use in the catalogue and I was somewhat taken aback to see that some of them were of Aileen in some very sexy and extremely revealing underwear. I'd seen most of the underwear and dresses, of course, because Aileen had been given some of the clothes they'd modelled gratis. Either the company or the photographer hoped to ensure that she'd accept the booking with them again in the future.
But I found it quite disconcerting to see pictures of my soon to be wife dressed in skimpy underwear that were going to be given away for every pervert and little shit in the world to drool over. Oh, come on, every young kid grabs his mummy's or elder sister's fashion catalogue when no one's around and turns straight to the underwear section. Still it was a done deal and it was far too late for me to object.
A few weeks or maybe a month or so went by and Aileen was working maybe six days a week. I can't be too sure because at that time I was flogging myself to death. I had my normal job during the day and most of the rest of the time I was battling to meet the deadline on my second novel. And it could be that I was getting a little cranky through loss of sleep. I know that Aileen's and my sex life had taken one hell of a dive and that was all of my doing. I was too bleeding tired most of the time.
Regretfully Aileen's sex drive had taken an up turn, possibly because she felt so good about herself. We did have sex fairly often, but I'll admit that that was virtually all it was: sex. Aileen would invite me to join her in bed by wearing one of her sexy outfits and I would be only too happy to follow her to the bedroom. But I couldn't afford to spend as much time as I would like over the act of making love and had to get back to my novel. Alternatively, I'd fall asleep almost as soon as the deed was done.
So you see things weren't quite as harmonious as they could be when Aileen told me that she'd been asked to go out to the Caribbean somewhere to pose for the calendar. The particular calendar and its usual photographer in question had become quite famous by then. The models - many quite famous ones had appeared on the calendar over the years — were nearly always pictured nude. But I might add the poses were very artistic and very tastefully done.
Now I don't want anyone to get the idea that that particular calendar could be considered pornographic in anyway. The pictures in it were almost considered works of art, and anyone could display one just about anywhere. Actually the things were very popular and in great demand. Appearing as a month girl on that calendar could make Aileen's career.
However the model did have to be naked and I knew that there wouldn't be just the photographer on the set. I expressed my concern to Aileen that those lighting guys, hairdressers, runners and the like, would see her in the nude.
"Jesus, Warren, what's new? Do you think they don't see us changing when we do those underwear ads? It would take all day if we had to keep running back to a dressing room for every change and those people are back stage when we are doing those quick changes at the fashion shows, didn't you realise?" Aileen replied.
Okay, now you must remember that it was getting near to the deadline for my novel and I was mentally exhausted. I'm afraid that I lost the plot - and my temper - and went loopy when Aileen gave me that bit of information. I have no idea of the actual words I used. Suffice to say I told her she'd go on that calendar photo-shoot over my dead body or we were through. I know I was speaking in anger, but that was how I felt at the time: angry, that is. The trouble was that anger stayed with me for many days following that evening.



I think I might have also called Aileen a tart for allowing other guys to see her naked body during those photo sessions, but to be honest I can't remember what else I said for sure. I felt terribly hurt that Aileen hadn't been frank with me about those photo shoots and I was damned sure that no woman of mine was going to bandy her tits about in front of all and sundry on a Caribbean island.
After standing there staring at the stairs for a little while, I stormed out of the cottage. I'd got pretty good at that stupid trick by that time.
The following day I was supposed to meet up with some retired MI6 guy as part of the research for my third novel. Yeah, I was planning that far ahead; if the publisher took up the option on my second novel when I submitted it they'd want to see the synopsis of the third.
Anyway instead of going down to the pub to get drunk that night, I drove up to Staffordshire through the night. And, no, I didn't have even a toothbrush with me.
I dozed in the car for a few hours before turning up at the guy's house rather earlier than I'd arranged. He made little comment on my unexpected arrival before he'd had his breakfast, and I spent most of the day recording odd episodes about his life with MI6 and as a security consultant — read expensive private detective.
I'd nearly gotten home that evening before I realised that I was still extremely angry with Aileen. I'm not sure why I stopped and called the cottage from a telephone box, but I did. Not that it achieved much because Aileen wasn't home; well, she didn't answer the telephone anyway.
Bugger it; I wasn't going to be sitting there like a bleeding dummy when she decided to come home, so I booked myself into a local hotel for the night. When I arrived home the following day Aileen had already gone off to an early booking that I had known she had.
On the kitchen table was a note from her explaining where she was and also telling me that she had discussed the calendar shoot with her agent and several other models. They had all assured her that it was just about the best break that could be offered to a newcomer to the world of modelling and advised her to take the job. After thinking about it all of the Sunday, she decided to accept the booking and asked me not to object.
I added a few words to the effect that I'd told her my position on the Saturday and my decision was final. When I arrived home from work that Monday evening, Aileen had moved out and I hadn't seen or heard from her since.
The odd thing was the following year when that calendar was published Aileen was not in it.
I did see the odd picture of Aileen around over the next year or so and she did appear in a couple of adverts. Someone said that she was the eye candy on some German TV quiz show for a while as well, but if she was I never saw her, although Aileen did speak German quite fluently.
I'd settled into a lonely existence writing my novels. The first to be published as a proper book sold quite well. The second stormed off the shelves as quickly as they were printed; the fourth performing the same trick. I was in the middle of my seventh novel, the other two awaiting the right moment to be dropped onto the book-store shelves.
--------------------------------------------------
Chapter 04 "Do we know what cabin?"
"No, not yet. We thought you'd be interested to know though, so John's trying to discover that now. You have an idea as to who she is?"
"To be honest with you, Helen, there's only one person that I can think of that it could be. But her name isn't Christabelle and when I knew her, she wasn't a dancer. She left me to become a model."
"Left you?"
"Yeah, it's all a bit complicated really."
"Life's complicated, Duncan, whether we like it or not. But I'm surprised to hear you say that she dumped you. Doesn't make much sense that she's embarrassed to see you then. That's of course assuming that she doesn't think she made a mistake." Helen looked deep in thought for a few seconds. "That's unless she ripped you off all your cash or something."
"No, Helen, if anything Aileen contributed a good few thousand of her own money in our joint account that's still sitting there. She had other accounts though and plenty of modelling work; I can't understand what's she's doing running around this bleeding yacht almost naked, acting as eye candy for these bleeding perverts."
"Well, that girl did say that she's a dancer now and only filling in for some girls who are sick."
"Yeah, Aileen could dance alright. She was an accomplished ballerina when she was a kid. Her mother had hopes she'd go on to one of the top ballet schools; but it wasn't her thing she was too shy at the time. But, Christ, she did know how to shake that thing to get my juices flowing in private, if you understand me," I said smiling, actually picturing Aileen gyrating around in those tight blue jeans in my mind.
"I think I do, Duncan, but I'm not sure that we should go there." Helen grinned back at me. "Ah, here comes my loving husband. I wonder what he's discovered. I'm sorry if you think that we are nosy, but the pair of us love a bit of intrigue."
"Christ, there's a bleeding row going on back there," John whispered when he arrived beside us. "I saw that fat bugger in the shorts and one of the other girls going into a cabin, so I listened at the door. He was yelling at the girl telling her that if she wasn't on deck in the next five minutes she'd be out of a job and would have to find her own way back to London. I couldn't hear what she said in reply, then he stormed out of the cabin almost knocking me over on the way. Anyway once he'd gone I sneaked back to the door and I heard the other girl persuading her to come out; I think she's coming. Do you know who she is, Duncan?"
"Duncan is pretty sure it's an old girlfriend of his and her name is really Aileen," Helen said before I had a chance to speak.
"Oh, shit, of course. No wonder her face was familiar. Aileen Price! One of the guys was keen on her. Had pictures of her up all over his cell. Hey, she was going places in the model game. I wonder what she's doing here."
"We were wondering the same thing, John," Helen commented, but she didn't say anymore because Aileen and the other girl had suddenly put in an appearance on deck.
Aileen was apparently still wearing that tiny flesh coloured bikini. But over it on her upper body she wore a white blouse tied just below her breasts and the lower portion of her anatomy was covered by a sarong.
Without a further word Helen set off in Aileen's direction. But before she got to Aileen the sleaze was giving her another lecture. I couldn't see Aileen's eyes or where they were looking because of the sunglasses she had on, but she was vigorously shaking her head. From his gestures it was apparent that the sleaze was not happy about the blouse or the sarong.
However at that instant Helen arrived and the words, "Fuck off, arsehole," if nothing else, were plainly audible to everyone on that deck.
"Looks like my wife is angry," John quietly commented to me. "It'll be interesting if that wanker argues with her. Helen's into all that marshal arts stuff; I wonder if that fat arsehole floats?" Then John Carpenter started laughing out loud.
The Sleaze looked like someone had smacked him around the face when Helen launched her tirade at him. For a moment he stood there staring back at Helen, then turned beetroot red and he walked away through the door that Aileen had come onto the deck by without saying another word.
Helen took Aileen's arm and steered her in our direction. Actually I should say dragged, because Aileen looked pretty reticent about coming with her.
They were by then the centre of attention for everyone on that deck, but I think Helen gave everyone watching a look that should have struck fear into the devil's heart and most folks found something else to show interest in.
"Christabelle - or should I say, Aileen, I'd like you to meet Duncan King, or as you probably know him, Warren Price. I think that you two have a lot that you need to talk about," Helen said, then leaning close so that only I could hear she whispered. "It's written all over your face, Duncan, so please don't mess things up this time?" I'm not sure what expression I had on my face, but Helen added. "She loves you, Duncan. Why do you think she was so embarrassed, when you came on board?"
"There's an upper deck up those stairs. It's a little more private. Why don't the pair of you nip up there and have a little chat?" John added pointing at a nearby companionway.
I held out my hand and surprisingly for me Aileen took it immediately, then I led her in the direction John had indicated.
"It's been a long time, Aileen," I said, trying to break the ice and after we'd both been sat on a bench on the upper deck for some considerable time, in silence.
"I'm sorry, you were right," she replied.
"About what?"
"About everything. About these things," Aileen gestured towards her breasts, "about that calendar shoot. About everything, Warren."
"I don't understand, Aileen."
She took her sunglasses off to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand; it was only then that I could see that she was crying. I fished a clean hanky from my pocket and handed it to her.
"I didn't need these bloody implants, Warren. You told me so many times, but I thought they'd make you love me more. What they did was to make me think that I was something special."
"You were always something special to me, Aileen. You had been from the moment I met you."
"I realise that now, Warren. I realised it whilst I was on that shoot in Jamaica. You were right; there were all kinds of bloody perverts climbing trees hoping to catch a glimpse of the girls in the nude. I refused to strip off and they threw me off the set."
"I got a reputation as being awkward after that, because I demanded private changing rooms and would only allow the photographer to be in the studio if I was naked. I still got work for a while but it became obvious that I wasn't going anywhere. So when my room-mate Heather said they wanted another dancer for her troop I joined them. It's mostly disco stuff and backing dancers for pop groups, but I was short of cash and it pays the rent."
"Aileen, you have at least six thousand in our joint bank account. If you needed cash why didn't you take that?"
Aileen gave me a strange look. "That was your money for the cottage, Duncan. It was all theoretically spent before I left."
"At the moment, Aileen, I'm a very successful author, thanks to you. I haven't had to touch that account since you..."
"I'm sorry, it all went to my head. Everyone seemed to think that I was the greatest thing to hit the modelling world since I don't know when. I'm sorry, I didn't think that I needed you holding me back; I thought I knew it all. But why thank me for being a successful author?"
"Because you taught my how to put heart and soul into my stories. I had no idea what love was all about until I met you, Aileen."
Aileen looked me in the eyes. "I've had a few men since we broke up, Warren. Not many, I promise you, but I've never found what we had with any of them."
"There's been a few women in my life as well, Aileen. Oh, I keep it low profile, but I'm not as celibate as the newspapers like to suggest. It just surrounds Duncan King with a bit of mystery."
She smiled again. "So where do we go from here?"
"I don't know, Aileen. If you're interested, we could see if there's anything left..."
"Oh, for Christ's sake, man, kiss her and then let's get off of this bleeding tub. You and Aileen can be our guests for dinner this evening. John and I have this lovely little château along the coast and the children will love meeting two famous people."
Exactly when Helen had joined us on the upper deck, I don't know. But I was to learn as I got to know her better that she has the habit of taking the bull by the horns and not mincing her words.
I did kiss Aileen briefly; I think we were both a little self-conscious of Helen's presence. But Aileen smiled at me afterwards then she gave Helen a big grin. God only knows what women can communicate to each other with those looks of theirs.
"I'm afraid that..." Aileen began to say.
"I'm Helen and my husband is John Carpenter. I'm afraid that we don't go in for formal introductions." Helen grinned back at Aileen.
I was looking at Helen when she spoke, so I didn't see what expression came on Aileen's face, but Helen suddenly added, "Yes, he is that John Carpenter." And then to me, "John found himself in the media spotlight for a while a few years back, Duncan. You were probably lost in one of your novels at the time."
Aileen giggled then stood up and hugged Helen, then she gave me a hug and disappeared down the companionway. I must have had a confused expression on my face.
"She's going to get changed, Duncan. You don't think she came on board dressed in those clothes, do you?"
When she reappeared Aileen was dressed a lot more conservatively than she had been, although she was still dressed in a two-piece outfit that showed a lot of midriff, leg and cleavage. She looked beautiful and a feeling of pride that I hadn't felt for years came over me when she took hold of my arm.
I'm not at all sure that Stella was happy that I was leaving the party, although Norman didn't seem to mind. He very quickly organised a launch to take us back to the French coast that was completely out of sight.
"She's a real beauty, my friend; I have no idea what has gone on today, but I suspect that I can guess. Now don't you dare let her get away again, young man!" Norman said to me with a smile on his face when he shook my hand as we departed.
Stella gave me a quick kiss and simply said, "Go for it, stud." Then she added, "I'll see you back at the hotel in the morning. Don't forget this is supposed to be a working holiday." Stella and I were due to attend some function or the other the following morning.
"Looks like your agent has been earning her keep," John said, pulling the hat he had mysteriously developed down over his eyes as the launch neared the key side.
I was surprised to see that Helen's head was also suddenly adorned with a wide brimmed hat as well, and that she was in the process of obscuring her face with a chiffon scarf.
"It's all right for you celebrities, but in our line of work, we prefer not to have our faces plastered all over the newspapers, Duncan," Helen informed me.
I looked back at the quay and noticed the three paparazzi photographers waiting, their cameras at the ready, that John and Helen had obviously spotted. Knowing my publicity mad literary agent, I figured that John was correct in his assumption that Stella had been on the telephone to someone.
Actually I thought it quite funny. Aileen's face had been famous well before mine had, but these guys seemed to have no idea who she was and kept asking. All four of us kept our mouths firmly shut on the short walk to John's hire car.
When we arrived at John and Helen's holiday home, Aileen and I were introduced to their herd of children and an older couple, Jenny and Albert, who apparently had been minding the children. Then all of us fooled about in the swimming pool with them for quite a while. Eventually Bert and Jenny took the children into the chateau to dry off and change whilst we four sat on the terrace, drinking Martinis.
I'm not sure how John and Helen did it, but quite suddenly I found that they had disappeared, leaving Aileen and me alone together on a swing seat.
"Is this really happening?" Aileen asked after I'd kissed her.
"I don't know. Would you like to pinch me to see if I wake up?"
"No, I'd be too frightened that you'd wake me up. I don't think that I could live with the disappointment."
"Wake up then, girl. I'm here, I can promise you. The problem we've got to face is where are we going?"
Aileen giggled, "I know where I'd like to go, but it's a little early and there's children in the house."
"No, I don't think that's a good idea, Aileen," I said and a disappointed and somewhat childlike expression came over her face. "I think that we have to get things all talked out first this time. If you agree, I think we should just date for a while until we both understand each other's feelings."
"I know what my feelings are now, Warren. Look, I'm sorry, I was all mixed up and suddenly everyone was fawning over me and telling me how beautiful I was. I'm sorry I just wasn't used to it and it all went to my head for a while. It was only when you weren't there anymore, that I realised what was important in my life."
"Then why didn't you come back?"
"I wanted to, Warren. God, you'll never know how much I wanted to, but you were so adamant that if I went on that shoot it was the end for us. I was too frightened that you'd reject me. You did say some really hateful and hurtful things that day, you know."
"Yes, I do remember that I was very angry. It must have been the shock, I think. If I'd had any sense I'd have realised that ... oh, you know what I mean. Let's not go back over it now. So some bloody gofer dogsbody saw your tits now and again, what did I expect was going to happen behind the scenes? That you were going to take part in an orgy or something? I was just being a conservative prune and I got jealous, that's all. You must remember that I was pushing my luck on that book deadline as well."
"Aileen, I can be a complete arsehole sometimes, you know. I was way out of line. Can you forgive me?"
"There's nothing to forgive. I should have been a little more communicative on what happened on those shoots. I knew that you weren't keen on those lingerie shoots from your reaction to that first fashion catalogue I was in. Damn it, why didn't I drag you along to some of those bookings?"
"Because we were both dashing around like blue arsed flies trying to get our own careers off the ground. Silly, we both took our eyes of the ball for a while."
"Well, are we going to win the second half?"
"I hope so. I intend to give it my best shot."
"Then let's share a room later tonight?"
"Hold on, Aileen. I love the idea but the tables have been turned somewhat. Five years ago you were the famous model, but those guys on the dock were waiting to see who I was with this evening. How is your psyche going to handle that?"
"Been there, done that, I had my fifteen minutes of fame, Warren. I've stood in the sunshine and discovered that it wasn't to my liking. I'm completely happy to stand in Duncan King's shadow from now on. I'm sure that I can be just as photogenic as that starlet bit of fluff you had on your arm at the film premier."
"Oh, you saw the pictures in the papers, did you? Christ, talk about dumb; she definitely gets all of her work via the casting couch. You know she was asking me if I could get her a part in the next one of mine that they film. And she not only offered, she expected..."
"Never?"
"Yeah, no kidding, she even had a room booked at the Hilton."
"You didn't, did you?"
"Aileen."
"No, you wouldn't, would you? Jesus, you are even procrastinating about taking me to bed and you've made my bells ring a thousand times. God, I've missed you, Warren." Then she lent forward and kissed me, her hand gently grabbing my crotch at the same time.
Later that night we did get to bed together back at my hotel. I think it was the best sex that we had ever had with each other. Aileen was enthusiastic to try everything we'd learnt together in the past. All in one session was unusual for us.
--------------------------------------------------
Chapter 05
The following morning a waiter entering the other room of my suite with breakfast awakened Aileen and me. Shortly after that there was a knock at the bedroom and, after asking if we were decent, Stella's head appeared around it. She announced that we had less than two hours to get sorted before we were due at the function that she and I were supposed to attend.



Aileen and I showered together, with Stella calling out the time at regular intervals.
"Lay off, Stella, we'll make it on time," I called out to her after about her fifth time check.
"I just want to make sure that you two love birds don't get carried away again. You realise that you kept the people in the next suite awake all night, don't you?"
"Stella, you're in the next suite," I replied.
"Yeah, but Norman doesn't have your stamina, Duncan. He poor bugger needs to get some rest now and again." She laughed back at me.
"You've caught the bugger then?"
"Of course, we're in love!" Stella gave a false cough, and I felt sorry for poor old Norman. Well, for the future of his bank account anyway.
When Aileen and I came out of the shower we discovered that Aileen's luggage was lying on the bed. Stella explained that she'd arranged for Aileen's room-mate to bring it over. "We can't have the press spotting Aileen in your hotel dressed in the same clothes she was wearing yesterday can we."
"But how did you know she'd be here this morning?"
"Well, it stood to reason really to anyone who saw you two together yesterday anyway. You'd either be here, at the Carpenters' or at Aileen's digs. As she's sharing a room I didn't think that was likely. And the Carpenters keep their place locked up like Fort Knox so the press couldn't get anything from there, so if you'd slept there it wouldn't matter. It's called watching your reputation, Duncan; it's what I charge all that money for. Now can we eat and get going?"
Aileen couldn't go with us because she had to rehearse for the show she and the rest of her troop was doing. Although it had been decided that she was quitting the troop she didn't feel that she could let her friends down at such short notice. So Stella and I went off to the function on our own.
"Where's Aileen Price this morning, Duncan?" A faceless reporter shouted as Stella and I exited the car at the end of yet another red carpet. God, I'd seen too many red carpets that week and would be glad when the damn film festival was over. Neither Stella nor I replied to the reporter's question anyway.
I think Stella and I were both surprised that the press had discovered who'd left Norman's party with me. Stella swore blind that she hadn't let out Aileen's identity to them, although she admitted tipping the press off that we were on our way to the shore the day before.
Later that afternoon after Stella and I had returned to the hotel, she burst into my suite carrying several British newspapers.
"Well, someone recognised Aileen pretty quickly. Listen to this?" Stella said then began reading snippets from one of the showbiz gossip columns.
"Author Duncan King has found his princess at last." She looked up at me and smiled. "Last evening author Duncan King was seen leaving a party aboard millionaire Norman Stanley's luxury yacht, with Aileen Price, the beautiful model who famously fell from grace because of her backstage tantrums. Aileen has apparently been at the festival all week, but for some inexplicable reason has been travelling incognito. Yesterday Price and the handsome author King tried to slip off of Stanley's yacht unseen early in the evening. They were hustled away to an unknown destination by their private security people." Stella looked at me and grinned. "Got that all arse about face, haven't they?"
"Yeah, I'm not sure how Helen and John will like that idea of being described as our bodyguards."
"I think providing they can't be recognised in these pictures they won't give a damn. I've met those two before and they like to remain incognito when they can. Nearly all of the papers say roughly the same thing. I wonder how they will explain away Aileen cavorting around on that stage this evening. Are you going to watch her, by the way?"
"I'd like to, yes, that's if I can get in without the press climbing all over me."
"We'll sort something out, but we'd better watch out for the paparazzi if you intend to bring her back here again tonight."
"I have no intention of bringing Aileen anywhere, Stella. Aileen goes where she wants to."
"Sorry, I didn't mean it to sound quite like that. But you know what I mean."
I was spotted in the audience that evening, and when Aileen and I left by the stage door, I think we got more attention from the press than the pop singer her little troop of four dancers had been supporting. I also got the feeling that the singer wasn't too enamoured that all four dancers were leaving with me and not going to the little party he had planned for later. We all went to a different party at John and Helen's château again.
The following day Stella and I flew back to the UK because I had pre-planned book signings to attend. Aileen and the girls had numerous more bookings in southern Europe so she couldn't come with me. The little sensation of Aileen and me being seen together in the south of France had unexpectedly resulted in a sudden rush of modelling bookings for Aileen as well.
She called me almost the moment they started coming in and asked me what she should do about them.
"What do you mean, what should you do?" I asked.
"Well, should I take the jobs on or not?"
"Darling, you're a model, aren't you? I have no intention of buggering up your career again. I'm happy with whatever you decide, but I should imagine that if you blow the buggers off now, then they might decide to forget about you again."
"So ... so you're telling me that you don't mind if I take them?"
"Aileen, if you don't take them, you will regret it for the rest of your life. Of course you should take anything that comes along. You can afford to be choosy when you're back on top again."
"Thanks, sweetheart, but I've turned down the offer from Hugh Hefner anyway."
"What!"
"Just kidding, I'll see you soon. Love you!"
I think I sat there for about ten minutes staring at the handset in my hand. Those two words "love you" - how I had missed hearing them for so long.
Aileen suddenly had modelling work coming at her from all directions and it was to be almost eight weeks before we were together again.
I didn't even hear her arrive at the cottage and I was even more surprised that she still had her key to the place. Lucky I hadn't had the locks changed, or it would have spoilt her surprise for me.
There I was, lost in my own little world, bashing away at my keyboard when Aileen snuck up behind me. I didn't even see her reflection in the monitor. The first I knew of her presence was when she began chewing on and breathing into my left ear.
"Carry on like that and I'll never get this chapter finished," I said without looking up.
"How many more words?"
"I dunno, a thousand or so maybe."
"Bugger that, I can't wait that long!" she said, spinning my chair around so that I was facing her.
I found myself confronted by a very naked Aileen, and those augmented breasts of hers were right at my eye level when she straddled my legs and sat on them.
"Oh, my, how I've missed you!" she said as I sucked her left nipple into my mouth. "Oh, boy, you are good, you know." She moaned "But don't forget the other one." I moved my attention to her right nipple. "Christ, I was mad to walk away from you like I did."
"Don't start all that again, Aileen. We did all the bleeding-heart bit down in France."
"You're right, I'm sorry. Anyway my turn now." Aileen slid backwards off of my knees and settled herself on the floor.
With deft efficiency she unfastened my belt and undid my trouser fly.
"Hi, mate, how ya' been keeping?" she said as her little friend came into view. Then she set about giving the best blowjob that I'd had in years.
I think it's only fair to point out that I've only had four different women give me blowjobs in my whole life. The first and undoubtedly the best and most experienced at the art was a thirty-odd-year-old and rather kinky neighbour of my parents. I was fifteen the first time she sucked my little dick dry; I won't go into further details here, but she seemed to have a fetish for sucking cocks. I never did get the chance to fuck her, or even get more than a cursory feel of her tits. But she sucked my cock to completion every chance she got for about four years, until she got married again. I'd used my experience with her to teach Aileen how to give a good blowjob and that day Aileen showed me that she hadn't forgotten a thing.
The other two occasions were one-night-stands whilst on my book signing tours. Neither of which were memorable nor worth writing home about or describing here. Actually the disappointment of those two nights kind-a rubbed in what I'd lost when I'd let Aileen slip away from me.
I was lying back in my chair enjoying the exquisite feelings Aileen was subjecting me to when I suddenly realised I was just about there. Now one thing that I knew Aileen didn't like was me ejaculating into her mouth. I'd done it a couple of times when I'd gotten lost in the pleasure she was giving me. But Aileen had coughed and spluttered on both occasions and thrown up all over the bedroom carpet one time.
"Woe there, calm down baby, I'm just about there," I told her.
She stopped her ministrations, looked up and smiled at me. Then reached out, grabbed the waste bin from beside my desk and pulled it closer to her.
"Just in case, but I'm going to crack getting this right even if it kills me," she said and returned to her ministrations.
"You don't have to..." I started saying.
"Of course I don't have to, Warren, otherwise you wouldn't have warned me," she said breaking from her efforts again. "The fact is, I want to. You never stop when I reach a climax. You just keep on driving me wild. Anything you can do for me I want to do for you. Especially now!"
"What's so special about now?" I asked, but Aileen just continued bobbing her head and waved a hand at me.
She did cough and she did splutter. Then she sat back and smiled at me, before opening her mouth to show me what I'd deposited in there. Then with a slight grimace, she swallowed it all and then sat there grinning at me.
"I don't know what I was so worried about, I think I'll get used to the taste quite quickly."
"Why should you want to?" I asked. Not really knowing why I had asked the stupid question.
"Well, I should imagine that in a few months, it's about all your going to get."
"It is? Why?"
"I'll have to speak with the doctor to see what month we have to stop in," she replied. I'm not sure what expression came over on my face. But Aileen went on, "I'm late, Warren, very late and you know that I'm never late. The test I did the other week came up positive."
"Jesus, why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I knew you'd panic. Now calm down and take a few deep breaths before you start to hyperventilate."
Aileen was right; I was hyperventilating. I did again a few weeks later when the doctor told us Aileen was expecting twins and yet a third time when the ultrasound nurse corrected the count to triplets.
A panic telephone conversation with Stella the following morning put her into top gear wedding planner mode. She'd been through the routine so many times by then that she had the planning and organisation side of things down to a fine art. I suppose we got some discounts from a few of the suppliers as well, because Stella was planning her own wedding to Norman at the same time. Although their wedding was a lot bigger and more expensive than ours.
Aileen gave birth to our three beautiful girls the following February. Our first son followed two years later and the second a year after that. Life was sweet and most of my books have sold well and keep selling. I've also written quite a few outline plots for a TV series that's in the negotiation stage now.
Aileen ... well, she was still modelling when she was eight months pregnant with the girls. Pregnant or not she's still in regular demand but she cut down on working quite a bit, preferring to spend her time with the children or reading through my efforts and finding things she thinks I can do better. We're happy with each other and that's the most important thing.
Oh, Stella and Norman. Well, funny thing that, they are still married; unusual for Stella to keep a man that long. I have to wonder if it's got anything to do with Norman's children. Stella seems to dote on them. Oh, Norman was a widower, but I have no idea how his first wife passed away.
I'll bet you're all wondering, much the same as I did, why Aileen was not on the pill and got pregnant so quickly when we were in France. Well, the truth be told, Aileen's explanation - and I have no cause to doubt it — is that she wasn't on the pill because she wasn't planning to have sex with anyone.
"But you said that you had a couple of guys," I replied in a thoughtless moment.
"When I told you that I had a couple of guys, Warren, I meant that I had a couple of boyfriends but I didn't sleep with any of them. I had no intention of sleeping or having sex with anyone, so there was no need for me to take any precautions, was there? And, well, you never did stop to ask, did you?"
"Point taken," I replied.
Life Goes On
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Damned if You Do; Damned if You Don't!
Late on a summers evening, a middle-aged man is standing on his house rear patio alone; a glass of Scotch in one hand and a half smoked cigar in the other. Deep in thought he's apparently contemplating the stars.
He's been there some considerable time when a young woman, of about eighteen years old, appears around the side of the house and crosses the patio to join him. He doesn't look at the young woman, he senses who she is. Possibly out of embarrassment, he continues to stare up at the sky.
"Hi Becky, sorry about that; everyone gone now, have they?"
"Yeah almost everyone. Gran and granddad stayed for a while but they have gone home now. Mark's in the kitchen with Pearl, clearing up. Mum's up stairs crying her heart out, she's terribly upset."
"Is anyone with her; she shouldn't be alone right now!"
"Jill is; I couldn't stand to see her like that."
"It's to be expected, after twenty two years of marriage."
"How could you do it? Tonight of all nights; did you really have to do it like that, at the anniversary party, in front of the family and everyone."
"I had no choice really Becky. They all need to know about the baby sometime."
"Bastard."
"Oh come on Becky, it isn't the baby's fault. These things happen in lots of families."
"I wasn't talking about the baby I was talking about him!"
"Ah yeah, well, I'll agree with you there."
"You've never really liked him have you?"
The man nodded slightly.
"I've always known that there was something odd about your apparent friendship with him, but I've never been able to put my finger on it."
"He always has been a bastard, Becky. Look what he did when I was dating your mother."
"What did he do?"
"Oh you don't know, no one has ever told you?"
"No they haven't, should I have known?"
"I don't know, perhaps the right opportunity never came up. But your gran and grandfather knew all right."
"I suppose that's why they didn't look too surprised when you dropped the bombshell on us this evening."
"Neither were a lot of other people. It's been what you might call common knowledge with some folks for some time now. Maybe they weren't sure of the details, but they knew what was going on. I chose to bring it to a head when I had lots of people around to back me up."
"But you've known for a long time."
"Becky to my shame, I knew when your mother was still carrying you in her womb."
A shocked expression came over the young woman's face. But it very soon turned into a quizzical look.
"Oh my god! But didn't you say she was only twenty-five."
"This particular one Becky. Your father's had one mistress or another most of the time he's been married to your mother."
"Never! And mother didn't know?"
"She might have suspected kiddo. But if she did, she didn't share her suspicions to me."
The young woman went quiet for a while; churning the information the man she'd always known as uncle Bill had given her, over in her mind.
"Uncle Bill, I don't understand. If you've known all along about these mistresses you claim my father's had; why say something about this particular one now?
"Well you see Becky, this one is a little different. She is the first of your father's mistresses that has ever become pregnant, that I know about anyway. And I'm pretty sure that she's not the dumb little tart, your father thought he was taking up with!"
"So what does that mean?"
"That this one, is not going to let your father get away easily. Having become with child, I do believe she's always been planning for the long haul. You, Mark and Jill are all grown up now, and about to fly the coop. Mark already has really, with young Pearl. I'm pretty sure that Frank had already decided months ago that it was about time he traded your mother in for a new younger model."
"Oh my god!"
"Frank's been spending fewer and fewer nights at home in the last year or so, hasn't he Becky; surely you've noticed that? I very much suspect that once the baby is born, his piece on the side will become his full time mate. She would have pressured him into moving in full time anyway."
"You know this for sure?"
"I have it on good authority Becky. I would not have torn your ... happy home apart had I not! What I did this evening was give your mother a heads up to what Frank was planning. Put her in the driving seat, so to speak. She now has the opportunity to keep her eyes on the family bank accounts and financial situation, before Frank's had a chance to move a lot of cash around."
"You think he'd leave her destitute?"
"No not really, the courts wouldn't let him get away with that. After all, he's always insisted that you mother hasn't had a job; better to control her I suspect. But he'd make sure that as much money as he can arrange will disappear from the calculations."
"I know you've always been our family ... mother's friend, but if you've known about my father's affairs in the past, why now did you suddenly choose to drop the bloody bomb on us? Why have you never said anything in the past?"
"Because being the bearer of bad tidings does not usually engage one with whom you pass those tidings too."
"You are talking in riddles Uncle Bill."
"Okay, how about the old adage "shoot the messenger who brings bad news!" does that mean anything to you young lady."
"Not really, am I dumb or something, Uncle Bill?"
"No I am, for letting your mother get away in the first place."
"Oh my god, you have feelings for mother and you think she'll hold it against you that you told everyone about my father's tart?"
"Get out Bill! Get out of my house; I never want to see you again! Does that ring any bells, Becky?"
"Oh but mother was upset, she'll get over it."
Bill looked at the young woman again.
"Okay I understand. You were the messenger and she shot you down."
"I probably deserved it in a way."
"Why, you just told me you were trying to give mother a heads up?"
"Maybe I should have done that, a very long time ago Becky?"
"Yeah well, why didn't you?"
"Sour grapes Becky."
"Uncle Bill!"
"Okay. What would have happened if I'd told your mother about Frank's shenanigans? He'd have denied everything, accused me of having a bad attack of sour grapes and Marsha would have believed him. God your father can talk the hind legs off a donkey when he's got a mind too. Jesus if it weren't for the baby he'd have denied everything today. And what's more, your mother would have most likely swallowed every word. That's why I chose a time and place when there were others present who were aware of his antics.
"I'd have been consigned to the realms of the no longer friends and I doubt I'd have ever seen your mother again. Frank would definitely have chosen to move the family as far away from this street as he could anyway."
Becky stared up at Bill's face for a long while without speaking. Then she made a decision, her uncle had mentioned something else she hadn't been aware of and then glossed over it.
"Uncle Bill, you said that at one time you and my mother dated each other!"
"We did for a while?"
"So what happened?"
"There was a little bit of unpleasantness overseas and I went out there to work on some reconstruction contracts. When I returned to the UK, your mother was married to Frank."
"You loved her didn't you?"
Bill pulled a small leather covered box from his pocket. Becky vaguely remembered seeing him absentmindedly fiddle with that box many times, when she was younger. He opened it within Becky's sight for the first time and showed her its contents.
"I was going to ask your mother to marry me when I was offered the contract. The danger money I got for working in a virtual war zone would have set us up nicely.
Bill took a deep breath.
"But I chickened out at the last minute. Several guys were killed just before I was due to fly out there and your mother said something about not being able to sleep at night because of the worry. I figured I'd pop the question when I'd safely returned home."
"And my dad beat you to it?"
"Better than beat me to the starting gate Becky, they were married and your mother was pregnant with Jill."
"You still love mother don't you, and that's why you've never married, isn't it?"
"Sometimes you can be perceptive Becky. Now it's getting rather late, I think you'd better get home to your mother; you know she needs you! If she ever needs anything that I can assist with; you can tell her I'll do whatever I can!""
Becky stretched up and kissed the man she'd always called uncle on the cheek, then turned and quietly disappeared around the side of the house.
--------------------------------------------------------------------
Several weeks were to pass before Bill saw or heard from anyone in Becky's family.
Well that's if you ignored the altercation between him and Frank in the Rose and Crown one evening. Frank came off the worse in that encounter, but when the police arrived, suddenly there were no witnesses as to what had actually happened. Frank was arrested and held overnight for being drunk and disorderly. No charges were brought over the incident.
Then Bill came home from the office one evening and as he got out of his car, he felt the sensation we've all had at onetime or another, that someone was watching him.
Looking across the street, he saw that Becky and Jill were standing in their mother's lounge watching him through the window.
Bill waved cheerily, Becky waved back with equal enthusiasm. However, Bill noted that Jill only just raised her hand a little, as if not sure whether she should acknowledge him or not.
Shrugging to himself, Bill went into his house and threw his coat and briefcase on the sofa. Then he filled a glass with ice and poured a good helping of whisky over it.
"Shit, I must find something to do with my evenings besides drink." He said out loud to the empty room.
Nearly always in the past, one of Frank and Marsha's children would have been there with anything from a flat tire on a bicycle, to some homework they needed help with. Latterly, uncle Bill had often been roped in to help keep young Mark's old wreck of a car on the road as well. Becky and Jill's cars had never been as much of a problem, because they drove them with a little more consideration of the vehicles age.
Bill had just settled himself in a chair on the rear patio and was about to light his evening cigar when the telephone rang. Placing the unlit cigar on the table he mumbled, "Shit!" and struggled to his feet again.
"Bill Mathews!" he said harshly into the mouthpiece.
"Bill. It's Marsha. I hope this isn't a bad time, but I need to apologise."
A smile came over Bill's face. Good, she's forgiven me, he thought.
"Oh Christ Marsha, there's really no need for an apology. God I knew you'd be upset and, as Frank had done a runner ... well, there weren't really anyone else you could have had a go at, was there?"
"No Bill, you don't understand. I didn't want to apologise about the night of the party. Well, I do, but that's not what I'm calling you about today!"
"Sorry Marsha, you've lost me. What else could you possibly want to apologise for?"
"Ah ... well ... you see Bill. I don't know how to tell you this, I'm so ashamed."
"Marsha, you are talking a hell of a lot, and yet saying very little."
"Well, it's Jill, Bill. There's something that I should have told you about a very long time ago..."
Bill didn't hear the rest of Marsha's words; young Jill appearing on his rear patio had taken his attention. Jill was standing there mournfully looking back at him with tears streaming down her face.
"You're forgiven Marsha," he said into the handset after some thought, "But there's going to be one hell of a penance to pay girl!"
"Penance?" Marsha's voice repeated nervously.
"Yes, we'll start with you joining my daughter and me for dinner this evening, and then see where we go from there, shall we? Oh, you'd better bring Becky along or she'll get all out of shape with her favourite uncle.
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Under Sufferance
I really hadn't wanted to be there in the first place; but Bill was my oldest friend, even if we had drifted apart somewhat since he'd taken up with Stephanie. So when he contacted me and made it clear he was about to ask me to be his "best man", I really hadn't been able to come up with a reasonable sounding excuse to turn him down.
Without making it too obvious I tried just about everyway I could think of to put him off asking, even making it clear that if he did, then my escort for the big day would be Brenda.
That did lead to the phone line going quiet for a few seconds, whilst I believe Bill contemplated what kind of atmosphere Brenda's presence might bring to the proceedings. But then -- after some thought -- Bill stopped beating around the bush and upped and put it to me.
"Look mate, I don't really understand what happened with us. But I can't think of anyone else who would fit the bill. You were always my best mate, there's no one else that I'd want to be my best man." Bill eventually stated.
What could I do? I glanced across at Brenda who, sitting beside me, had I'm sure heard every word Bill said. She smiled, shrugged, and then nodded, before silently mouthing back at me.
"I'm game. It's up to you!"
"Yeah all right mate, whatever you want!" I'd replied, somewhat cautiously I should imagine. My memory of that phone conversation is a little confused.
"Thanks mate, I'll give you a ring in a couple of days so we can get together to sort out the details." Bill had replied and then the call came to an abrupt end.
"I should imagine he wanted to get off the line before you changed your mind." Brenda said with a grin, as I sat there staring at the now silent handset.
-----------------------------------------------------------
Yeah well, if I'm forced to, I'll admit to you that Stephanie was probably the biggest reason that I hadn't wanted to volunteer to do my duty that day. Or as they say, stand up for my oldest and one time best mate! And I'll add, that I hadn't been at all sure how Brenda was going to be able to handle things either. But if you don't mind, I'll get back to where Brenda fits into the equation a little later. My real problem was Stephanie!
We had all been aware that Bill had found the girl of his dreams, whilst he'd been away at university and most of us guys had had a good laugh about it behind his back. Yeah well, our little crowd had always been a group of confirmed bachelors. Or at that age, rather guys out for fun and looking to sow a few of the ubiquitous wild oats, not on the lookout for life partners. Bill had maybe grown up a little whilst he'd been away and was looking more to the future.
But the first time he'd brought Stephanie back to town, I stopped laughing in a hurry. And what's more, I'd instantly known that my close friendship with Bill was well and truly over.
I didn't have to take a second glance at Stephanie to know that I was in love with her as well. Not that I could fall in love with her, mind you; I knew that I was completely taken, hook, line and bleeding sinker, with my best mate's new fiancée.
Christ the woman was a walking wet dream, perfect in every detail. Stephanie had an unbelievably beautiful face, and an indescribably alluring figure, that her apparently natural dress sense showed off immaculately. Honestly the woman was everyman's dream life partner and should really have been on the stage or a catwalk somewhere.
Actually I had always had the impression that there was something vaguely familiar about her, which I put down to her looking so much like everyone's -- in this particular case read "my" -- ideal woman. I figured that I saw in Stephanie elements of just about every model and actress I'd ever drooled over, all rolled into one.
Not that I actually liked Stephanie. Now, you have a go at getting your head around that one? I know that I had a hell of a lot of trouble understanding it myself for a long time. I'm telling you, I'd been in love with the woman from the moment I clapped eyes on her but, at the same time, I'm also assuring you that I couldn't stand to be in the woman's presence.
My reasons for not liking her were manyfold. Most obvious I suppose, because her presence in his life had caused the rift between Bill and myself. And yeah well, I suppose that there was the possibility that the fact she'd chosen Bill over myself, has to be added into the calculations as well.
Mind you, there was also the point that, right from the moment I had first been introduced to Stephanie -- before I'd had the chance to decide whether I did or didn't like her -- I knew she was engaged to Bill. I couldn't very well have gone walking up to the girl and her told how I felt about her could I? Well shit, she was Bill's fiancée already, wasn't she?
And what's more, ever since Bill had brought her to our town, there had always been something about the way the woman looked at me that I couldn't get my head around either.
At that first meeting, there had been -- what I've always interpreted as -- an expression of horror in Stephanie's eyes when she looked at me. And, at our few subsequent meetings, Stephanie had always had an inexplicable air about her of being uncomfortable in my presence. And well, she appeared to avoid actually looking at, or speaking directly to me.
Yeah well, in a way that was to my advantage, because I wanted to avoid speaking to her anyway; so I can't say that it bothered me all that much.
I very soon came to the conclusion that she was not only actively avoiding me, but trying to keep Bill out of my company as well. But I supposed, that that was pretty standard procedure when a couple get engaged. Stephanie wanted Bill to herself, not gallivanting around with all his old boozy mates; it was only natural really.
Almost all of the rest of our old gang appeared to love Stephanie, not that I could blame the guys. The one exception and -- I had it figured for a long time -- my only ally, in the "can't bear to be in the woman's company" stakes, was Brenda Morris.
Brenda had her own reasons for disliking Stephanie of course. For a long time before Bill went off to University, Brenda had been his semi-regular squeeze. Nothing serious, mind you, but I do believe -- like the rest of us -- Brenda had had it figured that that would change when Bill got back from Uni.
Brenda was right in one respect, things did change; Bill didn't call her anymore!
But in a strange way that fact kinda worked to my advantage. Brenda was a nice person and a damned fine piece of real estate (as the yanks say), definitely nothing to be sneezed at (that's the English description fella's). I'm not sure how or why now, but shortly after Bill returned from Uni, Brenda and I kinda teamed up together -- mutual disappointment possibly -- but somewhere along the line we did.
The rest of our circle of friends appeared to want to stay close to Bill and his dream girl, and it must have soon became pretty obvious to everyone, that Brenda and I both preferred to be anywhere that the loving couple weren't. Actually people, who had chosen my line of work, often find themselves changing their circle of close friends when they join the job.
Now look, I even changed my bank, because Stephanie got a job as a cashier at the one I had been using.
As the months passed, Brenda and I discovered that we got on extremely well together, all things considered.
I'd moved out of my parents place and bought myself a little flat earlier that year ... and well, as Brenda's and my relationship progressed, very soon becoming an extremely physically, if not an emotionally entanglement. Whatever Brenda wishing to spread her own wings she had very soon moved into my spare bedroom and shared occupancy with me. Yeah well that's what she told her parents anyway.
In fact, we almost exclusively shared the master bedroom; I'll leave the rest to your imagination. As I said, a close relationship did develop between us, but not to the extent that either of us would even contemplate the idea of getting married. Although we didn't let that stop us enjoying ourselves, if you understand me?
Whether Brenda intrinsically understood where I was coming from, I'm not sure. But I knew where her heart was and the pain she was trying to hide, no matter how energetic she would become in bed. Whether by accident or design, on Brenda's part, we had kinda consoled each other.
Actually, sometimes -- when we'd maybe imbibed a little more than was good for us -- we'd have a good laugh about that.
I'm not sure how now, but it had become common knowledge that Stephanie intended to get married in white; with all that that is supposed to imply! i.e. when the announcement appeared in the local church magazine, the words "virgin of this parish" could be taken literally; unlike the case with the vast majority of brides in this day and age.
Ah, for those unaware of English church law. By the time the wedding came up, Stephanie -- a regular churchgoer, along with Bill and his family since she'd moved into our town -- had been resident in the parish for more than the requisite six months, required by the C or E. Technically she was correctly described as a virgin of the parish in the literal sense, if only just.
You know, at the time I had to wonder whether Bill had hurried the wedding along, because he was missing out on what he'd once enjoyed, with Brenda. Later, I kinda discovered that most, if not all of the haste had come from the couple's parents.
Bill's parents because they probably wanted the bugger out of the house. Bill's folks were somewhat well off, in comparison to most of our friends' families. They had a bloody great house with a heated swimming pool in the back garden. Pool parties had always been regularly on the menu, and by that time Bill's folks were probably getting tired of the noise and collecting all the beer cans the following day.
Stephanie's parents were probably at the hurry up, because they had two other girls at home and they wanted to get the expense of her wedding out of the way. Everything gets more expensive as time goes by don't it?
Anyway so there we were that day, Bill and I -- looking like a couple of complete numpties, dressed as we were in black ties and tails -- sitting in a pew at the end of the nave waiting for his bride to show up.
I'd dutifully acted as chaperone and minder on Bill's stag night a few days before and had returned him home in one piece, even if totally legless and out of his mind. And what's more, I had stopped things getting out of hand with the slag of a stripper that some of the comedians had dragged out of the gutter somewhere.
I am aware that at a later date, at least two of the guys enjoying the Stage Night celebrations were extremely sorry that they took advantage of the extra's the stripper so cheaply offered to throw in.
Still that was their problem, not mine. Brenda would have castrated me if I'd brought her any little gifts back from that evening. And Min would have killed me if Bill had picked up a dose of anything as well. Consequently, I'd had to play chief spoilsport that night.
Ah Min, or Gretchen, you have no idea who she is, do you? Well Gretchen (universally known as Min) is Bill's younger sister.
By that time a rather a tasty young woman actually. Who, had she not been Bill's younger sibling, I'd have been after her like a bullet out of a gun.
However, when we were younger Min had always been my best mate's little sister and therefore a sort of surrogate little sister to myself. Consequently I had never had been able to let the lecherous side of my nature come to the fore, where Min was concerned.
I must admit that Gretchen had blossomed into an extremely elegant young woman, and by that time she was savvy enough to make sensible choices for herself. But even then, I couldn't chance my arm because ... well, Bill was with Stephanie, and that kinda put the kybosh on any relationship between Min and me developing. And of course, I'd kinda teamed up with Brenda pretty smartly when Bill got back home.
Theoretically Min should have been away at university herself at that time. She'd taken a week or so off from her studies to come home for her big brothers wedding.
It was Min who came out of the house to help me extract an almost comatose Bill, from the back of the taxi and all-but carry the bugger up to his room. Then she began helping me undress the bugger so we could put him to bed.
That was fine until we got down to Bill's underpants, that I had been intending to leave him wearing. Min had different ideas and began to remove them.
"Hold up girl, you can't take them off?" I said in panic.
"Why not, he ain't got anything I haven't seen before."
"Hey yeah, when you were kids maybe. But you're both adults now!"
"Ooh aah, don't go getting all prim and proper on us in your old age Barry? What Bill's got to offer ain't going to frighten me. Now if it was yours on the other hand, I might have second thoughts; I might not be able to control myself!"
I'm sure you've had the feeling yourself at one time or another. The thought comes into your mind that you surely must have misheard or misunderstood what someone had just said. I stood there staring at the grinning Min who was by that time removing her brother's underpants from his feet. Then she demanded, by gesture rather than words, that I assisted her in getting Bill into his pyjamas. I'm pretty sure that I never uttered a word as we undertook the operation.
"You've gone quiet Barry, didn't you realise that that little spy hole you and Bill made in the pool charging room wall, so that you could sneak a furtive peek at us girls changing and showering could work both ways?"
This was what one might call a gobsmacking revelation. Bill and I had made that spy hole years ago when we were young prepubescent boys and I'd almost forgotten about its existence.
"Min, we never spied on you, when you were in there!" I found myself blurting out.
"Barry, that's pretty obvious because my friends and I wouldn't have been able to spy on my big brother's friends if you did, would we? All we would have seen would have been a lecherous eye looking back at us." Min giggled, "God, it was so funny watching you and Bill tell the other guys they couldn't look through the hole, because I was in the girl's side changing. I thought it very chivalrous of you actually, under the circumstances."
"Min, I ... er!"
"Oh don't worry your little head about it Barry." Min giggled again, possibly about her apt choice of words. "Most of the girls know about the hole in the wall you know? Didn't it ever strike you as odd, that some of them would put a chair up against that particular section of wall?"
"Er, well."
"Never mind Barry, most of my friends think you've got the best tackle around. My, it gets really big when you get ... excited. No wonder Brenda was so quick to move in with you. You do realise that Brenda is trying to make Bill jealous don't you?"
"I'm not exactly daft Min. Brenda is very upset about the recent turn of events. She needs someone to cling onto at the moment and we were both at a loose end. There's nothing serious between us."
"Yeah I know; you're fuck buddies. I have to complement Brenda on her choice of bed partner though. Having studied all the available talent, I have to admit that she picked the best-equipped candidate. If not the most ... observant one!"
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Never mind Barry. That will do, let's just cover him over in case mother comes in to check on him. Mother can be quite conservative and she might not like some of those little notes the boys have written all over his body; he can wash those off himself in the morning. Shit what did they do, strip him as well as the...
"Yeah well, but I had to put a damper on things. Some of the guys wanted to dump him on the outside of town naked."
"Was that supposed to be before, or after he'd shagged the stripper?"
"Min, you should have seen the tart. There was no way I was going to allow anything like that to happen."
"What, not even a blow job?"
"Min, the guys who turned her up, said that she came very cheap. I suspect she is a crack addict or something. Those silly tarts are so desperate for the cash, they don't take any kind of precautions."
"A gentleman to the end, aren't you Barry."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Well Barry, if my brother picked up a dose of the clap, there is no way in hell that little miss goody two shoes would go through with the marriage. Although there is a faint chance that my dad's cash might sway her mind. And well, that would leave the door open for you to get in there a bit quick like, wouldn't it? You know, while Stephanie's on the rebound."
"Do I take it that you don't like your prospective sister-in-law Gretchen?"
"Barry, whatever happens, do yourself a favour and don't get involved with her yourself!"
Min had a very strange expression on her face, one that I couldn't recall seeing before and I could not understand.
"Min, Bill and Stephanie are getting married next Saturday."
"But today is Sunday so that's almost a week away Barry. And as Winston Churchill once said "A week is a long time in politics."
"Huh."
"Alright in love as well. Lets just wait and see what the morrow brings shall we?"
"Min, tell me are you studying philosophy at university?"
"Yeah why?"
"Okay, I kinda suspected as much. If I don't see you before, I'll see you at the wedding rehearsal." I said as I stepped out of the front door.
"No you won't, I'm not supposed to be part of the ceremony. But I'll definitely be there for the service. Goodnight Barry!"
As I strolled slowly back to my flat in the early hours of that Sunday morning, those closing words of Min's kinda kept going around in my mind. For the life of me I couldn't figure out why she wasn't going to show for the rehearsal. I'd have thought she'd have been roped in as a bridesmaid at least. But then again, she had said that she wasn't too enamoured with her brother's choice of a bride and Min had been away at university for months as well.
-----------------------------------------------------------
I was somewhat surprised to find Brenda still waiting up for me when I got home. What's more she was down to the bare essentials, a very short low-slung skirt that showed her navel and a cut-off t-shirt that only just came down far enough to cover those breasts of hers, and that was all! Shit, did Brenda know how to turn me on when she wanted to!
"Hi lover. God, you've taken your time getting back here, are you ready for a little light relief?" She asked.
"I decided to walk Bren, I doubt I'd have found a taxi anyway. I'd have thought you'd be in bed hours ago."
"Hey no lover, I'm been sitting here dutifully waiting to help you release all those pent up frustrations of yours."
"Er, what?"
"Well watching the guys shag that stripper ... Hey, did any of them double team the bitch?"
"Huh?"
"Oh come on, I'll bet some of them, tried to get her going at both ends, if nothing else. I'm not dumb you know. I know what kind of sick thought's go around in you guys heads."
"Brenda I never touched the bird."
"Did I say you did? I have it on good authority that neither you nor Bill, got within ten feet of the bitch. If you had, I certainly wouldn't be doing this, now would I?"
I thing I should point out that Brenda had sunk to her knees by this point in the conversation and had extracted my rather rampant member. Whether I had been excited by the view of the stripper metamorphosing into spit roast, or not, was immaterial. The way Brenda had been dressed had achieved what she'd intended it to achieve.



"What good authority is this?" I asked.
"Later Barry, can't you feel that I'm a little busy at the moment!"
It was with more than a small quantity of self-control that I pushed Brenda away from her ministrations and pulled her to her feet.
"Brenda, you just told me that a little birdie told you what has transpired this evening. Now, which of the guys is ringing round and letting the cat out of the bag. Some of the guys were well out of order tonight and if their significant others get to hear about it, there will be hell to pay!"
"Oh don't be so bloody silly Barry. I doubt any of the other guys will say a word."
The word "other" was the one word I picked up on as Brenda was speaking, but she went on.
"The little birdie who told me. Was the same little birdie who called to inform me that you were on your way home, a bloody hour ago!"
"You've lost me now Bren!"
"Okay, the same little birdie who showed us girls your little spy-hole in the pool changing rooms wall at Bill's parents place. Oh, and the same little birdie we had to have in there with us, before us girls could use it to spy on you guys. Such a gentleman weren't you? Not spying on your best mate's little sister in the nude.
"Er"
"Yeah er, all right! You informed Min, what went down at the stag do this evening and she called me and told me what you told her. So you are the guy whose been letting the cat out of the bag."
"I'm sort of lost here Brenda. How do you know that I told Min the truth, I could have been spinning her a line of shit for all you know?"
A strange expression came over Brenda's face, then she lent forwards and kissed me gently on the lips.
"Barry Fuller. I swear that if I weren't in love with Bill, I'd fall hopelessly in love with you. You have one great failing in life Barry; you are the perfect gentleman. I know that if you told Gretchen that you kept Bill away from that slut because you feared he might catch something nasty; then you kept him away from her. And besides you ain't quite daft enough to risk losing what you got here, just yet. In a week or so's time maybe, but at the moment you aren't likely to do anything that stupid. Now can I get back to work please, I'm in need of a little satisfaction myself."
"Bitch, I'll show you satisfaction!" I said pushing Brenda gently backwards until the back of her legs hit the arm of the sofa. She of course tumbled onto the seat with her butt resting on the arm, then I dropped to my knees and got on with it.
Brenda laid there and whispered encouragement as she usually did when I gave her oral pleasure. But then she suddenly said.
"Oh my god, what am I going to do when I haven't got you to do this for me anymore?"
"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked stopping my ministrations for a moment.
But Brenda didn't answer; she somehow launched herself up form the sofa and we ended up in a tangled heap on the floor with her lips firmly affixed around my very rampant member.
I tried to repeat the question but I didn't get it all out because with a deft move of her body she quite literally stuffed her clit into my mouth. Yeah well, I kinda lost the plot after that.
God alone knows when and how we got to the bedroom and into bed. You know I believe we managed it without ever rising to our feet. We kind of just kept changing positions until I found that my head was bashing against the bed frame. Then I hoisted Brenda up and dropped her into the middle of the bed.
Needless to say it was well into Sunday afternoon before I awoke.
-----------------------------------------------------------
What followed was one of the oddest weeks of my life. I'll be honest I worked out that something was going down, but I had no idea what.
Several times I found, or rather caught, Brenda having clandestine telephone conversations with someone.
Look you'll often read about husbands becoming suspicious of what their wives are getting up to when he notices her quickly ending telephone calls when he enters the room. Those to my mind, are clandestine telephone conversations.
What's more when I asked who'd been on the phone, Brenda would say something stupid like "Wrong number!" and then set about trying to shag me to death again. Something wasn't kosher, that was for sure. But I really didn't think I was in a position to complain.
Well, Brenda and I knew exactly where we stood in our relationship. When either wanted out all they had to do was tell the other.
Then one day as I got home after my shift -- Brenda was nearly always home before me -- I caught sight of Bill's mother's car pulling out of the car park. For a moment I was surprised but then I realised that it was Gretchen behind the steering wheel.
Min drives like a bleeding maniac at the best of times, when she spotted my car coming down the road ... shit, she took off like a bloody drag racer, leaving a cloud of smoke behind.
Of course I challenged Brenda about Min being at the flat, but in a casual way.
You know, for an instant I thought Brenda was going to deny Min had even been there. But then she suddenly changed her tack and came out with some crap about Min just happening to be passing and wondering whether I'd got home all right on the previous Sunday morning.
Brenda neglected to explain how Min knew where my flat was. I had moved into it after she'd gone off to university.
I knew Brenda well enough by then to know that she was making it up as she went along. I kinda let it slide after that though, because almost before she'd finished speaking, Brenda resplendent in that short skirt and cut off t-shirt again, couldn't answer any more questions, her mouth was full.
-----------------------------------------------------------
The wedding rehearsal went off fine on the Friday evening. Brenda hadn't come with me for obvious reasons. Actually, I really did wonder how she was going to make it through the Saturday.
Oddly Bill had asked me where she was. I kinda fluffed around the question and didn't really answer it. "Surely you can't be that fucking thick Bill!" was how I had been tempted at answer him.
Stephanie did say hello to me later, but I was constantly aware of her eyes boring into my back all the time it was turned towards her. Was I pleased that I'd chosen not to join them all for the meal they were going onto after the rehearsal.
Instead I went back to the flat, with the intentions of taking Brenda out for a meal, but she wasn't there. Eventually I found Gretchen and her in the pub on the corner. I bought both girls a drink and went over to join them, they'd been so into their conversation that they hadn't noticed my arrival in the bar.
"Hi girls, and pray tell me, what are you two little minxes quietly cooking up between you?" I asked as I put their drinks on the table.
I know that the description a rabbit caught in a car's headlights is an oft over used one. But staring up at me with shocked expressions on their faces I had myself two rabbits with eyes as big as saucers.
"How long have you been standing there?" Demanded Brenda.
"Just arrived sexy, why, what have I missed?" I replied then returned to the bar to collect my own drink.
When I got back, both girls were completely relaxed again and they gave me a line of crap about keeping each other company because they thought I was going for a meal with the rest of the wedding party.
Gretchen kept giving me strange looks though, and she would blush profusely when I stared at her. Which I did a lot, even with Brenda kicking my leg under the table. Mind you, that was a game I'd been played with Gretchen many times over the years. Min had always been a shy kid, and I'd discovered that I could embarrass her very easily by staring at her when we'd been very young.
Min only had that one drink (that I bought) with us and then she made her excuses and left. Brenda and I had another then she suggested I got a bottle of wine from the bar and we took the evening somewhere a little more relaxing.
Yeah well, the wine didn't get drunk and I definitely never got much in the way of relaxing done.
-----------------------------------------------------------
So there you have it. I was sitting in the first pew with Bill, his parents and Gretchen. Brenda was off down the other end of the pew and I would join her after my sad duty was done.
God knows how long we sat there until the organ struck up the wedding march, it seemed like an absolute age to me. Made worse I think, by the way Bill kept on fidgeting. "Christ Bill" I was thinking, "I know that you're getting married, but it ain't the end of the bleeding world." He didn't look as happy as I thought a groom should look either.
We had stood and stepped into position as the first bars of the wedding march rang out.
Look, I'm sure that most of you have sat through more than one wedding service, so let's cut to the chase.
We will fast-forward directly to the part where the minister looks up and says to the congregation
"I am required to ask if there is anyone present who knows a reason why these persons may not lawfully marry, to declare it now!"
Now usually there's what is quite often referred to as, "a pregnant pause" at this point, where the minister looks around a sea of vacant and silent faces.
What no one expects is for a female voice off to my right to suddenly announce very loudly and clearly.
"I do!"
All faces, turned to see Gretchen on her feet. For some strange reason staring right back into my eyes. Mind you, that might have been just the impression I got, I was almost directly in line between her and the minister.
"Stephanie does not love my brother, and my brother does not love her! This marriage, should it go ahead, would be an abomination of lies."
At this point one would expect shocked silence. Well that didn't happen. Pandemonium broke out, with just about everybody in the church speaking at the top of their voices at same time. The echo with the building made it almost impossible to sort out who was saying what.
Whether they train ministers for something like Gretchen's unexpected outburst to happen, I don't know. But the guy didn't even flinch; he certainly wasn't taken by surprise, perhaps it had happened to him before sometime.
He just quietly, but firmly, invited the bride and groom, their respective parents, the legal witnesses and of course Gretchen, to follow him into the vestry. Being one of the assigned witnesses as well as Bill's best man, I followed along.
"Young lady, I don't believe that you have a valid legal objection to this marriage, but you appear to believe that there is a moral one. Would you be so kind as to be a little more specific?" The minister said after he'd closed the door.
"Sure, Stephanie doesn't love my brother!"
"That's a lie!" Stephanie instantly retaliated.
"Is it? Then if you do love Bill, why do you go off with that guy every time you pop home to visit your parents? And what exactly do you do in the back seat of his car until three in the morning."
"How dare you accuse me of doing something like that? I'll have you know that I'm a virgin!"
"Your bloody fanny might be, but your filthy mouth quite definitely isn't, that's for sure! And Stephanie, it is your arse, not your dirty little hole. Blimey, does she get vocal when he sticks it up there!" Gretchen informed the rest of the room.
At this particular moment I kinda lost some of Min's diatribe, because Bill's mother had fainted. Guess who got the points for being chief unconscious mother catcher and first aid administerer.
Plus, of course, almost as much, if not more, pandemonium had broken out in the vestry as there had been in the church outside. But I kinda picked up on Gretchen going on about Stephanie being after their father's money, or at least the financial security that would bestow on her in the long term.
Yeah well, Bill was in line to inherit their father's company along with Gretchen.
If things weren't bad enough at that point in the proceedings, Min decided that it was time to put the icing on the cake by producing some very big and graphic photographs from the inordinately large handbag she'd inexplicably been lugging around.
I'll admit, that I only got a good look at a few of them. But I was surprised that two people could get up to so much, in the back seat of such a small car.
The point I just couldn't understand, was why Stephanie had insisted on staying a virgin? Although maybe ... well look, I've been told, that some women enjoy it more in the back door. I've never been er ... curious enough to find out what it feels like myself, to be on the receiving end that is. And I'm not a woman either so I can't really comment can I?
Anyway after a lot of shouting by everyone involved -- except for Bill and Min's mother and myself, who was by then sitting on the floor cradling the woman in my arms, whilst I fanned her with a copy of Church Weekly or some other such publication -- I kinda gathered that the wedding was off.
Later it became apparent that Stephanie's parents were well aware of her liaisons with this other guy and they knew, as Min had made clear, that he was a bit of a wastrel.
Whether they were conversant with what Min assured everyone was their daughter's long-term intentions. i.e. get married to Bill, get pregnant, have at least one kid and then most probably file for divorce so she could live on her alimony payments, I have no idea. Min appeared convinced that Stephanie would keep shagging the guy with the old mini as well whatever happened.
The next thing I really was aware of, was that just Min, her mother (still out cold and lying in my lap) and myself were in the room.
"It had to be you didn't it?" Min grinned at me.
"What the hell did I do?" I asked.
"Caught mother of course. It was obvious to me that mother would faint the second I mentioned oral or anal sex. Took her a couple of moments to put two and two together though, didn't it. Then she went out like a light!"
"You are a very wicked little girl, Gretchen. Why on earth did you not tell anyone that you knew about what Stephanie had been getting up to before today?"
"Well I had planned to, but then I realised that her parents watched her drive off with that guy every time she visited them, and they knew that they stayed out until four in the morning. What's more they covered for her if Bill happened to call."
"So?"
"Well I kinda had it figured that laying out for a reception that weren't going to happen, was their just desert."
"Vicious little minx. I'm glad I've never found myself on the wrong side of you."
At this time two paramedics arrived and they extracted me from under my burden. I'm not saying that Gretchen's mother is overweight or anything. But maybe she's carrying a few pounds she could do without.
As we left the vestry Gretchen and I passed her father, who gave her a look that should have turned her to stone.
"I think I might need somewhere to bed down for a couple of nights Barry, any chance I can use your spare room?"
"We'd better talk to Brenda first."
"Nope I don't think so Barry, I do believe you might have a vacancy for a bed partner." Gretchen said gesturing towards the churches entrance, where Bill and Brenda were in each other's arms.
"He's been talking about her more and more over the last few weeks. Sorry Barry there would have been no way I would have been able to let the wedding go forward even if I hadn't been able to dig up all that dirt on Stephanie."
"Do you think that's a good idea Min? After all, Bill's got to be on the ruddy rebound.
"My arse! Look Barry, who is a guy supposed to be having wet dreams about on his stag night? I sat up with the bugger all night because he was so bloody drunk I feared he might vomit and choke. Well, the dirty little sod laid there tossing and turning, and I mean literally on occasions, and calling out for Brenda. Not once did he mention Stephanie. She might have had his conscious mind bewitched, but she didn't have his unconscious heart."
"Is that philosophy?"
"No it's commons sense, the same as you've always known that Brenda was in love with my brother and that's why you are not the slightest bit surprised to see her consoling him."
"Okay you are right, I knew that it could happen one day."
"And that's why you never let yourself fall in love with her?"
"Oh I can see you're going far. Perhaps you should have studied psychology?"
"Yeah, might help solve a couple of other problems I've got."
"And they are? I'm at your service young lady!"
"You said it. The first is where am I going to sleep until I got back to Uni. My dad's going to be really pissed with me for a few days."
"And the second?"
"Oh I think, given enough time and a little bit of luck, I'll be able to solve that one myself; thank you. Now let's go and get the happy couple out of here!"
It was very strange, watching the woman who'd climbed out of my bed that morning being all over another man. I could certainly understand how some guys lose it and go over the top when they find that their life partner has moved on. Not that Brenda and I could be called life partners; we had been, as Min had so graphically explained it, fuck buddies for about a year.
Min and I took Bill and Brenda back to the flat. Then tried as best we could to stay out of the way and let them get on with all the plain speaking that needed to be done. Well I did, Gretchen stuck her oar in a few times I believe.
Whatever by five o'clock, Brenda was dashing around frantically packing and looking for her passport. There was a honeymoon all bought and paid for, and she and Bill were off for three weeks in the sun together. Bill kindly went through the departure doors ahead of Brenda so she could give me one last final snog. God alone knows where Min had disappeared too.
"Thanks Barry, you're my best friend in the world!"
"I think Bill should fill that vacancy, Bren."
"No he's going to be my husband before very long. You and Min will always be my best friends.
Min and I stood and watched as their plane whisked them off to the sun.
-----------------------------------------------------------
Min did use the spare bed in my flat for the rest of her short break from her studies. I had to play peacemaker with her parents, who were not so much furious over what she'd done; more with the way she'd done it. Her mother showed signs of fainting again when the words anal or oral sex were brought up. I do believe her mother became a little delicate when the word arse was mentioned as well.
"You'd better remember that matie. My mother is a prude and squeamish about certain subjects!" Min said with a grin as we drove back to the flat after the big peace council.
The following day I dropped her at the station and she went off back to her studies.
Three weeks after they had left, Bill and Brenda returned, sun burnt and battle weary. Well Bill was, he'd obviously become a little unfit during his abstinence and was showing all the signs of a man who couldn't quite keep up.
"I'll soon have him as fit as a fiddle Barry, don't you worry. How'd things go between you and Min?" Brenda asked whilst we walked to my car. Bill had stopped to make a phone call to his father and struggled along behind with the cases. It was the first chance she had of speaking to me alone.
"Oh fine, she stayed a couple of days and then went back to Uni!"
"And?"
"And what?"
"Well, did you ring her bells for her as you used to ring mine?"
"Brenda, this is little Gretchen we're talking about! What the hell do you take me for?"
"You might not have noticed Barry, but everyone else in the world bloody-well has. Gretchen ain't so little any more and she's all woman. What's more, she's a woman who has designs on a particular man. I'll say better than that, she's been in love with the guy almost as long as I have been in love with Bill."



"What are you trying to suggest Brenda?"
"Well now lets see? What guy do I know who warned every little toe rag to watch his manners around Gretchen. Hey, he went further at a party one evening when she happened to turn up there with her date. He spent all evening watching her date's every move, just in case he tried to get Min pissed."
"I was only doing what I thought was the right thing under the circumstances!"
"Oh yeah, I knew you were Barry; remember, I've seen the way you've always looked at her."
"Are you trying to suggest that I'm a pedo or something?"
"Of course I'm not. What I'm saying is that you've always been attracted to Min, right from when we were all kids together. You always favoured her even when Bill thought she was a brat and a pain in the arse. Who taught her how to swim for instance? Not Bill, he was too busy having a rare old time groping me."
"I thought it took you a long time to get the hang of it."
"Bugger Barry, my dad taught me to swim when I was three years old. I just made sure that Bill stayed close, whilst you taught Min to swim."
"Crafty bitch, I wonder why I ever trusted you?"
"Because you're my bestest friend in the whole world Barry, and you know that you can always trust your best friend."
"Can I, you never let on about what was going to happen at the wedding."
"I didn't know Barry, I swear! Min just insisted that I should be there, and kind of insinuated that Bill was going to need me in the near future. She also told me that she intended to claim you for her own as well."
"Well she didn't. She stayed a few nights in the spare room whilst I poured oil on troubled waters as far as her parents were concerned, and then she went back to Uni. She's calls about once a week, supposedly to ask me if I'm okay now you're not there any more, but that's all."
Bill caught up with us at this time and made a little joke about me stealing his wife back. That brought me to an abrupt halt.
"Oh shit! Don't tell anyone please." He blurted out. "We are not even sure it's legal under British law. We are going to pretend to be living together for a while, then give the family a chance to have a proper wedding, when the smoke's cleared from the last bugger."
"Congratulations, what did she do twist your arm?"
"No she told me that if I didn't make the grade then she knew someone who could. I had to marry her so she couldn't go running off back to you."
I looked at the now blushing Brenda.
"It was only a threat Barry, honestly. You know that I thought Min would have pinned you down by now. Bill offered, so I said yes. So we got hitched straight away under the local law out there."
-----------------------------------------------------------
Things settled down to a kind of routine after that. Bill and Brenda would drag me out on the town a couple of nights a week, and Min would call me every Sunday morning bright and early while I was still in bed, for a chat about ... Well sweet FA really.
Brenda told me later that Min was listening with bated breath for the sound of someone else breathing in the room.
That's how things remained until just before Christmas. Bill hadn't said anything about Gretchen coming home for the holidays, so to be honest I was taken by surprise.
I arrived home off shift a little on the late side that evening. I'd stopped for a pint with a couple of the lads. Anyway as I got out of my car, I had noticed a light on in my flat and just assumed that, running a little behind, I'd left the bugger on that morning.
When I opened the front door however, I knew something wasn't as it should be; the wrong program was playing on the radio.
Putting my uniform bag down as quietly as possible, I crept towards the lounge where the sound of music was coming from. Hiding in the shadows, I gently pushed the door open.
"Oh for Christ sake get in here Barry, I can't hold this pose all bloody night?" Min's voice suddenly said.
Sticking my head around the door, I saw that Min was draped on the sofa, wearing a rather familiar looking low waisted, very short skirt, and a cut off t-shirt.
"What are you doing here Gretchen?" I asked.
"Well I'm told, that you'll take one look at me in this get-up and completely loose all control of your senses. Then you'll ravish me to within an inch of my life."
"Is that a fact?"
"Sure is! And look, no knickers and a shaved pussy, just how my informant tells me you like things!"
"Aren't you being just a little bit forward young lady?"
"I hope so. But if you think I'm over doing things, perhaps you'd better tan my bottom for me?"
With those words Min turned over and pushed her naked backside into the air, displaying all of her wares whilst she was at it.
"Lets take things a little slowly shall we Min. There's plenty of time for that kind of thing after we've talked about this."
"Oh shit no, Brenda and Me have got you sussed. You'll prevaricate and procrastinate for-bloody-ever. Now if I've got this off pat, which I hope I have, its about time I got down to some serious work."
To be honest Min caught me right off guard, she came off the sofa so fast that I hadn't realised she'd moved until she had me lying half on and half off the armchair opposite. As I got over the surprise I discovered that Min was frantically attacking my belt, at the same time as she was trying to locate my tonsils with her tongue. I kinda lost track of things after that!
To be honest the next thing I really realised was that there was a nice tasty, sweet smelling pussy hovering and inch or two above my face, whilst my rampant member was in a really nice warm wet place.
I tell you fella's, when a woman on a mission gets her lips around your ... Well your favourite course of action is to simply raise the white flag.
-----------------------------------------------------------
Gretchen and I were married right after she graduated a year later. She teaches several classes part time at the local tech college, god alone knows what. All I know for sure is, they end in -ology.
I quit the job, and now work for her father's company along with Bill. The Plan is that when the old boy retires, I get the honour of being the boss. Their father says that Bill and Gretchen will argue too much to run things properly. I'm to be charged with listening to both of them and then doing what I think fit.
I'm not sure where she heard it, but Min says that Stephanie didn't marry the guy with the Mini. She has however become a quite well known actress in the type of media that you don't usually talk about in front of the children. I have no idea where Min gets all her information but she'd make a better detective than I would ever have been.
Oh yeah, three! Bill and Brenda have two and another on the way.
Where was I? Oh yeah, it's a shame that, with her looks and figure, Stephanie finished up in the porn industry. I'm sure she could have made it as a straight actress. Well look how she convinced everyone that she loved Bill.
Ah the other question that I'm betting you are asking yourself why was she so on edge around me all the time. Well, I didn't tell you that at that time I was a police officer, did I? And would you believe that one evening we'd pulled up a little shit driving a souped up Mini for speeding. And well when we'd searched the guy's motor we'd discovered that he was transporting illegal substances. He'd been nicked of course and probably got his hand slapped by the courts. But just guess who had been sitting in the passenger seat that evening. I suppose she was always wondering when the penny would drop.
Funny how I had never put two and two together on that one, until the day we pulled the bugger over for speeding again. Yeah we sent him back to the courts because he had another little stash in the car with him.
Life goes on.
This Denham Forrest, The Wanderer story, is posted on this site with the authors knowledge and consent. RG
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Molly and Me
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
This very short tale about nothing, is dedicated to friend good friend of mine, I'm sure he'll know who he is. We all wish you the best my friend and hope to see you writing again very soon. But just a little hint before anyone gets out of his/her pram. This is another of those stories where the reader has to be careful not to prejudge anything.
My thanks go to Angelina, PapaGus and Deryk for their assistance in preparing this story for posting. But I have had to make a couple of minor changes at the last minute.
*
There I was, wandering around the hotel's public rooms, somewhat furtively asking people I vaguely remembered meeting in the previous few days if they'd seen my wife Molly, and at the same time trying not to make it too obvious that I'd completely lost track of her.
I'll be honest with you, I was getting more than a little worried; I'd last seen Molly about three hours previously and she'd been in conversation with the very disreputable Gordon Hamster.
-----
Hamster wasn't exactly a Casanova, but word had it that he had an eye for the ladies on the quiet. He was good looking and reputedly he could be hazardous to connubial bliss. Mind you, rumour had it that he rarely -- if ever -- got the chance to indulge himself, because usually wherever Gordon Hamster went, his rather beautiful, somewhat possessive -- or possibly distrusting -- and very jealous wife, Katrina, was to be found not very far away. I should imagine you get the general idea.
However, I, and everyone else who had been in residence at the hotel that week, was well aware that Katrina had had a pretty serious accident while water-skiing a day or so previously. By all accounts she was stretched out on a bed in traction at the local hospital. That kind of changed the status quo, by my reckoning.
When I had last seen Molly, she had been sitting up at a bar in one of the hotel's lounges. I'd had to leave her for a few minutes to make a quick telephone call to check in with the boss. Hamster had entered the lounge just as I was leaving and I'd lingered for a few moments, just long enough to watch him spot, and then make a bee-line for Molly.
I had wondered whether I should return to the bar myself, but I figured that Molly is a big girl, and that she could look after herself. Lets face it, she wouldn't be in the business we're in, if she couldn't handle a sleaze like Hamster, would she? Well I believe that was how my mind worked at the time. And well, I was a little late calling in to the office anyway and theoretically it would only take me a few minutes. And lastly, I was damned sure that Molly would get thoroughly pissed-off with me if she thought I was playing the part of the jealous husband, if you understand me.
As it turned out, things had been moving along at a hell of a pace back at the office. Not only did my boss fill me in on numerous changes that had taken place in the previous twenty-four hours, but a couple of my colleagues had things they wanted to clarify with me as well. Consequently I was tied up on the telephone for nigh on fifteen, maybe even as long as twenty minutes.
When I eventually arrived back in the lounge, to my dismay there was no sign of either Molly or Hamster. Keeping my cool as much as I could, and pretending to myself that I was not panicking, I went over to the bar and got myself a stiff drink. Then as subtly as I could, I enquired of the barman if he'd seen where Molly had gone, and with whom, if anyone.
Whether he'd been slipped a few bob by Hamster -- or he was expecting the prick would prove to be generous later -- the barman informed me that he been busy and hadn't noticed that Molly had left the bar until after she'd gone. When I tried to enquire about Hamster, the barman made out that he had no idea who the guy was. It was all very unconvincing, as far as I was concerned anyway.
I then did the rounds as rapidly as I could. Not one of the guys out the front remembered seeing Molly leave, and the same went for the people round the pool and out in the hotel grounds. That left the hotel's gym, public rooms and bars- and, of course, our own, Molly and my, suite or, most disconcertingly from my perspective, Hamster's own suite.
My main problem was that it was such a damned great big hotel and there were so many damned public areas. And numerous different ways of getting between any of them; consequently, if Molly were moving around, then I could easily miss her and Hamster practically anywhere, as I went from one public area to another myself.
After another twenty minutes of frantic searching -- actually meandering around and trying not to make it look obvious that I was searching for the missing Molly -- eventually I went up to the reception desk and asked the guy there if he'd happened to notice my wife heading towards our room.
"Mr. Burns, yes, I think I have seen your wife," the slimy bugger smiled at me, "I do believe it was Mrs. Burns I saw going up to the rooftop lounge with Monsieur Hamster, about half an hour ago. They were most likely going to take a walk around the upper terrace. One gets a very good view of our beautiful sunset from up there."
"Yeah, and you're half-way to the effing bedrooms, and no bugger's going to notice you getting into the lift from up there, either!" I almost added. But I just thought it instead.
Shit, over the years he'd worked at that hotel, that slimy little wanker had probably seen hundreds of couples heading up to that mezzanine level, and I'll bet he knew exactly where they were going to end up.
Still, trying to act as naturally and calmly as I could, I strolled across the hotel foyer and made my own way up onto the mezzanine level myself and from there I went on out onto the roof terrace.
"You bloody bitch, Molly, how could you do this to me?" I'd found myself saying out loud as I tried not to rush up the stairs. Luckily, there was nobody close enough to hear me.
After I'd taken a turn around the roof garden to convince myself that Molly was not out there, I then took the lift up to the sixth floor and made sure that Molly wasn't in our suite.
I'll be honest with you, I almost picked up the telephone to call for official reinforcements in my search, but I chickened out. Molly had not been missing for very long and she would certainly chew my balls off about it anyway.
I found myself straining to look over the balcony rail. God alone knows what I thought I was going to achieve. Maybe, I thought I might chance to hear Molly calling for help, or something from Hamster's suite, which was directly below ours.
I heard nothing!
You know, for an instant I thought about climbing down to the balcony of Hamster's suite, but I feared that at that time of the evening, someone might see me and take me for a sneak thief. That would have put the cat amongst the pigeons.
Besides assuming that they were in there, Hamster would hear me climbing down and I would not be in the best position to defend myself.
So after pacing the room for what seemed like eternity, I'd gone back downstairs and began touring the hotel's public spaces again. And that's where I was, when I caught sight of a grinning Molly, all but skipping out of one of the lifts.
Furious, I took her by the arm and manhandled her back into the lift she'd just exited.
"Where the fuck have you been?" I demanded, once the lift doors had closed.
"You said it, hubby. I've been getting my arse screwed off, by the world's most wonderful lover!" she grinned back at me.
"For fuck's sake, Molly. Everyone in that damned lounge must have seen you go off with Hamster. That supercilious frog out on reception..."
"André is not French, Jim, he's Swiss!"
"Trust you to know that. Anyway, the stuck up little shit knew where you two were headed anyway. Have you any idea how that makes me look in everyone's eyes?"
"Ah, diddums! Is my loving husband all upset because someone might think he's a cuckold?"
"Molly, leave it out, will you. You just didn't have to make it so bloody obvious. What the fuck was wrong with letting me know where you going anyway?"
"It was a spur of the moment thing sweetheart..."
At that instant the lift doors slid open on our floor and Molly stopped speaking just in case anyone overheard her. She didn't speak again until I'd closed the door to our suite.
"Well?" I demanded.
"Well, you went off to phone the boss and bugger me if Glamour Pants himself don't plonk his arse on the stool right next to me, almost the instant you'd gone."
"Yeah, I saw the bugger enter the lounge."
"And you didn't come running back to protect my virtue? How sweet of you, lover!"
"Molly, I'll bloody swing for you one of these days. Get on with it?"
"Ooh tetchy this evening, aren't we? Well anyway, then he starts giving me his line of shit!"
Molly picked up the bottle of scotch we had on the side table and poured herself a stiff one.
"Want one?" she asked, grinning at me.
"No, thanks. And?"
"Ah well, I thought I'd give it a whirl. Long time since I got picked up in a hotel bar."
"You could have fooled me!"
"Ooh, nasty. Has hubby got the hump? Shall Molly-kins make him feel better?"
"Molly, I'll put you over my bloody knee and tan your bleeding arse for you in a minute. Now what happened?"
"Oh, he took the bait and the next thing you know we're on our way up to his room."
"I kinda gathered that. I've spent most of the bloody afternoon searching this fucking hotel for you."
"Ah, diddums."
"Molly, I swear..."
"Alright, alright, don't get your knickers in a twist. He shagged me... five times!"
"Five times? Holy shit!"
"Oh, yeah, he was Mr. Wonderful in bed. The best lover I've ever had in my life. He gave me so many orgasms and I was begging him to give me more."
"Molly!" I said angrily.
"Hey, look, handsome, I was all prepared. I told the bugger that we couldn't do it without protection for obvious reasons. Well I told him I wouldn't like to catch anything and bring it back to my loving husband," Molly giggled again and I raised my hand as if threatening to strike her, "and well, I said that I couldn't afford to end up preggers either. But the sod pulled a packet of three out of his bloody briefcase, although, that did have its advantages later."
"It did!"
"Yeah, but I'll get to that in a minute. Well, after the crafty sod produced that packet of three that kinda stumped me for a minute. But then I thought... well I hadn't had much lately; I might as well have a little fun while I was at it.
"Molly, fun is one thing, but five bloody times?"
"Well, we had to use those buggers up, didn't we; and then I had to persuade Hamster that he was so good at it, and that I needed him so badly, that he just had to go find some more somewhere, didn't I?"
"Charming!"
"Ah, diddums!"
"Molly, you say that one more time and I'll..."
"Alright, alright, keep your bloody hair on! Hey look, don't think it was easy for me, he's fucking useless in bed. Typical of the type, he thinks he's God's gift to every female on the planet. I'm not kidding, I had to do some bloody good acting and use every trick in the book to get the bugger back up again after the second time."
"So, why did you let him screw you five times?"
"Well I needed him to go and get some more condoms, didn't I? Then, while he was gone, I searched his room. It saved you having to climb down to his room later. I never was keen on that idea. And him leaving his briefcase unlocked, well that was really opportune. Oh, you'd better warn the boss, Hamster carries two hand guns. He's got a Ruger and a Glock in that damned briefcase of his. We don't want him shooting up any Froggy cops when they pick him up tomorrow!"
"What makes you think they'll grab him tomorrow?"
"Stands to reason, they'll want to nick him and whoever he meets with when they make the switch. They're meeting on the Paris train tomorrow morning. From what I gathered they are going to meet in the dinning car or buffet car at ten o'clock sharp."
"How the fuck do you know that?"
"Hamster's a fucking idiot. You know I think the Yanks are on the wrong trip. It must be Katrina who has all the brains in that outfit. Hamster received a phone call, I was playing the 'sex-mad, dumb blond' and the plonker didn't realise that with the stupid code he was using, a bloody two year old could have worked out what he was saying. Anyway he'll have those papers, or whatever, with him and exchange them with whoever he meets on the train."
"That will be a couple of North Korean guys. The boys have been watching one of Hamster's contacts and he met a couple of guys in Paris yesterday. They told me earlier that the Koreans' are booked onto a south bound train this evening and they must be heading back to Paris tomorrow morning."
"Have they any idea what the Koreans are buying from him?"
"Actually the boys suspect that it could be either way around. It could be that whatever they are exchanging doesn't include cash, information useful to each other or something very portable anyway. The Froggies will have to sort that one out. Maybe the Yanks really do know, but they aren't telling. He's one of theirs anyway and they started the ball rolling on this thing. But Jesus, Molly, five times?"
"Oh, come on. I had to do him three times to use his bloody johnnies up. And then I had to do him again a couple of times, to ensure that he didn't realise I'd only conned him into getting some more, just so that I could search his gear while he was gone," she giggled again. "Hey, I nearly killed him. He thinks he picked up a bloody nymphomaniac. And guess what? He got a real kick out of screwing a married woman to start with. But before I left he was wondering how come you're still alive."
"Oh thanks! That's all I need, you do realise that I've got to face everybody in the dining room over breakfast tomorrow; and a good proportion of them are going to know that Hamster has been shagging your arse off all afternoon."
"Oh, and poor little hubby doesn't like the idea that everyone will think he's a cuckold?" Molly giggled again.
"Cut it out, Molly!"
"Oh, come, Jim, can't you take a joke?"
"Molly, no wonder you don't keep your partners very long; if you take the piss out of them like this. I was really worried about you this afternoon, you know?"
"Worried about what the boss would say if you had to tell him you'd lost me, you mean!"
"No, be serious, Molly. Some of these marks can be dangerous. What if Hamster had twigged what you were up to? He could have killed you or something."
"And that would worry you? Give over, Jim! Oh, you'd be embarrassed for a while that your partner had got herself killed on you. But hey, that's what the job's all about isn't it. I wouldn't be the first partner you've lost on an assignment."
"They were all male, Molly. And besides..."
"Besides what, Jim?"
"Oh, nothing."
"No, besides what, Jim?"
"Oh, bugger, I've got kind-of attached to you in the last few months and I wouldn't like to see you get hurt. That's all!"
"How attached, Jim?"
"Just attached, that's all."
"Jim, I take the piss, as you term it, out of my partners to keep things... you know, light hearted; so nothing kinda serious happens between us. But if it where my real husband... Yeah, well, are you attached enough to want off the hazardous assignment roster?"
"What a strange question!"
"Well, you know that the department won't allow married operatives or even people who are emotionally involved with each other, on the H list."
I looked across at Molly and she had an unusually serious (for her) expression on her face.
"You know it would mean a drop in pay?" I told her, "We wouldn't get our danger money any more either."
"Yeah but, two can live almost as cheaply as one and we should both have a good stash tucked away by now. How long have you been on the H list?"
"Seven years; since my wife ditched me."
"Silly bitch, who did she ditch you for?"
"Some captain of industry. She married the silly arse; still that saved me a bunch in alimony."
"My old man was knocking off his secretary and got the little bitch preggers. It was either ditch me and marry her, or fork out for maintenance on the kid. I drew the short straw. Well rather, I told him I'd cut his balls off if he tried to get back into the house."
"Knowing you, you'd do it as well!"
"I chased the bugger out of the house with a stun gun in one hand and a carving knife in the other."
"Holy shit, you're lucky he never called the police."
"He tried to, but the department needed a female operative in the field, if you know what I mean. One phone call from up-stairs and all the files vanished."
"Christ, remind me never to upset you?"
"Hey , lover. Once we're married, all you got to do is keep it in your pants. You do that and I'll promise to keep my legs crossed."
"Molly, we're in the middle of a very important case, have we just decided to get married?"
"I think so. Sounds like the best idea you've come up with since we've been working together, anyway.
"Good. For one horrible moment there I thought I was losing it completely."
"Okay, then, you'd better call the boss and fill him in on Hamster's plans for tomorrow. And then you'd better ask him to pull both of our names off the H list tonight."
"Tonight? He'll go bonkers!"
"Well it's either that or we're both going to be on report tomorrow. I have it on good authority that you're shit hot in the sack."
"You have?"
"Yeah, Sandra in logistics. She's enjoyed rubbing my nose in it because you are allowed to shag her and not me."
"Company policy, Molly."
"Yeah, but you don't have to be such a stickler for the rules, Jim. You just call the boss, give him the low down on Hamster and I'll go get all cleaned up in the shower. Then when he's removed our names from the bloody H list, we'll see what Sandra keeps raving about. Perhaps, I'll get my first decent shag of the day!"
I picked up the telephone and called the office again.
Life goes on.
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*
Where do I start, I'm not sure? Maybe by explaining that I was away at one of those damned seminars on environmentally-friendly disposal of industrial waste. We're talking a few years ago now, before what could be described as the environmental revolution — or re-evaluation - that's overtaken the world. I can't say that I was particularly enamoured to have been picked-out by my boss to look into our company's waste policies, and generally clean up the company's act in that area.
However, I can't say that I had objected to either kudos I'd gained by the promotion amongst my fellow workers, or raise in pay. The travelling involved — around all the company's different plants — was turning out to be a real pain in the arse though.
Much to my surprise, Maureen took my sudden need to travel in my job in good heart. She understood that it wouldn't be for very long and agreed that - with two young children and a mortgage to pay - the extra cash coming in would prove very useful to us. There were the odd times when she'd have a little gripe but they weren't very often.
Actually I got to enjoy my trips away ... well not so much the trips away, but the coming home again. The kids would be over the moon on my return, and Maureen would try to love me to death on the night of my return and for several nights — well we couldn't behave like that whilst the children were up, could we — after my return.
I must admit that I thought my three or four nights away every week, had given Maureen's libido a bit of a boost. As it does after children - in our case twin girls born within two years of our wedding - come along, our sex life had fallen into a bit of a rut. Even more so after she'd gone back to work (part time) when the girls' started school; we'd been a bit strapped for cash and living a little close — or maybe a little beyond — our means for a while there. So, the moment she got the chance, Maureen went out to see her old employer and then went back working for them on a part time basis. As the children got older, she'd increased her hours until she was almost working full time again.
I can't say that I very much liked idea of Maureen going back working for Norman Coolidge again. But Maureen had a gregarious nature and she hadn't enjoyed being cooped up in the house so much whilst the twins were little.
Oh, Norman Coolidge was all right — well, I thought he was at the time — but his wife when we met her on the odd social occasion — Norman and Greta had both been at our wedding — well, she always struck me as a bit of a weirdo. You know, she always had a strange look about her eyes, kind of unsettled me some. Whatever, Greta Coolidge didn't actually work for the company and from what Maureen told me I gathered she rarely visited the office. Maureen knew her old job well and really enjoyed working with the other girls.
Anyway, that was the state of play, when I went to that five-day seminar in Manchester. I've got to admit that for the most of it I was bored to tears. I'd actually met most of the people giving the presentations and discussed in person with them what they were trying to put over. But there were a couple that were of some interest to me.
It was late that night and I was sitting in one of the lounges discussing the relative merits of different boiler exhaust sulphur scrubbing systems with a couple of guys I'd got to know quite well over the previous year or so when one of them suddenly pointed that the bell boy was wandering around calling out that there was a message for me. You know the sort of thing the lad was apparently touring the public rooms trying to say "Message for Mr Broom!" loud enough to be heard but not too loud as to disturb everyone else.
"Here!" My friend called out and pointed to me.
"There's an urgent message for you at reception, Mr Broom." The young lad said when he reached our table and then he stood there expectantly.
I slipped fifty pence — can I help it if I'm a cheapskate - into his hand and then, telling the guys I'd be back soon, I headed out of the lounge. I figured that Maureen, who for some reason hadn't been in the house when I called earlier, was returning my nightly call home.
It was as I approached the desk, that I began to get a bad feeling in my stomach. Standing nearby waiting a little impatiently — or they were looking uncomfortable about being there anyway - were two police officers.
"Broom room 268. You have a message for me?" I said to the young woman stood behind the desk.
As I feared that she was going to do, she took a quick glance towards the two uniformed police officers and then said. "These gentlemen would like a word with you sir!"
My heart sank further, remember Maureen hadn't been home when I'd called and now there were two policemen at the hotel looking for me. I instantly assumed there'd been an accident of some kind and I feared for Maureen and the children.
"Would you mind coming with us sir?" One of the officers said. Immediately heading off towards the managers office.
I followed without answering, dreading what they were going to tell me once we got inside.
As we walked into the office, the manager himself left, closing the door behind him.
"Would you like to take a seat sir?" the first officer said.
"I don't think so; I'd rather know what it is you are putting off saying if you don't mind. Has there been an accident or something? Are my wife and children all right?"
"Your children are fine sir, as far as we know. But I do think you should sit down." The officer replied, physically guiding me towards a chair as he spoke.
Why is it that people think you needed to be seated to receive bad news? Well, he'd said the children were fine; that could only mean that Maureen wasn't, and that she had been involved in some sort of an accident, couldn't it.
"I'm afraid we have to inform you that your wife is in hospital sir. She has sustained some serious injuries and we believe she is being operated on as we speak. The Met has asked us to inform you that you should return to London immediately."
"What sort of injuries; how seriously hurt is she?" I demanded, jumping up from the seat that I'd unconsciously taken.
"We don't have the details sir, other than that your wife is apparently suffering from several bullet wounds."
"Bullet wounds ... what, are you telling me, that she's been shot?" I demanded.
"Apparently so, sir!" The officer replied.
"How? Why?" I said, really not believing what the officer was saying.
"I'm afraid we aren't aware of the circumstances, sir. The Met just asked us to find you, and assist you in getting back to London as soon as possible. There are police cars and drivers waiting to escort you all the way to the hospital sir."
"My children?" I asked.
"They are safe and well, sir, of that one fact I can assure you. I'm sure that the Met officers will have all that in hand. Now, we'd better get moving, there was a distinct sense of urgency in the Met's request." The officer said as he opened the door.
Things certainly got hectic after that, we left the manager's office to be met by a female police officer and one of the hotel staff carrying my bags; it was explained that they'd packed my stuff for me. Then I was bundled into a police car and driven at breakneck speed to somewhere where a helicopter was waiting. I learnt later that the chopper had been laid on by my employers, after the police had got in touch with them asking about my whereabouts.
I'm not sure where the chopper landed in London. But wherever it was, a limousine (also laid on by my employers) was waiting and under police escort I was rushed to the hospital and up to the intensive care unit; where I found an unconscious and very pale looking Maureen hooked up to all the paraphernalia we are so familiar with from all those TV hospital programs. Even down to the beep, beep, beep of the heart rate monitor.
I think it was a doctor who told me that they thought Maureen was going to make it, only not in those words of course. He told me she had sustained six bullet wounds, four that he said had only caused minor injury; but two more that - but for the fact that a Hems unit had been in the vicinity - would most likely have proved fatal.
I'm not sure how long it was that I sat there staring at Maureen's inert body, whilst listening to the incessant beeping of the machines and holding her hand, before a nurse came over and told that there was a police officer waiting who wished to speak to me.
As soon as the officer had introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Sharp, I asked him what had happened.
"I'm afraid that we don't really know, sir." He replied. "About three this afternoon, a neighbour of yours heard some shouting out in the street, followed by what he correctly assumed were a series of gunshots, and then the sound of tires screeching as a car drove away. When he went outside to investigate, he found your wife lying in the road at the rear of her car; he quickly ascertained that she had been shot. Although several other people heard the gun shots no one actually saw who fired them."
"Where did this happen?" I asked.
"Outside your house, sir. We believe that your wife had just returned home and that she was getting something from the boot of her car. Apparently another car pulled up and after a heated exchange someone in that car shot your wife; we believe from the driver's seat."
"But why?" I asked.
That's what we are trying to ascertain now, sir. At the moment, we don't know if it was a random drive by shooting; a road rage incident that got completely out of hand, or if she was targeted for some reason. Have you or your wife got any enemies who would possibly want to harm her?"
"Not that I'm aware of, Sergeant. We're just your average suburban family. You know, two kids and struggling to make ends meet."
"So there's no problems in the family?" He asked.
"What do you mean by that?" I demanded.
"You and your wife are happy, sir! No ... er, interests out side the home."
"Of course not, Maureen and I have been happily married for fourteen years."
"And you've never..."
"How dare you, of course I haven't! I'm a happily married man with two wonderful little girls."
"I'm sorry, sir, but we have to ask these questions, it's our job. And your wife, to your knowledge she's as happy with the status quo as you are?"
"What the hell do you mean by that?" I demanded.
He could obviously see the angry expression on my face.
"I'm sorry, sir, but these are questions that we have to ask. Someone has seen fit to try to murder your wife. It's our job to find out who and why, and that means we have to ask a lot of unpleasant questions. I don't enjoy asking questions like this, but I have my duty to perform!"
"Well do your bloody duty and find out what nutter shot my wife, but I can assure you that Maureen and I are happy in our marriage." I replied and at that the officer appeared to be satisfied.
Only he wasn't of course, what policeman takes your word for anything? Over the following weeks and months, I learnt that Detective Sergeant Sharp takes no one's word about anything. But I'll get back to that later.
When I asked him about my children, the Sergeant told me that my sister-in-law, Annie and a WPC were at my house looking after them. It was only after the doctor assured me that Maureen was stable and in no danger of dying on me, that I agreed to go home and see them.
The children took it much better than I expected. They'd been worried of course when the police collected them from school that day, but once Annie came on the scene they'd calmed down a lot. Of course, they were never told how close to death Maureen had been, just that she'd had an accident and was in hospital. It didn't take them long to put two and two together once the shooting was reported on TV though; what with all the reporters hanging around near the house. Eventually we moved them to Annie's house and they stayed there for two months, until Maureen — after several operations - was eventually released from hospital.
When I — and the police I suppose — asked Maureen, she told us that she had no recollection of the day she had been shot at all. She definitely could not understand why she'd taken that particular afternoon off work and been arriving home at the time of day she did. Usually Maureen left her office just in time to collect the girls from school.
The only explanation we could come up with was that she'd gone shopping that day. However, no one could work out what she had gone to buy, as there was nothing in the boot of the car when we looked. Although at one time one police officer did hazard the theory that maybe the person who attacked Maureen was a mugger. He put forward the idea that she had been shot for whatever she was removing from the boot of the car. I'm not sure whether DS Sharp ran with that idea though; he appeared to me to be spending all of his time investigating me.
As the weeks turned into months, it slowly got back to me that DS Sharp had interviewed just about everyone I'd ever spoken to, down as far as the cashier in the garage where I usually fill-up with petrol, and every damned regulars at our local pub. That's not counting every employee where I worked and the staff at all the plants I was charged with looking after; even the guys I'd been chatting with in Manchester, the night I'd been told Maureen had been shot.
We also learnt that he did the same with all Maureen's acquaintances, our neighbours and the people who worked in her office. Not that Maureen ever went back to work there, but some of her friends from the office turned up at the hospital and visited her a few times at home, once she'd been released.
I also gathered that the police — I assume in the person of one DS Sharp — on occasions visited the house when I was at work, to ask Maureen whether she'd managed to recall anything about that day. Sometimes Maureen told me he'd called in that day, but other visits I learnt about - through hearsay - from the neighbours.
After what DS Sharp had said to me about checking everything - and having no cause to be worried personally - I felt no real animosity towards him about his poking around our private life. Although I did get uppity with him a few times, because I thought his time could be better served elsewhere, finding out who had shot Maureen. Yeah, I took to calling and bugging the guy on a regular basis for about a year or so.
For some inexplicable reason, Maureen showed little or no interest in the investigation, insisting that she'd rather try to forget that it had ever happened. Although her reluctance to go out of the house on her own or return to work, lead me to believe that the shooting had had a far bigger impact on her psyche than she admitted.
After about a year DS Sharpe informed me that the investigation was being wound down. Although he wouldn't say, I got the distinct feeling that he knew - or at least suspected he knew - who had shot Maureen, and I suppose why. But, he also hinted that he had no evidence he could make an arrest on.
I did try to discuss the shooting with Maureen on several occasions, but with little avail. As I have said, Maureen appeared to wish to put all thought of the incident out of her mind.
After about two years went by and Maureen had completely recovered physically from the shooting, if not mentally; she would almost never go out of the house on her own. The children, her sister Annie or I, had to go with her even just to buy a pint of milk from the local shop.
I think it is possible that my worries about her mental condition, had led to me not pushing the subject of the shooting.
Our love life - that had been somewhat curtailed by one of her injuries - returned to about what it had been when the children were young. Although I'll add that after the shooting, I'd refused to travel very much — if at all — for my job. The odd time I did go away, well, eventually Maureen got back to welcoming me home as she had done; although maybe without as much enthusiasm on Maureen's part as I remembered.
Another five years had gone past and our two girls were by then off at university, when everything fell apart. Maureen was home everyday on her own and I had begun to worry about her. When she was younger, she'd been a people's person; I had been worried about her mental condition since the shooting and I couldn't see that being alone in the house all day, everyday, was going to do her any good. But she adamantly refused to go out and find herself another job, even a little part time one.
Then one day I'd just got back from lunch when yet another policeman came into my office to see me. No matter how he tried to hide it, I knew from the expression on his face that he was not the bearer of good tidings; remember I'd seen that expression on a policeman's face before.
"I'm afraid that your wife's had an accident, sir." He explained.
"What kind of an accident? How bad is she injured and where is she now?" I demanded, grabbing my coat.
I'd been there before and was not interested in the niceties of life; I wanted the facts so I could get to the hospital as soon as possible.
"She was pulled out of the Thames near the Albert Bridge about an hour ago, sir."
He was still telling me what hospital Maureen was in, as I raced out of the room. No police escort this time as I raced through the London traffic, paying scant attention to traffic laws or speed limits. It surprised me to learn later that I hadn't been caught by any of the speed camera's I'd raced by. Although it's quite possible that a certain police officer had fixed them for me.
At the hospital, I found Maureen in an ICU unit again.
"We lost her twice, but we managed to restart her heart again." A doctor explained, "they believe that her heart had stopped once already when they pulled her from the water. The River Police got her breathing again." He went on.
"Her long term prognosis?" I asked.
"Difficult to say at the moment, Mr Broom, it all depends on how long her brain was starved of oxygen. She could have sustained some brain damage; we'll get a better idea after we've done a CT scan later. But we won't know for sure until she wakes-up; if she wakes up."
"She might never wake up?" I asked in shock.
"We'll know more after we've done a CT scan! We are waiting for a slot now." He said, and then he left the room, I assume to chase that slot.
I sat by the bed and listened to that damned beep, beep, beep, again. Also taking a little solace in the fact that I could see plenty of squiggles being printed out on some kind of machine on the other side of the bed. I assumed that related to Maureen's brain activity.
I wondered whether to try and contact our girls, but eventually decided that I'd wait until after their classes were over for the day. If Maureen woke up without any long-term ill effects then there was little point that I could see in worrying the girls too much. That decision was probably down to cowardice on my part; I put off telling the girls about their mother's obvious attempted suicide as long as I possibly could. Maybe I hoped someone else would explain to them why she had done it, although at the time I had no idea myself.



A little later, the doctor returned with a couple of nurses and they began to prepare Maureen for the Cat-scan, suggesting that I go and wait in the family room.
When I entered, there were several other people sitting around, one of whom was watching the TV in the corner. For want of anything better to do, I wandered over to the beverage machine and was still trying to fathom the machines workings, when I sensed a presence at my shoulder. Turning I found DI Sharpe standing beside me.
"I'm sorry I should have realised that Maureen might do something..." His voice petered out as he realised that I was no longer looking at him.
My eyes — and ears - had become glued to the television set in the corner of the room where I could see pictures of two faces that I recognised being displayed on the screen. One was of Maureen's old boss, Norman Coolidge; the other was of Audrey Temple one of Maureen's one-time work colleagues.
The newscaster was saying something about Norman and Audrey having been shot dead in a room of a hotel near Heathrow airport the previous evening. He went on to say that a female - reputed to be Norman Coolidge's wife Greta - had been detained at the scene and was helping police with their enquires. Then he added that it was rumoured that Mrs Coolidge was also being questioned about an earlier shooting of a female in West London, and that urgent forensic tests were being carried out on the weapon used to kill Norman and Audrey.
I looked from the television back at DS (by then DI) Sharp.
"I'm sorry but I felt that I had to warn Maureen before it hit the media. I honestly had no idea that she'd react as she did."
"How long?" I asked.
"Have I known? Well, I worked it out eventually, but I couldn't find the damned gun. I've got to assume Greta Coolidge used the same one to kill them as she did to shoot Maureen. From what she's been telling my colleagues, Mrs Coolidge caught him with Audrey and she decided that he wasn't going to do it again." DI Sharp replied.
"No, how long did Coolidge and Maureen's affair go on for?"
"To be honest with you I'm not sure; not for very long I don't think. I got the impression that they only had the opportunity of consummating it once, and I've no way of knowing whether Maureen actually went through with it or not. Coolidge kept his mouth tightly closed about it and Maureen has always claimed that she couldn't recall what happened that day she was shot. It appears that Mr's Coolidge has always kept a very close eye on the bugger though.
"Are you sure?"
"About the one opportunity? Yes pretty sure! That was the only afternoon that Maureen ever took off work that I know about; we went through company records with a finetooth comb and questioned all of the staff thoroughly. Few had any inclination that anything was going on between Norman Coolidge and Maureen, but a couple were suspicious. I really don't think that Coolidge could have got away from his wife's surveillance any other time that I could find out about. Mrs Coolidge had spies all over that Company. It's probably how she knew about Maureen and Coolidge so quickly, and about him and Audrey Temple last night."
"But there were evenings when I was away, that Maureen wasn't home."
"All accounted for Mr Broom, I can assure you of that. She was either with her sister or her mother where she told you she had been."
"One of them could have lied." I suggested.
"They could have, but I didn't get the impression that they were lying. You know we get a kind-of sixth sense about that kind of thing after a time. All I needed was to be able to prove that your wife and Norman Coolidge had met out of the office just once, and that would have given me a motive for Greta Coolidge to have shot Maureen. Then I'd have been able to get the search warrant's I required. It is common knowledge that Mrs Coolidge was very possessive of her husband and a bit of a nut case as well on the quiet. She's also shown a tendency towards violence in the past. To be honest, I very much suspect she'll be judged unfit to plead and will be sectioned to somewhere like Broadmoor or Rampton. I was always convinced that the gun was in their house somewhere; I just never had just cause to get a damned search warrant."
"So what happened this morning then? From what you said when you walked in here, I gather you saw to Maureen."
"When I signed on this morning I heard about the shooting. I knew that no names had been released because the bodies hadn't been formally identified at that time and all the next of kin hadn't been informed. Anyway I knew that Maureen had always been a little paranoid..."
"Not a good choice of word!" I interrupted.
"No sorry, but Maureen's silence about whatever had gone on between her and Coolidge led me to believe that she had kept it secret from you. Really, I should have minded my own business, but I got very fond of your wife and I knew that she loved you very much. It was obvious to me ... well I feared that Greta Coolidge had used the same gun to kill her husband and Mrs Temple as she'd used to shoot Maureen. And that very soon it was going to become common knowledge. So I went around to your house this morning and forewarned Maureen about what the fallout might be."
"What did she have to say for herself?"
"Very little, she cried a lot because she knew as well as I did that very soon you'd work everything out. She loves you very much and she was scared that you'd leave her. When I left, she was going to call her sister Annie. The next thing I hear, Maureen and your names are tagged on my computer; the moment anything concerning either of you goes in the system, I know about it. Anyway when the river police identified Maureen I heard about it straight away and came down here."
"Did she jump?"
"Yes, she was seen jumping off Battersea Bridge on the CCTV cameras. What she didn't know was that a River Police launch was a few minutes up-river. They fished her out quite quickly and identified her from her car that she'd left on the Bridge. Probably that launch being so close, is what saved her life. The question now, sir, is what are you going to do?"
"I really have no idea, detective. You're right I would have been able to put two and two together, and I'm very disappointed. Whether I can get over it or not depends though. I love Maureen, I always have, but to find out that she had an affair; I'm not sure how that's going to affect my feelings in the long term. It's all been a bit of a shock to me."
"Well please take your time before you make any decisions. At the moment, Maureen is going to need you, you know. If you walk out on her now she might well not make it, think about how your children will feel as well."
"Don't worry I wont go jumping the gun." I told him.
Maureen hadn't suffered any discernible brain damage from lack of oxygen, and she was released from hospital three days later. Whilst she was in hospital, I said nothing about Audrey, Coolidge or his wife to Maureen, but she obviously knew that I was aware of events and there was an awkwardness about our conversations.
Of course I didn't ask her why she'd tried to commit suicide, I believe that — with DI Spark's help — I'd worked that out. Maureen just couldn't face up to fact that the girls' and myself would put two and two together regarding her affair with Norman Coolidge. Having explained the situation to the shrinks, I was advised to leave that to them for the time being.
Regretfully, during those couple of days Maureen was in hospital, I worked out that her sister Annie must have known about her and Coolidge's, little fling. Moreover, I'll add that I suspected that Annie might have even encouraged it. She definitely helped to hide it. But then, Annie had never been a member of my fan club, nor I of hers. It's a fact of life, that we can pick our spouses but we can never pick our in-laws. Annie and I had tolerated each other for Maureen's sake from our first meeting.
How did I know of Annie's convenience? Well, one question that had bugged me ever since Maureen had been shot - because it had never been answered - was, what had Maureen been getting from the boot of her car the day she'd been shot? I believe that I've worked out that it was an overnight bag, most likely containing a change of clothes. There was nothing in that boot when DI Sharp and — later - I had looked in there; but the first neighbour on the scene mentioned that he he'd noticed something that he thought was an overnight bag in the boot.
After thinking long and hard on the subject, I could not recall seeing one of Maureen's bags in the cupboard until several months after she had been released from hospital following the shooting. I'd looked for the damned thing to pack the gear in that she'd accumulated in her bedside locker and pack the clothes that she needed to wear on the way home in.
On reflection, it stood to reason that Annie must have removed that overnight bag from the car when she'd arrived to look after the children that day. For her to have done that, surely implied that Annie knew what was in the bag and understood its significance.
At the time, I hadn't seen the significance of my not being able to find that bag in the house. However, after Maureen's suicide attempt, I got to thinking about everything again. I challenged Annie on the subject and she denied all knowledge of that bag; that told me all that I needed to know.
To say Maureen was in a delicate mental condition when she came home from hospital would be putting it mildly. The shrinks asked — or rather warned — me be to be careful about talking about Maureen reason for doing what she didn't. They told me it was best if I let Maureen bring the subject up when she was ready; it was implied that eventually when she was ready, she would confess all to me. The problem was, she never did!
Quite literally whenever the subject came anywhere near either Maureen getting shot, Norman and Audrey's murder, or her suicide attempt. Maureen would ... Well she'd sort of clam up and go somewhere in her own mind.
At other times, she'd clumsily and nervously fuss around me - with a guilty expression on her face — continually saying sorry for no apparent reason, but I don't think she was saying sorry for her adultery she was apologising for being clumsy. Whenever I spoke to her when she wasn't expecting me to, Maureen would physically jump, as if I'd shouted boo or something, and then look at me with frightened eyes as if she was expecting me to hit her. It was very soon obvious to me that thing could go on like that forever.
Maureen and my marriage lasted just over four years after her suicide attempt. I never did ask her about her affair with Coolidge and maybe that was a mistake. At the time, I thought that not knowing the details would make it easier for me to forget; but probably I was mistaken in that belief as well. Maureen tiptoed around me for three years before she had a complete nervous breakdown and she was admitted to hospital again.
Annie and I were both asked to leave the hospital one day, when Annie accused me of harassing Maureen into her nervous breakdown. Annie accused me of never letting Maureen forget that "she had strayed" (Annie's words).
Maybe — in a way - Annie was right. However, it wasn't me who kept reminding Maureen what she'd done. I have to believe — for my own sanity — that it was Maureen who couldn't admit that she'd done wrong. I suspect that if she had confessed to me we could possibly have put it all behind us. As it was, we both lived a lie; I knew — or at least had a good idea - what she'd done and what's more Maureen must have known that I knew. Probably I should have "done my nut" in the first place and vented my anger at her. Maybe then, she would have admitted everything. But the shrinks advised me against that.
Eventually Maureen recovered and came home, but it wasn't to last for very long. Less than six months later, I came home from work one day and she'd packed up and moved in with Annie. She left no note or anything, Maureen just left.
The divorce didn't take very long to go through. If Maureen wasn't going to live with me, I could see no point in continuing the marriage.
What explanation Maureen — or rather Annie, - gave our daughters I don't know, but they drew back from me for a couple of years at least. As I understand it, Annie became Maureen's mouthpiece for a long time.
I had climbed quite high up the ladder by then and I was on a very good salary. Maureen got half our community assets of course, but she made no request for alimony. I supported the girls at university even if they weren't talking to me. Eventually though they both came to visit me and apologised for their behaviour, by then they'd realise how much influence Annie had over Maureen.
With Maureen and the girls' gone I could see no point in keeping the house so I sold it; I'd bought Maureen out in the divorce settlement. I found a little bachelor pad near the office that I rented, there was nowhere for the twins; but hey, they weren't talking to me at the time. I had no idea where they were living; possibly at their grandparents house or maybe with Maureen and Annie.
I dated a few women, over the next few years, but I couldn't seem to be able to find anyone who I believed would replace Maureen in my heart. So I buried myself in my work and played golf for relaxation. Because free membership to a health club came with my work, I also spent a lot of time in the gym and eventually I became very fit, possibly fitter than I'd been for many years. Being so fit and not particularly bad looking — for my age - I did find that I was turning a few women's heads; which, considering my age, surprised me a lot. However, being a single man again, I was quite well off and most everybody around knew it; I was never sure if was my fit body or my large bank account that was the attraction. Consequently, I kept most females at arm's length.
Really, I'd fallen into a bit of a rut, although I hadn't realised it. Work, gym, golf and gym, were my life at that time. Oh plus the odd visit to the pub, although I probably spent more time drinking at the nineteenth hole, than I did at my local pub.
Then one Saturday afternoon about three or four years after my divorce, everything changed again. With the rest of my regular four, I was coming off the eighteenth green, heading for the nineteenth as usual, when an old friend of mine came out to meet me. Taking me to one side, he —as tactfully as he could — informed me that Maureen was in the bar with a certain police officer.
I, of course, knew that DI Sharp was a member of the club, but I'd rarely run into him; our tee times just never seemed to coincide, or one of us would be gone before the other got into the bar.
Whatever, I wasn't too sure how I would handle seeing Maureen and DI Sharp together. So I headed directly for the changing rooms. Surprisingly the rest of my four came with me and we went off to a nearby pub for a drink that day.
I don't know why, but the realisation that Maureen was out and about again, kind of upset me some, even more so that she was going out with men. It caused me to rethink what I was doing, eventually I was bound to run into her again some place and I knew that if she were with a man it would upset me.
Then I found myself wondering why I was working so damned hard, why wasn't I out every night having a good time; I had no answer for that one. But, somewhere along the line I decided that I'd had enough of everything, especially the damned city. I knew that I had plenty of cash in the bank and that I'd get a damned good pension if I took early retirement, so that's what I resolved to do. I literally cashed in my chips and moved on to pastures new.
Well the south coast anyway, eventually settling in a seaside village in Cornwall, where I could fish, sail and play golf to my heart's content. Found a nice little cottage that needed some renovation even though it cost me and arm and a leg, and I bought myself a boat.
Eventually I did let the twins know where I was, by writing to both of them care of their grandmother. That's how I contacted them at that time; neither were writing to or contacting me in any way. Although I didn't inform them that I was leaving city, until after I had left. Yeah I think that maybe I was sulking a little about the way they'd taken sides. As far as I saw things, I'd bent over backwards to be as conciliatory as possible towards their mother. Yeah, I went for the divorce, but I never threw her out, she walked out on me!
I had a good spring and summer settling into my new life and really enjoyed the next six months or so. But then one evening I was sitting at a table outside one of the local pubs, enjoying a pint and watching the sun set over the small harbour and the Fal estuary, when I noticed someone who looked unsettling familiar, climb of off the Falmouth Ferry. Very quickly she passed out of my sight as she walked along the quay, and I successfully convinced myself that my mind was playing tricks on me and that I was seeing things.
Having emptied my glass, I got another from the bar and had only just returned to my seat when I noticed one of the young boys from the village run along the sea wall. He stopped, looked directly at me, then turned around and ran back out of sight again. I'm not sure why I noticed him, possibly because seeing any of the local lads bother to run when they aren't in trouble was unusual. Oh, those lads were in trouble a lot by the way, but otherwise they are not a very energetic bunch unless they are diving into and swimming in harbour showing off to the young girls.
About ten minutes later Maureen suddenly appeared beside my table. I discovered later that the young lad had shown Maureen how she could approach the pub - by going along a little alley between some houses — without being seen from where I was sitting. I can only assume Maureen thought I'd do a disappearing act had she tried to approach from the sea wall.
"May I sit?"
"It's a free world." I replied, wishing I had the gumption to ask her what the hell she was doing there.
"Thank you. Do they come out and serve you here, or do you have to go to the bar?" She asked.
I stood up and asked, "What's your poison, Miss Murdock?"
"G and T, please." She said holding out a fiver for me to take.
I ignored the five-pound note and went to the bar to buy her drink.
"By the way, it's still Mrs Broom; I have no intention of reverting to my maiden name. It wasn't me who applied for our divorce."
"No, but it was you who walked out, wasn't it?"
"Yes it was and I know now that it was the biggest mistake ... no the second biggest mistake I made in my whole life."
"The second, what was the first?"
"Norman bloody Coolidge as if you didn't know! Mind you, you'll never know how much I've wished that you didn't know about him."
"Well, guess what Maureen, I don't know about him. Or rather, I have no idea what kind of a relationship you had with him. I'm of course aware that it was hot enough for the nutter of a wife of his to want to murder you. But I have no idea how long it went on."
"One thing it wasn't and that's hot. Yes we had a sort-of affair, I went to diner with him a couple of times and we spent exactly one hour in a hotel room together."
"And I'm supposed to believe that. Anyway an hour is plenty long enough."
"Not for you and me when we made love!"
"So you admit now, that you shagged him?"
"No, not really. I'll admit that we were going to have sex and we even got into the foreplay but..."
"But what?"
"Greta! First she called Norman and put the fear of god into the bugger, and then she called me on my mobile. She said that if Norman wasn't out of that room in five minutes, she was coming in to get him. Norman was out of there like a rabbit with a rocket up his ... Well as fast as he'd have gone done, had you walked into the room!"



"So you're trying to tell me that you never had sex with him?"
"No that would be a lie, he did get in me; but let's say he wasn't there long enough to achieve anything. Anyway, when his mobile phone rang and he saw that it was Greta calling he lost his erection immediately."
"Is that supposed to placate me?" I asked.
"No, it's an honest description of what happened."
"But it doesn't explain why you were there; was I that bad?"
"Oh my god, no! To be honest, if I could understand why I was there myself, I think I could have talked to you all about it years ago. As it was, I couldn't explain it to myself, so how could I ask you to forgive me?
"But you know why you went with him now?" I asked.
"To be honest with you Pete, no! I still can't understand why I felt I could betray the man I loved to go with Norman Coolidge. The shrinks have come up with all kind of weird explanations, like I was beginning to feel old or going through some sort of midlife crisis; but it you ask me they don't hold much water. That whole period is a little hazy in my memory now; I think that I went a little crazy."
"You certainly were a little ... off the wall after you were shot."
"Ah well, that's when I was in denial. I knew well enough what I'd done, but I kept on hoping that I was going to wake up one morning and it would all turn out to be a bad dream. So, I tried to pretend that it hadn't happened. Bad move according to my doctors.
"Well, I was woken from that dream the day that William came round and told me that Greta had shot Norman and Audrey."
"William?"
"William Sharp, the policeman, you remember him don't you?"
"Oh, I remember him all right, the last I heard you were dating him."
"I did nothing of the kind, what in heaven's name gave you that idea?"
"You, having dinner with him in the golf club maybe!"
"Oh my god I wasn't there having dinner with him, I was there looking for you. William told me that you always had your evening meal at the club on Saturdays. But that day you were on the course, but you never came into the lounge for your dinner. As far as we could make out, you never played golf at the club again. William and I went there for three weeks on the trot looking for you."
"Why?"
"So that I could apologise to you for what I did. I changed my doctor at William's suggestion. Well William's wife's suggestion to be precise!" I felt Maureen watching me closely to see if the "Wife" comment had sunk in. "Anyway my new shrink, as you would put it. Well, he finally straightened my mind out. He told me that I should have come right out and told you that I didn't know why I went with Norman right from the beginning. You obviously knew about it eventually, so what was the point in denying it. Whether you accepted the fact that I didn't know why I did what I did, was neither here nor there; it was my conscience that drove me to try to kill myself in the end."
"I sort of feared that was the case at the time."
"And you felt guilty yourself, didn't you?"
"In a way, yeah!"
"Well you shouldn't have done, I brought it all on myself. Annie didn't help much though, she never liked you and she was jealous of our happy family. She was telling me I'd get better if I left you when she should have been telling me to fall on my knees before you and beg your forgiveness."
"Tell me something, I didn't know!" I replied.
"You never said anything!"
"Things were bad enough as it was, Maureen. If I'd tried to come between you and your sister, they'd have come to a head much sooner."
She surprised me by replying. "Maybe that wouldn't have been such a bad thing!" With a smile on her face.
"You think?" I stuttered.
"Couldn't have been any worse, could it? Maybe I might have realised a little sooner how much Annie was manipulating the situation. It was really the girls who eventually worked that out, when Annie kept running you down to them all the time. They are so sorry that they didn't see what was happening sooner. And they were both devastated when they realised how badly they've behaved towards you."
"Their mother was sick Maureen and maybe I did get a little fed-up and gave up on you. I can't blame them for picking the sick parent."
"You gave me more chances than I deserved. Lots of men would have walked away the moment they suspected that their wife had betrayed them. You were so patient ... maybe too patient with me. There aren't very many men who would stand by their wives after what I did. For six years I put you through hell and I'm here to say that I'm very sorry for everything I did."
Maureen went quiet, I think she was waiting for me to speak, but I couldn't think what to say. I eventually plumped for. "What am I supposed to say to that Maureen?"
"I don't really know. That you accept my apology I hope!"
"No apology is needed Maureen, well not from you anyway. I believe that I realised that you were," I had to stop and think of the best word to use, "not in full control of you faculties, when you came out of hospital after the shooting. At the time, I put it down to you having been shot. I had no idea that you were hiding something from me. Then later when Greta killed Norman, all the pieces fell into place. I waited, as your doctors advised me to, for you to come out and admit everything to me ... But instead, you ran away and moved in with Annie. To be honest that's when I gave up the fight."
"What fight?"
"The fight to keep you!"
"Oh god, you still wanted me after what you knew I'd done?"
"You were the mother of my children Maureen. And I loved you."
"Do you still love me now?"
"In a way, I suppose I will always love you. But, as I said, I gave up the fight when you moved out of the house. I've got used to living without you and the girls now."
"Could you love me again, you know, like you used to love me when we were first together?"
"I really don't know, Maureen: I've built myself a new life. I have had other women in my life since you left me you know."
"I wouldn't have expected it to have been any other way; you still are a very handsome man. I am surprised that none of them has managed to hook you though."
"Once bitten twice shy, Maureen."
"Touché, I walked right into that one didn't I?" She said.
I didn't reply.
"You've got yourself a very nice little cottage." She said after a long silence.
"When did you see it?" I replied, surprised that she had.
"Oh I came over yesterday when you were out fishing. One of the village boys showed me where your cottage is. Nice lad, he told me that you often came here in the evenings and I gave him some money to call me in Falmouth when you were here. I didn't realise that you could see the ferry landing point from out here though. You saw me get off the ferry didn't you?"
"I thought that it looked like you, but I couldn't understand why you would possibly be here."
"Well you know now, don't you?"
"Not really, you could have apologised just as easily in a letter."
"But I want you back in my life; I couldn't say that in a letter. The girls want you back in their lives as well."
"Just like that, you want to walk back into where you walked out?"
"No, I must have been insane when I walked out on you, but I'm not now. I thought that maybe, if you didn't mind, I could find a cottage or flat in the village here somewhere as well, and we could start seeing each other again; you know, date a few times. Then I hoped that you'd fall in love with me all over again. I know it might not make any sense to you, but whatever I've done, I never have stopped loving you. Maybe I forgot that I did for a little while when I went with Norman, but that was for no more than a couple of days at the most."
"Supposing I accepted your proposal and I did fall in love with you again. What's to say that you wouldn't forget that you loved me again, sometime in the future?"
"You said yourself, once bitten twice shy. I'm not likely to make the same mistake twice in my life am I? Look, all I'm asking is for you to let my try to capture your heart again. Will you give me permission to find a flat of something in the village, even if it's just for a few months? If after a while, I can't persuade you that I love you then I'll go away when you ask to and leave you in peace forever. Now may I please look for somewhere in the village, or even Falmouth if you don't want me too close.
"No, I don't really think that's a good idea, Maureen!" I replied.
A look of complete devastation came over her face, that I'd seen before.
"There doesn't seem any point to my mind in you renting somewhere to live even for a few months when I have a spare room in the cottage."
The expression on Maureen's face changed to one of curiosity.
"Did you just say what I thought you said?" She asked in a tentative tone of voice.
"Am I going to have to repeat myself all the time, Maureen?"
"Your spare room?"
"Yes, my spare room!" I replied.
"Just a minute." She said producing a mobile phone from her bag and punching in a number.
"Annette?" she said after waiting a little while for a reply. "Don't you and Tracy bother waiting up for me tonight; I'm going to stay at your father's place this evening." She took a short pause whilst our daughter replied. "No, in his spare room!" Another pause, "I have no idea, but he didn't throw me into the sea when he saw me coming." Another pause, "Yes on the ferry in the morning. But Annette, not too early please?"
Maureen paused again, only this time she stood up and moved away from the table, I took this as a hint to go and refill our glasses.
Maureen was saying goodbye to Tracy when I returned; Annette had obviously passed the telephone to her sister. But, I'd overheard her say "Okay Tracy, I'll meet you off the ten o'clock ferry." Before she did so.
"The girls send their love." Maureen told me as I sat down opposite her. "I told them that you sent them yours, was that all right?"
"Of course, they're my children, I'll always love them! Even if I do wish they were young enough to put over my knee sometimes."
"Maybe it's a pity that you never did that to me. I asked for it enough."
"Don't go putting ideas in my head at this late stage, Maureen." I replied.
------------------------------------------------
Epilogue
Maureen and I met the twins from the Ten o'clock ferry together the following morning. The girls had taken the precaution of bringing Maureen's luggage with them; she didn't return to the hotel in Falmouth. Three days later the twins drove the long way round bringing their own luggage that time, and moved into my spare room together. Well, you didn't think that Maureen ever used that room did you?
The following weekend all three of them drove back to London and the next weekend they brought all of Maureen's gear back down again, when she moved in with me full time.
It was supposed to be a sort of trial period to see how we got on; after six years the trial still running I suppose. We have discussed going before the registrar, it's just finding a date when both of our daughters can get time off from their jobs to come down to be there with us that's holding things up. I suppose if and when we do tie the knot again then the trial period will be over.
Life goes on
Posted on this site with the authors permission. Kernow readers please note, DC is not offering prizes for the first reader to name the right pub or hotel mentioned in the later part of this story.
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I Hadn't Expected That!

Look, I've fired off my shotgun more times than most folks have had hot dinners. But I really hadn't expected how loud it would sound in the enclosed environment of our bungalow's lounge.
Maybe it was because the noise gave me such a shock that I let off the other barrel a moment or two later. Mind you, it could have been the shower of plasterboard and loft insulation that, besides taking me by surprise, had all but completely blinded me for an instant.
A point to remember, folks! If you are going to fire your shotgun inside the house, then don't point the bugger at the ceiling directly above your own head. You really will not believe how much of a mess powered plasterboard and shredded loft insulation can make of your clothing as it comes down all around you.
Secondly, I discovered that it's advisable to only fire off only the one barrel. Plasterboard and loft insulation are designed to be non-combustible. But I completely failed to take into account the fact that we had more than a few boxes of assorted detritus stored up in the loft space. You know, old receipts and papers that the tax people like you to hang onto for-bloody-ever and general shit like that.
The first blast must have made a good job of shredding one of those boxes and its contents. The second -- at such close range -- had apparently set some of the shredded papers alight.
I'm told that most of the roof was burnt off the building before the fire brigade could put the blaze out.
I was still kinda trying to see -- through the dust and shit -- how much damage I'd done, and reload my shotgun at the same time, when I spotted the fire. That fire was something I really hadn't expected.
So -- as the dust cleared a little -- there I was, wondering what I should do about the flames, when suddenly a movement out front of the house caught my eye. On closer inspection I noted two all-but butt young naked men rush past the lounge window. I really hadn't expected that, either!
Putting the shotgun down on the sofa -- I didn't want to give anyone the idea I was physically threatening anybody with the thing -- I sauntered over to the window -- as you would -- to see what in heaven's name was going on outside.
Then I watched as the two men, dressed only in their underpants, leapt into the two strange vehicles that had been parked on my house driveway, and hastily "tried" to drive them away.
I thought it somewhat odd that the two guys had had the foresight to keep their car keys handy. After all, their clothes were liberally scattered on the floor between my lounge and the bedroom area at the rear of the bungalow.
Oops, forget I said that! That was one piece of information that I didn't pass on to the court.
Unfortunately for them, legging it to their respective vehicles had been a manoeuvre that I had kind of anticipated a little, and one I'd taken precautions against them successfully carrying out.
Maybe it was their haste to depart the premises that prevented them spotting the length of chain that snaked its way from the nearside front suspension of one vehicle, to the offside front suspension of the other. That showed a distinct lack of observational aptitude on both guy's part, in my opinion.
Both cars rather noisily -- as those poseur type vehicles usually are -- began to move forward. One, apparently with the intention of turning to the right, the other obviously to the left.
Then there was the very loud sound of three-quarter inch anchor chain tearing it's way through metal, added to the noise of the vehicles screeching tyres. As both vehicles proceeded directly across the street -- albeit bouncing off each other as the chain progressively wrapped itself around the car's front wheels or entangled itself further in the vehicles front suspension. Whatever it did, it brought them together with an almighty crashing sound.
They'd picked up a remarkable rate of speed before ploughing through the neighbour opposite's neat front garden, and rather efficiently demolishing his garage.
I was somewhat pleased that I didn't have to explain to my neighbour how the deed had come about.
After I saw the garage collapse, I really can't tell you much of what else happened, because I'd suddenly become aware of a kind of muffled bang and everything went black.
-----------------------------------------------------------------
All right, I'll start at the beginning and explain it all as best I can. Well, as good as I could to the judge and jury anyway; with just a couple of exceptions.
Look, I was unconscious for over a week after that day, so I have to be given a little leeway as far as my memory of the events is concerned.
That weekend I had planned to join my brother Brian for a couple of days sailing and fishing off the south coast on his little yacht. I'd set off directly from work right after knock-off time to drive down there.
I suppose I was probably three-quarters of the way through my journey when Brian called me on my mobile phone to inform me that he'd eaten something that must have been a little off. Brian didn't think that a couple of days on the yacht with bad attack of Delhi-belly was really a good idea, and I had to agree with him.
As a matter of fact I couldn't believe how fortuitous Brian's attack of the screaming sh ... the runs was. For weeks my wife Shirley had been harping on at me to paint the hall at home. She'd even got as far as talking me into buying the paint the previous weekend. But I hate decorating when Shirley's around the house. God, the woman never did get the idea that the whole house can't be spotlessly clean, whilst you are actually decorating part of it.
Now, because I was going to be away for a couple of days, Shirley had arranged to go off to stay at her sister's place, rather than spending the weekend alone in the bungalow. Doubly fortuitous for me, because I couldn't stand the stuck-up bitch, or her insufferable Bible-punching husband either.
Shirley going up there on her own for a couple of days, meant one less occasion that I'd have to put up with the buggers.
No, I could nip back home and get the bloody hall painted in peace, and make as much mess as I liked while doing so.
So, after Brian had called me, I spun the car around with a smile on my face and headed back home post haste; thinking how pleased Shirley would be when she arrived home on Sunday evening to find the hall all freshly painted.
It was quite late when I made it back to the house, and I was somewhat taken aback to find that two strange cars had been reversed into my driveway.
You know, the first thought that crossed my mind was that we had burglars.
After all, the two cars were a Mitsubishi Evo VIII and a Subaru Impreza, two of the quickest production cars available. And, I was well aware from all those TV police chase programs, the getaway vehicles' of choice for young criminals.
Only the week before, there'd been a program on where sneak thieves had entered a house to get their hands on the ignition keys of an Evo VIII, because the cars are virtually impossible steal any other way.
I kind of pictured the scene inside the house in my mind. The cars had been reversed almost up to the door of our integral garage. I could almost see the crooks quietly ransacking the house in the dark, and stacking all of Shirley and my valuables behind the garage door. Then, when they were ready, they'd open the door and throw everything into the back of the two vehicles before making their high-speed getaway.
I'd actually hit the first two nines on my mobile phone, when another thought crept into my mind. "Had I got it wrong?"
What if Shirley's sister and her old man had come down to see her, instead of Shirley going up there. After all, I'd headed off to my brothers place directly from work; there could have been a change of plan that I didn't know about.
Perhaps they'd come down to visit Shirley instead! I'd look like a complete bloody banana if I called the cops on my own Mrs and her family, wouldn't I? And, bloody poseurs they were, I wouldn't at all be surprised if Mr and Mrs "Shit don't stink" didn't drive an Evo and an Impreza. It would be just like them to bring both vehicles along, just to bloody-well show them off to Shirley and the neighbours. I could picture them standing outside my house, polishing the cars whilst secretly smirking to themselves.
Bugger, they'd probably planned to hang around until I got home on Sunday night just to rub my nose in it, as well.
For a few minutes I sat there, wondering what to do for the best.
Why calling Shirley on the telephone never came into my head and asking her where she was, I just can't tell you.
Look, as I explained, I was out of it for well over a week after that evening. I can't be a hundred-percent sure about what I was thinking, or of exactly what, or why I did anything.
Anyway, the idea of blocking both vehicles in the drive with my own car was out of the question. Thieves would not think twice about bulldozing my car out of the way, or driving over my nice manicured lawn either.
Then I remembered the anchor chain. On our last trip out on his boat the year before, Brian and I had anchored near a wreck, to do some fishing. Unfortunately the anchor had got hung on the wreck, or maybe on some rocks on the seabed and we'd eventually been forced to abandon it.
I'd bought Brian a replacement anchor and twenty metres of chain as a Christmas present to replace the lost items. And guess what, the chain and anchor were in the back of my estate car. Sending it down to him would have been far too expensive, the obvious thing to do had been to take it along with me on our first outing that year.
I kind of figured I'd chain the two cars together. That way, if they were thieves in the house, they wouldn't be able to drive away, would they? Actually I figured they'd see the chain, guess the implications, and leg it on foot.
If it was Shirley's sister and her husband in the house, then I'd quietly slip out later in the night and remove the chain without anyone realising what a clown I'd been.
Good plan, what? Well, I thought it was!
Anyway I wrapped the chain around both cars front suspension and secured it in place with shackles, leaving plenty of loose chain clearly visible between the vehicles, just in case!
Hey, technically the chain was acting as a wheel clamp and the cars were parked on my land. Wheel clamps are legal in the UK, so I kind of figured what I was doing was legit.
Once I was happy with my wheel clamping, I quietly entered the bungalow by the front door. The lounge and hall were in darkness, so I figure that way in was my best bet.
Straight away I knew something was definitely amiss; some rather odd noises were emanating from the bedroom area at the rear of the bungalow.
They were the type of noises that made me want to dash in there to see what the hell was going on. Christ, from the sound of it some poor woman could have been in the process of being raped back there.
But there were two cars parked out front, and that inferred that there had to be at least two drivers back there. Which in turn would suggest that I'd get all kinds of shit kicked out of me if I went barging in there like a bull in a bloody china shop.
After a little thought, and as quietly as I could, I'd unlocked the cupboard in our hallway where I stored my shotgun and shoved a couple of rounds into the breach.
Hey, look, I had no intention of shooting, or even pointing the thing at anyone.
The English legal system seems to have forgotten the old adage "An Englishman's home is his Castle". Nowadays they will pat the thief on the back, and hang the householder who dares to try to protect his property, belongings or loved ones.
Mind you, you can't really blame the buggers for thinking that way! Well just think about it, most of those legal wallies are intrinsically greedy. So if the average tea leaf thought that he might possibly get his head blown off if he entered your home to rob you. Then he might be less inclined to do so. Less crime means less money for those overpaid arseholes in the legal system don't it? Only don't expect any of those buggers to admit that.
Oh, by the way, I didn't enlighten the Judge and jury to my train of thought on that subject either!
Actually, I had it figured that a shot into the ceiling in lounge would scare the arse off any burglars -- or rapists -- and they'd leg it out one of the back windows a bit sharpish. Providing that I never confronted the buggers with the gun, then no one could claim that I'd ever threatened them with it, could they? Well I believe that was the way my mind was working at the time.
Just to make sure that everyone knew where I'd fired the gun and who'd been in the room at the time, I found my video camera, turned it on and placed on the sideboard pointing at where I intended to stand when I fired. I got some really great film of me getting covered in plaster dust and loft insulation.
Well that's about it. I told you that I woke up in hospital to discover that someone, later to be identified as my wife Shirley, had struck me on the back of the head with my own shotgun.
Unfortunately for Shirley and her sister, the gun had gone off as she did so, wounding her own sister in the leg. The sister hadn't taken kindly to that!
That video camera also got film of a very naked Shirley (and her sister who was also naked) rushing into the lounge. Shirley was clearly visible picking up the shotgun by the barrel and bringing it down on the back of my head.
Unfortunately for her (and her sister), as Shirley swung the shotgun through the air the breach chamber snapped closed.
I really can't explain how one or both the hammers got pulled back, but as the gun connected with my skull one of them struck home on a cartridge. Net result: Shirley's sister took the full force of the round in her left leg. Apparently, causing her serious injury and not endearing her to her sister! Hey man, the coppers didn't show all of the video in court, I think they only meant to show the jury who had struck me.
Shirley was charged with ABH (Actual Bodily Harm) on me, and her sister.
I was charged with ... Well, would you believe, arson and vandalism, for blasting a hole in the ceiling and setting the house on fire!
There was a suggestion of threatening behaviour, but I'd never physically pointed the gun at anyone, or even called out any threats. Christ, I'd made sure that I was completely alone in the room. Whatever, all charges against me were kicked out once we got before a sympathetic judge and jury.
Shirley didn't fare so well. She'd been of sound mind, if not a little surprised, when she'd discovered that I was in our lounge that evening.
I have no idea why she decided to clout me over the head with the butt of my own shotgun. Perhaps she was upset that I'd unintentionally set the house on fire. Or maybe it had something to do with the fact that both she and her sister wouldn't have to explain why they were both butt naked to me. Anyway, eventually she got a twelve-month sentence; suspended for two years.
The divorce went quite smoothly, all things considered. Although there was no real division of assets because the insurance company wouldn't pay out on the house that they claimed I'd purposely set alight in the first place. Consequently there was no equity in the bugger to share out, and the mortgage company kind of cleared out our joint bank account as well to pay for the repairs.
Kind of fortuitous, that I'd quietly moved plenty of the readies into my brother's bank accounts in the preceding months, wasn't it?
Anyway that's it, except to mention that Shirley's sister's husband, divorced her as well. I have no idea on what grounds; I weren't really that interested.
Life goes on.
This tale is posted on this site with the authors permission.
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This is a short tale of infidelity that has no end. The premise I was working on when I started writing these Nemesis tales, was the discovery of infidelity, not really its consequences. Okay with some of them I have strayed into that area as well, but not on this case. So if you are looking for everything to be all tied up in a neat little parcel, you'd better give this one a miss.
My thanks go to SH for proofreading this one for me.
Oh yeah, an old mate of mine is into what he describes as "flash stories." I think this one might just fall into that category, but only just!
Nemesis - Oops
It had been a real bastard of a week and was I dying for a decent pint of beer by that Friday evening. So I'd slipped into the pub for swift one, before I made my way home from work.
The "Farmers Arms" was right next door to the office, and I'll happily admit that it wasn't unusual for me to slip in there for a quickie on the way home. Hey, they served a bloody good steak as well, so I'd often grab a meal there whenever my wife Beatrice was away for the evening, on business, or off visiting my in-laws.
I tended to avoid going with her to visit her folks if I could. They never had been members of my fan club. The second best thing they'd ever done for me, was to retire down to the south coast. Of course I'd always figured that the best thing they'd done was to manage to produce Beatrice in the first place. To be honest, probably my only real gripe with the buggers, was the fact that when they moved away, they left Beatrice's brother Bernie behind.
"Long time no see, Doug. Been burning the candles at both ends again?" George (the Farmer's Arms Govner) commented with a grin, as he studied my pint for a couple of seconds -- to make sure it was up to the standard I expected -- before placing it on the bar before me.
"Busy week George. Been dashing around like a bloody blue arsed fly!"
"Yeah I bet. Which one was it, the redhead, or the little blond?" George asked with a wink.
"George, I'm a married man; I don't go putting it about with the young talent in the office, you know that."
"Oh yeah, who's going to believe that, those girls were making very clear that you only have to say the word, at that party they had the other week. Hey, Betty (Georges barmaid) heard that new one, you know the married bird with the big knockers? Well, Betty said she heard her tell those other two that she'd jump your bones for you; all you got to do is give her the nod."
"George, give-over will you; have you ever seen me behave inappropriately with any of the girls from the office?"
"No Doug, I can't say that I have. But then again, there's times I don't see you for a week or so at a time, not even for lunch. Who's to say who you're with, or where you take 'em?"
"Give-over George! I told you, I'm a married man!"
"That don't stop many of my customers sniffing after anything that's going spare ... and some that ain't. Here, you know what, I'm not sure who are the worst, the married blokes or the married birds. Once they got a kid or two behind them, some women get really out of hand."
"Change the bloody subject George, I really didn't come in here tonight for a discussion on modern attitudes to fidelity within marriage."
"Yeah okay." He said with a disbelieving tone to his voice, "I just thought that a guy with your obvious ... magnetism for the opposite sex, would be an expert on the subject." George grinned again.
"Well I ain't! Regretfully I'm a man of high moral character. I will admit that we do have some bloody good scenery working around the office at the present time though." I replied and winked back at George.
All right, I wouldn't go near any of the girls in the office with a ten-foot barge pole, but there was no need for George or anyone else to go through life believing that I was too much of a goody-two-shoes. Christ, he'd probably construe that, as me being a hen-pecked husband or something. There's a fine line that all married men tread, that retains ones social standing with the guys down the pub. You never say that you "do", but then again, you leave all the guys under the impression that you might "do", if the mood took you right. Or might even do "do" anyway, but you keep it strictly to yourself. Sorry girls, it's all to do with stupid male ego.
Now where was I? Oh yeah, I'd just asked George to change the subject.
"Where you been lately anyway, Doug? You ain't been in here since last Friday, we almost came to the point of renting your stool out."
"Been very busy George, new contract. All a little hush-hush I'm afraid, can't say much about it. But if it comes off, I'm up for a bleeding great bonus and no doubt a promotion or two."
"Good on ya, Doug. 'ere by the way, I weren't the only one missing you. Betty was asking if I'd seen you. You know that brother-in-law of yours has been in most nights this week looking for you? He seems in a real panic to find you"
"Bollocks, what does he want?"
"Dunno, he wouldn't say. But he's been dashing in here and out of here, bugging Betty and me about where you were all bloody week nearly. Little shit, didn't even stop to buy a drink."
George never had been too enamoured with my brother-in-law either. But then, Bernie was nearly always short of ready cash, and very rarely could afford to buy a drink even when he did call in the pub.
"Fucking short of cash I suppose, and his bookie is probably after him again. Yeah, I'll bet he's lost all his bleeding readies on the ponies. Stupid arse! He'll be shit scared of going round the house and asking Beatrice for a loan; she'd chew his fucking ears off!"
George and I smiled at each other. He didn't need to say anything; George had heard Beatrice go off at Bernie many times in the past over his gambling.
Actually my brother-in-law Bernie was an all right bloke really, just -- to my mind -- a little too slow on old the up-take and a little too attached to his sister. He was pretty boring to talk too as well, unless the subject was horse racing, or the dogs.
For some reason (probably his gambling) Bernie had never been able to find a woman of his own. Well, they'd never hung around for long anyway! So as you might guess he had never got married and consequently he spent far too much time around our place, for my liking; driving me up the wall. Okay, maybe Bernie had never found a woman he could hang onto, because -- besides his gambling habits -- he was a mummy's boy, and since his mother had moved down the south coast, Beatrice appeared to have become his surrogate mother. Most women don't like playing second fiddle to the man in their life's mother.
Luckily I didn't really see too much of the bugger by then. About a year before, Bernie, after sampling just about every dead-end job within a twenty-mile radius, had taken advantage of the local bus company's driver training scheme and become a bus driver. Whether he enjoyed the job or not, he was roped into a three-year contract and the buggers could give him any shit awful split-shift they fancied.
To be honest I felt sorry for the bugger in a way. Driving service buses all bloody day and dealing with the charming British general public; ain't my idea of having a good time. I work to live and prefer to at least not dislike my daily tasks. I happen to know that Bernie hates trying to stick to schedule in all that bloody traffic.
I suppose I'd been in the "Farmer Arms" for about fifteen or twenty minutes when Bernie came charging in the door. Yeah, I did say charging! He came through the door at the trot and once he'd spotted me he aimed straight for my perch.
Now, I ain't exactly slow. From the moment the door crashed open and I saw Bernie standing there -- breathing heavily as he nearly always did, dragging all that weight of his around -- I'd had it figured that he had a fire up his arse about something.
The problem was -- for some unknown reason -- I kinda doubted that it had anything to do with last night's curry, because he didn't head to the karzi. He'd launched himself across the bar in my general direction.
At that stage of the game Bernie's unnecessary bulk didn't do him any favours. Like those big heavy American cars with their sloppy suspension, Bernie didn't have very much of a chance of changing direction, without a resultant pile up. I'd slid off the stool and taken a couple of paces away from the bar before Bernie ploughed into the vacant seat with an almighty crash.
He then lay on the floor on top of a little pile of firewood that had once been a bar stool, whilst he tried to figure out what had just happened. I think I told you Bernie weren't all that quick on the old up take.
Figuring that now was the opportune moment, I bent down, grabbed Bernie's arm and rolled him over onto his back. Then swinging my leg over his bulk, I settled my arse on his chest, trapping both his arms with my legs and looked down at his crimson face. Bernie, I figured, was well pissed off about something.
"What the fuck is your problem man?" I demanded.
"You, you arsehole! How could you do that to my sister?"
"How could I do what, Bernie? I have no idea what you're are talking about."
"Hey arsehole, I want you out of here before I call the old Bill!" George's voice came from over my shoulder somewhere.
I switched into conciliatory mode, I liked the "Farmers Arms" and whether I liked Bernie or not, sometimes I had to take the bugger out for a drink. You know on his birthday and the like.
"Hold on George, I'm sure this is just a silly misunderstanding. Now Bernie, if I let you up are we going to be able to talk about this like grown men, or are you going to finish up or your arse again?"
"I've calmed down." Bernie assured me.
It took the combined efforts of George and myself to set Bernie on his feet again.
"Right Bernie, now what's eating you?" I asked after ordering him a pint.
"What, are you thick or something? Do you think I don't know what you've been getting up to at lunchtimes? Three fucking time this week!"
Like most people who knew him, I was used to Bernie talking utter nonsense half the time. But sometimes there was an element of logic in what he said, except for when it came to which three-legged horse was going to win the two o'clock at Newmarket. So I figured it was probably my best bet to wind him up and let him run for a while, to find out exactly what he thought he knew.
"Bernie, you speak many words, but as usual you say fuck all! Now start from the beginning and tell us the story slowly, so that even George here can understand."
I can't say what expression that brought to Georges face when he heard say it, because I was looking at Bernie.
"I've been on the twenty-two this week!" Bernie announced triumphantly.
From this statement I gathered that Bernie been driving a number twenty-two bus all week and I related that fact to George. Neither of us could see any significance in the statement.
"And this is supposed to tell us?" I asked.
"Well the number twenty-two goes past the big supermarket on the edge of town doesn't it."
"So you tell us Bernie. But I haven't caught a bus in donkeys years, and I doubt George has either. Perhaps you should be a little more..."
"Oh for fuck sake! It's common knowledge that everyone who's having a dirty little liaison, parks their car in that supermarket car park." Bernie blustered.
I looked at George and he looked back at me, equally bewildered by Bernie's sweeping statement. It must have suddenly struck Bernie how stupid his words had sounded.
"No, I don't mean that everyone who parks their car in the supermarket car park is having an affair. What I mean is, everyone who parks their car over the side near the road are! They park in there and then sneak next door into the motor lodge for a couple of hours of nooky."
"And the significance of that, with regard to the way you entered my bar this evening?" George asked.
"Well Doug's car has been parked right over in the corner of that car park, by the road, three bloody lunchtimes this week. And it was still there on my return journey after I'd stopped for my lunch break; that's over three hours later."
"You don't say." George replied, before I'd had a chance to come up with anything. "And Doug here always claims that he's such an upstanding and moral person. Have you told your sister Beatrice about your suspicions by any chance?"
"There's no suspicion about it George. Except for on a Friday and Saturday that car park's half empty, and it's a bloody long walk to the stores entrance from there. Only a complete idiot would bother carrying their shopping all that far." Bernie replied with a triumphant tone to his voice again. "Anyway it's common knowledge that the philanderers park their cars there so they won't be seen in the hotel car park!"
"He's got a good point there, Doug. You really should be more careful!" George addressed me, but before I could say anything in reply, he turned back to address Bernie again. "But you didn't say Bernie. Have you informed Beatrice about your suspicions yet?"
"Well no. I figured I'd have it out with Doug here and talk him into breaking the affair off." Bernie replied.
"Sorry Bernie, but I'm afraid that it's impossible for me to do that!" I said and then downed the rest of my pint. "George, pass the telephone over here please?"
George complied with my request without comment, and I pushed the unit in from of Bernie.
"Tell you what Bernie. Before I get home, you've got possibly half to three-quarters of an hour to call Beatrice and tell her all of what you've just told us."
"You want me to tell her?" he said, with a shocked expression on his face.
"Of course I do. No relationship can last, when one party is behaving as you imply!" I winked at George. "Oh and Bernie, whilst you are at it. You can tell your sister to get all of her shit out of my bedroom before I get there!
"Oh by the way George. You were asking where I've been all week? Well, I flew out to Germany on Monday morning. Beatrice smacked her car up last Sunday afternoon, so she's been using mine all week, whilst hers is being repaired!"
I then left the Farmer Arms, and went looking for a taxi.
And, of course began wondering. Which one should I chat up first, the redhead or the little blond? Or maybe even the new married bird with the big knockers.
No, it's a thought; but I just don't believe in that kind of behaviour.
Life Goes On
This story is posted on Literotica with the authors consent.
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Venice in August
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
My thanks go to PapaGus and Deryk for assisting me in preparing this story for posting.
Venice in August
I'd wandered away from the cathedral entrance, wondering what the hell I was doing there anyway. It was the third day of our holiday, and my two daughters had taken their spouses inside to enjoy the splendour of the old building. And the coolness of the air, I should imagine.
I didn't want to go inside the building myself. I'd seen it all too many times before and like most of the city, it held too many memories for me.
Quite honestly I didn't want to be in Italy at all, let alone Venice and even less so, St Marks Square. For some reason Venice, especially the famous Piazza, had been Mary's most favourite spot in the whole damned world. Okay, Venice had been the city we'd spent our honeymoon in, but I'd never thought it necessary for us to return to the city almost every other year.
Mary must have thought it was romantic, I suppose; she loved the place. I'll admit that I kind-a liked the city myself. Christ, I was so familiar with the place by then, it was something like coming home again; Mary and I had visited the city so often.
But for me personally, it wasn't the city itself; the fascination for me had always been the woman I was with when I visited.
But I'd lost Mary some five years before, and with her going the city had lost most of its charm for me. I have no idea what possessed the girls and their husbands to book this holiday, or even why I had -- after a lot of cajoling -- agreed to come along with them.
Yeah, neither of my son-in-laws had visited the city before, but my two girls knew the place almost as intimately as I did. So their story, of me playing tour guide didn't really hold water. But when I put that argument up, all I got was:
"Oh dad, you haven't been away since mother passed on. It's time you got out and did something. Besides you like Venice, it'll cheer you up no end, to get back there."
I honestly do not believe my daughters had thought that one through properly. Venice without Mary was hardly likely to cheer me up, now was it?
Anyway eventually, and against my better judgement, I'd agreed to go with them.
-----
Telling them I'd meet them in one of the many pavement café's that surround St Marks Square, after they'd had their fill of the cathedral, I took a stroll up one side of the Piazza under the colonnade, or whatever you call the bloody thing. I think I was intending to walk back down the other side, but I noted that the sun was still partly finding its way under there, so I turned back the way I came. Just stopping for a moment to gaze in the window of a little jewellery store and remembering when I'd bought Mary a necklace she'd spotted in there one time, long before.
As I gazed into the window, I became aware that I could see a young child with incredibly large eyes reflected in the glass. She could only have been about five or six years old and for some inexplicable reason she appeared to be studying me with great interest.
Slightly embarrassed, I turned and smiled at the child. I have no idea why, maybe I thought that me looking at her, might drive the little girl away. No chance, the little girl continued to study me rolling her head this way and that, and then looking me up and down. Very curious behaviour I thought, and I wondered whether I'd suddenly sprouted horns or a tail or something.
Then suddenly a slightly older child, another girl, probably eight years of age, appeared by the little one's side. I figured an older sister. After exchanging a couple of words in Italian with her sister, she took hold of the little one's hand, then dragged the protesting smaller child away.
I probably smiled to myself, remembering how I'd seen my two girls studying something in the same manner, as the little girl had stared at me when they were young. I just could not imagine what the little girl had found so enthralling about me and cursed myself for not picking up more of the language over the years.
Then I made my way back along the colonnade to one of the pavement cafés nearer the Cathedral's entrance, so that my family would not have too much trouble locating me.
Picking a table that I thought would remain in the shade for a little while at least, I ordered a pot of tea and a couple of rounds of toast, pulled out the paperback I'd been reading and settled back to lose myself in it until the family showed up.
A short while later, I was reaching for the second slice of toast when something caught my eye. Just on the other side of the barrier that separated the many pavement cafés from each other and leaning against it was the little dark haired girl with the big green eyes again. What's more, standing beside her and also staring intently at me, was her larger sister.
I smiled -- I suppose slightly embarrassed to find myself the centre of their attention yet again -- then sat back wondering what the hell the children found so fascinating about a middle-aged Englishman and nibbled at my toast, while I tried to get back into my book.
Yes, it did cross my mind that they might be hungry. We've all seen those pictures of staving children from around the world on TV. But I was in Italy for Chri'sake, and those two young girls did not look at all underfed to me.
"Surely they've seen people eating buttered toast before?" was the one salient thought that crossed my mind.
I suppose... well, maybe ten minutes must have passed, while I nibbled at my toast and tried to pretend that I was reading my book. And keeping an eye on the two little girls out of the corner of my eye at the same time. Neither moved or said anything to me, or each other.
Then I heard a female voice talking in Italian and both girls' attention moved from me to the lady. Actually at the time, I wasn't completely sure it was their mother, as she didn't really look old enough, and at first had hazarded a guess that she might have been a much older sister. There was a distinct and unmistakable resemblance between them, that for some inexplicable reason I found familiar.
Later I discovered that my guess was wrong and that the woman was their mother. But she looked to me, much younger than both of my own daughters.
The woman quite obviously chastised the two little girls, in Italian. I assumed because they'd done a disappearing act on her. Well, those of us who have had children of our own, know what it's like when you suddenly realise that one of the little tykes, isn't where they should be, or you thought they were.
But then something strange happened. The smallest child said something her mother in Italian, which caused the woman to look at me; doing so brought the oddest response from her. The woman's eyes appeared to grow as large as her daughters' had been, and her complexion turned a distinct shade of pink, when she realised that I was looking back at her. Then grabbing both children by the hand she muttered "Sorry!" In English, without the slightest trace of an accent, and then retreated from my sight between the tables of the next pavement café, at high speed.
I was still sort of wondering what the hell had just happened when I realised that I'd become the centre of attention for quite a few people sitting at adjacent tables, who were, without exception, smiling at me. I could only assume that whatever joke they were smiling at, must have had something to do with the words the child had said to her mother. But hardly speaking a word of the lingo, it had gone over my head.
I shrugged back at the people on the nearest table -- which brought an even bigger grin to their faces, and confused me even more -- then returned to trying to read my book; or rather, I attempted too.
Maybe another five minutes had passed, and everyone had apparently gone back to minding they're own business, before I figured it safe enough to pour myself another cup of tea. Under those circumstances I'd figured I my best option to keep my eyes down up until then.
But as I was putting sugar into my cup the little girls' mother appeared at my table.
"Excuse me... I..." was as far as she got before I'd leapt to my feet.
Sorry, it was something I couldn't prevent myself from doing. One doesn't converse with a lady you do not know, whilst seated, if she is standing. Well, not when they look as good as that particular young lady does, you don't!
Look, I might have been pushing fifty, but I wasn't that old!
"I'm sorry if my daughters have caused you any embarrassment." The young woman was saying. "But they... Well they didn't actually, but my mother thought... No, this is ridiculous. There's no possible chance..."
"I'm sorry young lady, but you are making a very good job of confusing the hell out of me." I said when she stopped to take a breath.
"Yes, I'm sorry. My name is Vitalia. My friends call me Talia. Look, I'm sorry, you don't know me from Adam and I know this might sound like a ridiculous question, but your name isn't Matt Moncrieff, is it?"
"Mathew Algernon Earnest Moncrieff at your service madam." The name Algernon brought a flicker to Talia's eye, so I explained. "My mother had a thing about Oscar Wilde and thought it quite humorous. Most people call me Matt."
Talia was staring back at me with eyes that looked -- relatively speaking -- even bigger then her daughters' had appeared to be. Then she sank into one of the other seats around my table.
"Oh my god. Honestly?" she asked
"Would I lie to a lady, especially one as pretty as you, Talia?"
"My god, I would never believe it was possible."
At this instant the waiter appeared carrying a tray, loaded with another much larger pot of tea and five cups and saucers. The poor fellow must have assumed that the young woman's appearance at my table heralded the arrival of the rest of my party.
"You look like you've had a little shock Talia. May I offer you a cup of tea; it's very good for shock, or so I'm told?"
"Thank you." She replied without thinking.
"Now, if you don't mind, I like to ask you a small question." I said as I poured Talia and myself a fresh cup. "Your daughters are Italian, and, if you don't mind me saying, you are most definitely Italian, but you speak English without a trace of an accent?"
She smiled at me. "I am Italian, but I was raised in Zzumerzet!"
"Now, don't you go trying to kid I, that!" I kidded her.
"Honestly! At one time I had a humdinger of an accent, but then I went to a Public School, where they knocked all the West Country right out of us."
"They did a bloody fine job, by the sound of it."
"Thank you. But surely you can't be the same Matt Moncrieff my mother thinks you are. It would be just too much of a coincidence."
"The nature of coincidences young lady, is that they do seem impossible sometimes. But as, when I first saw you, I thought that you reminded me of someone, then it stands to reason that your mother may possibly be correct. Where does she think she remembers me from?"
"Rimini!" Talia replied.
"My Christ, I haven't been back there for... Oh god, it's got to be..." -- I did some quick mental arithmetic -- "it must nearly thirty years at least!"
"So you have been there?"
"Oh yes, in my childhood I went there with my parents many times, and, when I was in my teens."
"And Lia! Do you remember Lia?"
-----
Strange how the mention of a name can take you back to your youth so quickly. Most certainly I remembered Lia!
Her parents had owned and run the small pension that my family always stayed at, in Rimini. My father had never been one for the big tourist hotels. I first met Lia when we were both less than ten years old. Although we only met for two weeks each summer and we could hardly communicate in actual words, a close friendship developed between us, and... well, eventually a romance, of sorts,. By the time I got to sixteen it had developed into an extremely heavy romance as well.
All rather strange, because Italian parents kept a very close reign on their daughters in those days, and probably still do.
Somehow Lia and I slipped through the net of her family's close surveillance and well... No, I don't think I'll go there, not just yet anyway. You can pick it up as we go along.
I have no idea why Lia and I never corresponded with each other by letter. Most likely because of my not speaking Italian, I couldn't write it either, and nether could she, English.
Hey, there were no computers kicking around back then, that you could type your letter into in English and then have a free internet program translate into Italian for you. And I somehow don't think either of us had the money, or the nerve, to have any mutual correspondence translated by anyone else.
Anyway, eventually one summer when the family and I arrived in Rimini, we discovered that Lia's family were no longer running the pension. I never went back to Italy again, until Mary and I honeymooned in Venice.
-----
"Of course I remember Lia." I replied to the young woman. "But how...?"
"Mother saw you on the waterbus yesterday, and told my daughters that you reminded her of... Well, of you actually. Mother still has photographs of you two together in her album, when you weren't much older than my girls are now."
"Oh my, what does your father think about that?"
"He didn't mind. You and mother were friends long before he'd even met her."
"The way you said that leads me to believe..."
"Yes, mother is a widow, that's why we moved back to Italy, to be near her family. Oh, and Matt...?"
"Yes?"
"Mother has told me many times just how close friends you two became."
"Oh dear! How embarrassing..."
"No, I think it was sweet. Mother told me that you could hardly communicate in words. But she claims that you didn't need to talk." Talia had a knowing glint in her eye.
I suddenly felt a little hot under the collar, and took a long sip of my tea.
"Don't worry Matt, my lips are sealed." she giggled.
"I should bloody hope so. It was bit, er... un-Italian of Lia, wasn't it? You know, to tell you about our relationship."
"My mother is not your typical Italian woman Matt; I would have thought you, above all people, would know that."
"Well she certainly wasn't any usual Italian young girl back when I knew her. Lia and I had something very special between us."
"Had?"
"Well, it was a very long time ago Lia."
"Matt may I tell you something? When we lived in Somerset, my mother once told me that her greatest fear in life was that one-day she might run into a certain Englishman. Mother told me, that she didn't know whether she'd have had the strength to leave him and come home again, if she did."
"Oh my god, that is flattering. But we haven't seen each other in years."
"Much to my father's relief, I should imagine. My father loved my mother, but I do believe he always knew that there was someone."
"Oh, so where is your mother now? I should imagine that you are going to suggest we meet again in person."
"Back at our hotel. We're on holiday the same as you, but nearly all of mothers' family is along. Our children are the youngest and can be rather boisterous sometimes. They needed a break from the old people; so my husband and I brought down here. Lucky we did, because Ambra spotted you again."
"Your little one?"
"Yes, and one who listens to, and understands, far too much adult conversation I fear. I'm afraid she told everyone that you were her grandmother's lover."
"I see. Well, that explains the general reaction."
"Yes, and why I came back to apologise. I didn't know how much Italian you understand."
"Not as much as I should, Talia, considering how often I've been over here. I'm afraid I'm not much of a linguist."
"So mother said."
"What about your mother's English?"
"My mother and father ran that ice-cream business in the west country for eighteen years, Matt. Mother can curse eloquently in both languages." Talia grinned back at me. "Yeah, I do recall she had picked up a couple of words of English, that...well, I don't think her own mother would have liked to hear her use."
"I know that she'd like to meet you again Matt, just to talk about when you were young. She would have approached you yesterday on the waterbus, but she had my little ones with her, and you had your family with you. Your daughters and their significant others?"
"Their husbands. They all but had to drag me over here for a couple of weeks. I've not been one for going away, since I lost my wife."
There was no mistaking the little hint of a smile that passed across Talia's face, even though it lasted no more than a millisecond or so. For a few moments, I don't think Talia knew what to say, but then she suggested that perhaps her mother and I could meet and have lunch together.
I told her that I thought that would be nice; if her mother would like to meet me again, that is?
"Oh Mother would like that, Matt. But she is well aware that you and she haven't seen each other for many years, and that you've both been married and had families of your own. That is another reason that she didn't approach on the waterbus yesterday."
"Yeah, a lot of water has passed under the bridge since we last met Talia, but it can do no harm for us to talk about old times." I smiled at the beaming young woman.
But as I spoke Talia's husband arrived at table, one of their children hanging onto each of his hands. Talia introduced me to Lauro and then they fell into a hurried -- and completely incomprehensible to me -- conversation in Italian. During which, Lauro pulled out his mobile phone and the conversation turned into a multi-way discussion that I could make neither head nor tails of.
Actually I spent most of it exchanging funny faces with Ambra, Talia's youngest, who took me by surprise, and after disentangling herself from her father's grasp, climbed onto my lap and sat there grinning at me.
That brought Talia's other daughter over to hang on the back of my chair and play a sort of game of hide and seek. Her face would appear at my right shoulder, then, when I looked that way, it would disappear again only to reappear at my left.
I was so engrossed in my games with the children, that Talia had to say my name twice before I realised that she was addressing me again.
Talia asked me if I could be at a certain restaurant at one o'clock.
By chance I knew the place. It was another pavement café but it had a more formal restaurant in the building where Talia suggested that I meet her mother. I expressed surprise because the formal part of the place, to my memory, was closed to the public during daylight hours.
"Lauro's cousin owns the restaurant; you will have the place to yourselves. We thought that you and mother might prefer to meet in private. You said yourself Matt, a lot of water has flowed under the bridge of life since you last met each other. Mother will be meeting a memory and so will you!"
"Well thought out, Talia."
"Not me, I'm a born romantic. Lauro is the sensible one in our family."
"I'm not that bad." Lauro interjected. Again with not a trace of an Italian accent in his English. "We do not intend to tell Talia's mother that she will be meeting you Matt. We've asked her to meet us for lunch at my cousin's restaurant."
"Your English is almost as good as Lia's!"
"I'm sorry Matt. I grew up in Putney where my family has a restaurant. Lia and I should have spoken about this in English."
"No worries Lauro. In your position, if I could speak another language, I'm sure I'd have done the same thing."
"We must go now. But we will be near my cousin's restaurant later should we be needed. Good luck my friend, I do believe that you're in for a surprise." Lauro said shaking my hand again and rounding up his daughters.



The two little girls showed some reluctance to leave me and go with their father, which I found quite flattering. Both decided they were not going to leave, until they'd kissed me on the cheek; then they trailed off behind their father waving as they went. Talia lingered for a few seconds and then kissed me on both cheeks before she followed them.
-----
"And just who the hell was that? Christ dad, we can't leave you for two minutes and you're chatting up all the local talent." Kathy my youngest daughter said a couple of minutes later as she approached my table.
"Sorry?" I replied feigning ignorance of what Kath was talking about.
"Dad, you were canoodling with a very attractive young woman as we came out of the cathedral."
"I wasn't canoodling Kath. That is the way Italians say hello and good-bye. She's the daughter of a very old friend of mine. She had her family with her and we've just had a cup of tea together."
By this time I could see that Kathy was mentally counting the used teacups on the table and she gave me a disbelieving glance.
"Okay, Talia and I had tea together, then her husband and children joined us a little while ago. They must have left before you came out of the cathedral."
At this point in our conversation, a very confused looking waiter reappeared, I held up five fingers towards him, and asked my daughters and their husbands if they like any toast at the same time.
"I thought we'd be looking for somewhere to have lunch before long." Kathy said.
"You might angel, but I have a lunch date at one o'clock. That it would be better if I kept alone."
"With that Talia..." Kathy blustered. "She can't be half your age dad!"
"No don't be silly Kath, with her mother. She's a very old friend of mine and we haven't met since we were both teenagers."
Kathy's eyes instantly performed the same trick Talia and her daughters' had performed earlier. Actually I thought for one horrible moment that Kathy's eyes were going to pop right out of her head.
"Dad," Kathy's husband ventured. "You are going to have lunch with a woman you haven't seen in forty years?"
"About thirty years Ken, I ain't that old. Besides Lia and I almost grew up together..."
My mention of the name Lia brought a sudden reaction from my eldest -- and quietest -- daughter. She usually let her younger sibling do most of the talking. Mind you, Katherine had always been a chatterbox, so Lia had kind-a got used to letting her get on with it, from a very young age.
"Did you say her name is Lia?" My eldest asked.
"Sure is my sweet, and you were named after her."
"Did mummy know?"
"Of course she did! I suggested Lia as your middle name originally, but your mother made the switch on the hospital records. Your mother and I had no secrets from each other, she knew all about Lia and me. If you remember, there're some pictures of Lia and me together in my mother's old family albums. Christ, you thumbed through them often enough, when you were little."
Then I went on to explain to them -- actually for their spouses information as I'm sure my girls had roughly heard the story before and must have instantly put two and two together -- how Lia and I had almost, but not quiet, grown up together. I didn't infer any romantic involvement between us, but I believe that they all assumed that there had to have been one of some sort, if only a tenuous one. After we'd drunk our tea we left the pavement café -- its very confused waiter and even more confusing bill -- and went for a stroll through Venice's back streets. All the time we were slowly moving in the direction of Lauro's cousin's restaurant.
"Dad, are you sure you've thought this out." Ken (Kathy's husband) asked me, while the other three were taking photographs or looking in some shop window.
"Thought what out, Ken?"
"Well these Italian women dad. You know they appear to fall into two basic groups, don't you?"
"Ken, I know exactly what you're getting at. And believe me, it was even more prominent when I was a lad. Anyway, I can assure you that Lia and I are just very old friends meeting for a quiet lunch, to talk about old times."
"All right then, I just wasn't too sure that you'd thought it all through, that's all."
"I'm a big boy Ken, and I can assure you that I'm very used to disappointment in my life. Christ, look at the two numpties my daughters chose to marry."
"Oh cheers dad, thanks for the vote of confidence!" Ken grinned back at me.
"Well, let's have some bloody grandchildren on the way before I'm too old to enjoy them. I had a great time with Talia's little girls while you were in the cathedral."
"You better tell your daughters about that, Matt. They are both under the misapprehension that one of them needs to visit you every evening to fuss over you. They claim that they haven't got time for children, just yet."
-----
It was clear that my arrival at the restaurant was expected. As I made my way between the outside café tables, Lauro's cousin rushed out to meet me. With a long speech in Italian that I didn't understand a word of, he ushered into the large, dimly lit, empty and air-conditioned restaurant, at the rear of the building.
Gesturing to me to take a seat at the only table that the candles were lit on, he produced a bottle of what I assume was the best wine he had in the place. This is an assumption because he didn't ask me if I wanted a glass and gazed at me expectantly once he'd poured it for me.
I took a sip and swirled it around my mouth as I'd seen the wine wallies do on the telly, and then I smiled and nodded at him. This brought a big grin to his face, as he topped the glass up and then left.
Jesus, I wouldn't know a good wine from a bottle of cats pee, but I think I pulled the deception off okay.
I sat there alone for some considerable time, taking polite sips from the wine at regular intervals. All the time I was sitting there though, disembodied heads would appear around the doorframe, look at me, smile, and then disappear again.
It was ten past one, before I heard a slight commotion going on in the vestibule that led into the restaurant. One voice I recognised as being Talia's even though she was speaking Italian, the other another female voice that I could not recognise.
I could not understand what they were saying, but I kind-a assumed that Lia was having difficulty in understanding why Talia was insisting that she went in the normally closed -- at that time of day -- restaurant.
So I stood up, went over to the door and looked upon the scene in the vestibule. O-boy did I get a shock!
Look, in case anyone isn't familiar with Italy and Italian women in general, especially older ones, I'd better explain. They fall into two basic groups. Unfortunately -- and probably the minority -- some of them tend to let themselves go a bit after they've had children. There's a kind-of mental picture many men have of a dumpy woman, dressed in black and sporting a severe hairstyle. Usually they have a grey or dark coloured scarf wrapped around their head as well. Actually I suspect that they are in a minority, but let's say that once you've seen a few, they kind-a stick in your mind and appear to be everywhere.
Then there is the other kind of older Italian woman. You don't notice them, because they never look their age. I suppose they are best described as the Sofia Loren or Gina Lollobrigida type, beautiful, and never ageing in your mind.
Well I wasn't looking at Sofia or Gina's back. But it was pretty obvious which category Lia fitted into. And it kind-of explained Lauro's comment as he left me in the piazza earlier, if you understand me.
Lia was talking two to the dozen at Talia, when I must have appeared in the doorway behind her. Talia moved her eyes from her mother to smile at me and her doing so made Lia fall silent. Then she turned to look at what had taken Talia's attention.
"Matt!"
"Lia!"
"It was you?"
"It was I, yes!"
This was some interesting conversation we were having.
"What are you doing here?"
"Having lunch with a very beautiful and dear friend; if she ever comes in to join me."
Lia looked from me to Talia and then back at me again.
"How?"
"A little tyke called Ambra... well she decided to tell the world that I was her grandmother's lover in the middle of St Marks Square this morning. And things kind of snowballed from there."
Lia's eyes did the popping out of her head trick that every female I'd met that day appeared to be perfecting.
"Oh my lord!"
"It would appear Lia, that you talk too much in front to the children. Now are we having lunch, or is that queue of waiters behind Talia going to stretch all the way to the canal first?"
Lia stepped into the restaurant and we did the kissing each other on the cheek bit. Yes, I really did fancy kissing Lia on the lips, but I feared that I might be getting ahead of myself. Then I showed Lia to our table and helped her seat herself in the most gentlemanly manner I knew how, and then I retook my own seat.
I assume that Talia weaved her way out between the patiently waiting line of waiters.
"You're very beautiful Lia, just like I remember you." I said as I poured her a glass of wine.
"You're as handsome as you ever were Matt."
"So, long time no see, aye; how are you keeping." I asked.
Scintillating stuff what? Well, I'd run out of compliments, and having lunch with beautiful women wasn't really my forte. Christ, what do would you say under the circumstances. But Lia had a surprise up her sleeve for me.
"Oh, I'm keeping fine Matt, lonely of course since I lost my husband. How are Mary and your girls?"
Now that was definitely one bellow the belt. Of course I immediately came back with. "I lost Mary five years ago Lia!"
But I was wondering, how the hell Lia knew I had been married to Mary. She'd probably guessed that the girls were my daughters, when she saw us the previous day on the waterbus. There is a marked family resemblance, I'm told.
But how the hell had Lia known that my wife's name had been Mary? I was sure I hadn't told Talia, and besides Talia hadn't told Lia about meeting me that morning. Well, from the surprised expression on Lia's face, I didn't think she had.
"I'm sorry to hear that Matt. And your girls', Katherine and Lia isn't it? I was very flattered."
"How do you know their names Lia? Come to that, how come you know that my wife's name was Mary?"
Lia smiled.
"Matt, when my husband died thirteen years ago, I was lonely. I had two choices, stay in the UK and carry on running our ice-cream company, or sell the business and come back here to be near the rest of my family. I couldn't face running the business on my own and there was only one man in the UK that I could see myself running it with; so I hired a detective.
"You weren't very hard to find. Well, how many Mathew Algernon Earnest Moncrieff's can there be in the world, let alone the UK."
"Oh I see!"
"Yes, but you were happily marred with two beautiful daughters. So I sold the business and moved back here."
"You honestly thought that we... I would come and run your ice-cream company with you. We hadn't seen each other since we were... well, children."
"Not exactly children Matt. Children don't do the sort of things we did together. Well, I hope they don't! No, I think I was thinking more along the lines of becoming your wife. We did have some really good times together didn't we?"
"We sure did Lia, but if your old man had ever caught you sneaking up to my bedroom during the night, I really doubt I'd have seen the next dawn."
"Worth the risk though, wasn't it?" she giggled.
"Sure was Lia."
"And it kept you coming back to Rimini every year."
"I'd have gone to the moon to be with you Lia. But then one year you weren't there anymore. Damn that was one downer of a year for me. I'd looked forward since the previous summer to seeing you, and you weren't there."
"I'm sorry. My dad was very ill and the whole family moved to Milan where his specialist was. One of my uncles and his family took over running the hotel.
"But you came early that year. Your family always holidayed with us the middle two weeks of August. That year you came the last week in July and the first week of August."
"How do you know?"
"My sister and I arrived on the Saturday afternoon; you'd left that same morning. I think I cried for the whole two weeks we were there."
"Oh Christ, you went there to be with me?"
"Of course, I wanted to spend my whole life with you Matt. Once I'd realised that I'd been studying English as hard as I knew how. I was hoping to surprise you that year by telling you how I felt about you."
Lia's revelation left me sitting there speechless, and remembering my own pain when I discovered she wasn't at the pension when we arrived. I could see that same pain reflected in the candlelight in Lia's eyes.
"I'm sorry Lia."
"Why are you sorry? It wasn't ordained at that time that we should be together. Maybe that has changed now."
"Maybe Lia. Maybe it has!"
While we ate, we went on to talk about both of our marriages, and the pleasure we'd got from our children and our spouses. It seemed odd telling Lia how happy Mary and I had been together. Even odder that I bore no animosity against the man she'd married. Although Talia had said something that made me wonder if Lia had been as happy she claimed she'd been in her marriage. I just couldn't bring it to mind.
Quite late in our meal, Lia had suddenly excused herself, and left me for a few minutes. I assumed that she'd gone off to the ladies and made no comment.
It was only when the meal was over and the efficient waiters had cleared the table that I saw that Lia was fiddling with something in her hand.
"So what are we going to do now Lia? Go and find our children and introduce them to each other." "Oh, I was thinking that you've put on a little weight Matt. Maybe a little strenuous exercise wouldn't do you any harm."
I was taken aback by Lia's statement for a moment or two, but then I noticed that she was dangling whatever she'd been fiddling with from her hand.
"What's that?" I innocently asked.
"This restaurant, Matt, is a part of a small very private hotel. And this is a room key; shall we go and discover which bedroom door it fits?"
"Lia, you're a very naughty girl!"
"I always was Matt, but I usually had the duplicate key to your bedroom."
"But this is Lauro's cousin's place, won't Talia find out?"
"Knowing my Talia, she arranged that we meet here for the sole reason that there are some vacant rooms upstairs."
-----
"Oh Matt aren't your daughters pretty? Looks like they have a couple of handsome husbands as well."
Lia having woken me from my nap, I turned over in bed to see her peeking out through the bars of the window's shutters.
"Sorry?"
"Your daughters and their husbands, they're down there at a table talking with Talia, Lauro and the children."
"Jesus Christ, they aren't!" I said, almost leaping off the bed. "They must have waited somewhere for me. Bugger, they'll know what we've been doing all afternoon. We'd better get down there!"
"Not much point now is there, Matt." Lia replied as she covered her nakedness with her blouse and opened the shutter.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"Silly boy, we're old enough to do what we wish now. I'm going to tell then that we'll see them tomorrow."
Which she did, loud and bloody clear, so that everyone sitting at the pavement café bellow heard her! Then I heard my daughters calling up "Hello Lia!" and her calling back down to them. But I couldn't really follow what anyone was saying.
Eventually I -- kind-of -- sheepishly poked my head out of the window to see both our families grinning back up at us.
"Er, hi kids!" Was as much as I ventured.
The only reply I got, was Kathy telling me to have fun and that they'd see us in the morning, before Lia hauled me back into the room and closed the shutter again.
"You've rested enough Matt, we've got a lot of years to catch up on."
Jesus, the woman's insatiable.
-----
Yes we got married, eventually, and we now live in small kinda hamlet, just to the west of Ravenna. Close enough to the coast for us to take the grandchildren to the beach, but not swamped with tourists all the time in the summer.
I still hardly speak a word of Italian though, but I don't really need to. Just about everyone, including Talia's children speak excellent English when I'm around. They -- and that includes Katharine and my Lia -- just babble away in Italian to each other when they "think" they are keeping secrets from me!
I've lost a lot of excess weight as well. But that's really not surprising; Lia gives me a bloody good workout, most nights. And -- if no one else is around -- very often during the day as well! Lia's also found a very efficient way of waking me every morning; it kind makes sure she's got my full attention, in every sense of the word; if you know what I mean?
Life goes on
This story is posted on Literotica with the authors consent.
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Not Like Loving You!
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
Now and again a particular song will suddenly grab my attention and just will not let go again. One morning recently I heard Nell Bryden's "Not Like Loving You" on the radio. I had heard the song before, but that day it just got to me. I knew that I wouldn't be able to do anything until I'd tried to write a short story around it. I hope I've done it, although I have had to take a few small liberties with the lyrics. However, anyone who knows the song well, should be able to pick them out in the same order they appear in the song. I'll admit that it leads to some pretty tortuous and confusing reading at one particular point in the story. But it is supposed to be a woman speaking at that point, so the average male will probably be able to understand it just as much as he does any other female when she speaks to him.
I thank my friends Sue, Angel and PapaGus for their assistance in preparing this short tale for posting.
Not Like Loving You!
I was hanging around Dallas/Fort Worth International airport. Having flown in from the west coast on an earlier plane, I was waiting for a flight to New York to catch my London plane later in the day.
I'd been visiting my sister in Sydney and, to be honest, things had gone a little awry on me. Out of laziness and overconfidence (I'd never had a problem before) I'd left booking my return flights until the last very minute. Only to discover that all flights from Sydney to London were fully booked for several days.
For contractual reasons I really needed to be back in the UK pretty smartish, so I'd been forced to make the journey in numerous hops on several different airlines. In brief my journey had been a bloody nightmare so far, and it looked like the rest of it was going to be the same way, even though I wasn't travelling tourist.
I'd exhausted all my reading matter on the flight from Sydney the day before and neglected to think about buying some more in San Francisco. Yeah well, I overslept and after the rushing to the airport, barely wangling my way onto my flight. I'd been lucky that an apparently influential official, who was by chance a fan (poor deluded soul), had recognised me and pulled some strings somewhere.
It had cost me, but a few pleasant words. And the promise of an autographed photograph, with a personal dedication, would be in the post the instant I got back to the UK. Not the sort of tactics I like to resort to, but needs must where the devil drives.
For some time by then, I'd been attempting to distance myself from the music industry and its associated celebrity. Eventually the glitter wears off notoriety for most people, well for me anyway. Fame and fortune have their benefits, but for every good thing they bring to your life, they can take away as much if not more.
Anyway I'm telling you all this just to explain why I was wandering around Dallas airport looking for something interesting to read. Eventually I found a bookstore and was perusing the stands for something to while away the hours during the rest of my convoluted journey home
I prefer to bury myself in a book when flying; it stops fans, or rather ex-fans, (or the "guess who we met on the plane" types) from asking for my autograph, or even dragging me into conversation about how things used to be, when I was on my way up in the music business.
I'd kind of accepted long before that I was a has-been by then, and I just wanted a little privacy back in my life.
Hey, I had nothing, or almost nothing, to feel sorry for myself about. I'd had more than my fair share of fame, and fortune. And being the cautious kind of a bloke that I am, I'd invested my earnings wisely. I would be able to live out the rest of my life in a little more affluent comfort than most people.
Some of the rest of the guys in the band, who had lived the high life, couldn't afford not to keep on touring around ever smaller and smaller venues, just to be able to feed themselves, or maybe their habit. I'd quit the band a couple of years previous, when our record sales began to take a dive.
I must have glanced up from the shelves loaded with mundane paperbacks for a moment. Because suddenly and quite unexpectedly, in the far distance, I caught sight of a figure that I thought I recognised. Not for the first time by the way, my eyes had often mistaken innocent females for the woman my unconscious mind was always looking for.
I had actually run into her on a couple of occasions. But as luck would always have it, she had always been hanging on the arm of her current beau. I knew from the gossip columns, that she'd been officially shacked-up with the guy for a good year or so by then. But even then, she was invariably described as having been my one time partner. I should imagine that must have got right up the guys nose sometimes; I know that it would have mine.
Pretending to be studying some paperback, I watched the figure out of the corner of my eye as she herself strolled towards the same bookstore, eventually stopping, to thumb through a magazine rack out front.
"You're not mistaken this time; that definitely is Nellie!" a little voice insisted in the back of my head somewhere.
"It can't be," my conscious mind argued, "wrong part of the country!"
"So what, you're in Dallas and you should be in New York. What's to say that Nellie isn't on a bloody mystery tour as well?"
With my heart in my throat, I walked around the display stand that I been all but hiding behind, to get a clearer look at the young woman. I noted that unlike a couple of the others, she was not featured on the front cover of the particular magazine she was thumbing through.
Having convinced myself that it was indeed Nell, I cautiously approached closer, then asked, "Nellie?"
She looked up from the magazine she was holding and promptly took a step backwards, surprise clearly visible in her eyes.
"Mitch! My god, what are you doing here?"
"Trying to get from Sydney to London. There was a bit of a cock-up over the flight arrangements and I appear to be making a mystery tour of the US on the way. I'm only here for and hour or so, to change planes."
"Yeah well, same here. I'm trying to get down to Florida, but... well our plane had a problem and had to put down here. Then it was withdrawn from service completely so that has put the cat amongst the pigeons. I'm supposed to be in Miami for a photo shoot first thing in the morning. They've managed to wangle me onto another flight, later today."
"God knows why it's so busy at the moment. I couldn't get a seat on a direct flight from San Francisco to New York until Sunday. And Frisco ain't my scene at the best of times. Besides the boys in the band have a royalty dispute going with our old manager. I really should be there when it goes in front of a judge."
For a few seconds we stood there, staring at each other in silence. I scratched around for something, anything, to say.
"Have you eaten?" I eventually found myself asking.
"Yes, I had a salad on the plane."
"Well, airline food isn't enough to get by on Nell."
"I'm on a diet Mitch, there was plenty enough for me."
"Oh yeah, I forgot, you don't eat much; hardly enough to keep a bloody rabbit alive. A drink then- maybe a coffee or something?"
Boy was I scraping the bottom of the barrel. There was so much I wanted to say and that I dare not. And that I didn't know how to put into words anyway. Really, I knew that the time for "talking" between Nellie and I, had slipped right between my fingers, several years before.
"Coffee would be nice. I doubt you'd get a proper cup of tea here."
"No, not something I'd ever risk. I wonder if the Yanks will ever understand tea?"
"I doubt it. Weren't it them, who came up with the tea bag idea in the first place?
"Probably," I replied.
Nellie and I were... well, we were waffling, trying our hardest not to show hostility towards each other, and to find anything to talk about, but ourselves and our past together. I have no idea why we do that with old lovers or sweethearts, but I'd heard other people doing the same thing in the past.
"You know, it's a real pain getting a proper cup of tea even in London nowadays," Nellie was saying as we arrived at an empty table.
"You've been over recently? I thought you lived in California now?" I replied as we seated ourselves on opposite sides of said table.
"We do, but I popped over to see my mum and dad last month. They asked after you, you know. They always do."
"I liked your mum and dad, no side to them."
"Yeah well, they like you to. Maybe you should drop in and see them sometime. You still live in London, don't you?"
Maybe unintentionally on Nellie's part, but she was straying very close to a taboo area, but I let her lead the way.
"Nope, Nell. I dropped right out of the scene when I left the band. I've got myself a nice little cottage down in the New Forest nowadays. Suits me just fine. I can make as much noise as I want, and enjoy the piece and quiet the rest of the time."
"Sounds lovely, I'd love to see it."
I wanted to say, "Pop in sometime when you're passing yourself, I'd love for you to see it as well." But I knew that Nell would never do that. After all, she was shacked up with lover boy -- a hot, film star heartthrob -- and living the high life in Southern California. So I let the comment slide by; then I threw the ball back into Nellie's court.
"So how's life in the Californian sun? You and ..." I purposefully didn't say the bugger's name, "gadding about at all the right Hollywood parties all the time, are we?"
"When he's in the country yes; you could say that." It struck me that Nell hadn't used his name either. "He's in Africa at the moment, making his next blockbuster movie."
An odd expression came on Nellie's face, one that I couldn't decipher.
"Good on him! Loads of dosh?" I enquired.
I didn't really want to know. Even my sarcastically expressed sentiment, was a lie, by the way.
"Don't all his films clean-up at the box office?"
Considering how close we'd once been, and for how long; it unnerved me more than a little, to discover that I was having difficulty interpreting Nell's facial expressions.
"Don't know, Nell, I've never seen one!" I replied, a little sharply, I suspect.
Nellie gave me another strange look that I really couldn't understand. I'm not sure; maybe a sort of curious expression had come over her face.
"Never, not even one of his films?"
"Ah, well now, I have seen films in which he's been in the supporting cast. But I appear to have a phobia about mere thought of him making love to a woman. I'm afraid seeing him slobbering all over some hot little starlet on the big screen. Well no... That just ain't my scene!"
A half smile came on Nellie's face. Now that was one expression I could recognise, and I was pleased to see it, for a brief moment.
"Mitch! I do believe you're jealous?"
I should imagine that on hearing those words my own expression took a dive. I'm not the sort of guy who can keep a poker face, even when I try.
"Come on, Nellie, what have I got to be jealous about. You an' me, we have been over for years now! No, I've just never taken to the bugger. Okay, when the press always bring my name into it when they talk about you and him being an item, it does get up my nose some. But that's got nothing to do with me thinking he's a... No, he's your life partner now. It wouldn't be right of me to go on about him to you."
"Well, the press always bring your name into it, because you so publicly punched him on the nose in that Paris nightclub."
"Yeah well, I was jealous back then. You hadn't long ditched me."
"No, Mitch, you effectively ditched me. You were... well, you were partying it up with the band and all those silly little... little groupie tarts!" An expression of annoyance came on Nellie's face "I couldn't let things go on as they were and still be able to hold my head up in public."
"I told you then, and I'll repeat it again now, Nell! The boys were... well, they were enjoying the sex, drugs and rock'n'roll scene, and I was at those parties, I can't deny that. But only because that was the bad boy image the band played up on. But I definitely wasn't part of them! Steve, our chief roadie and me, used to lock ourselves safely in a bedroom away from it all, and play cards together. Look, if you and me hadn't been sharing that flat in London... Well, damn it; word would probably have gone around that Steve and me were as bent as a couple nine bob notes. Even if the bugger had five kids. But no one dared infer anything, when I was shacked up with you."
"And I'm supposed to believe that?"
"Nell, it doesn't matter any more. It's over between us, and it has been for a very long time now. It really doesn't matter what you believe or don't believe any more. But tell me this one thing, what possible motive could I have to lie about it now; after all this time?"
"I don't know, Mitch. Perhaps you didn't like being called a liar back then, and you still don't now? But you are right, it's all water under the bridge and we should put it behind us.
"Let's be friends, Mitch. We had a good thing going there for a while, didn't we?"
"Sure did, girl, until you found someone else to fall in love with."
For a few moments Nell didn't reply. She just stared at me with that strange look that I couldn't read on her face again. Then her expression changed to a very serious one. She leant forward, placed both of her forearms on the table before her, and looked me right in the eyes.
"But it's not like loving you, Mitch." She almost whispered, "You were too good. Too bloody good sometimes! I think about you still, you know? More than I should really! Loving him is not like loving you, because nothing compares with what we had together. You know that no matter what he does, you are there somewhere, in the back of my mind."
I'll admit that I really wasn't at all sure that I understood what Nellie was saying, as she was speaking. Mind you that was nothing new, I can't claim to be able to understand any women half the time. I don't so much mean the actual words they are saying, it's what they mean by those words that confuses me.
"Mind you, unlike you, he always takes notice of what I'm thinking and he sees what I need. When I'm with him I'm guaranteed his total attention. Which am a lot more than I can say I ever got from you!"
I had to admit that that criticism was true. But then the band was on its way up back then. Long hours and late nights in recording studios were a regular thing. Life kinda rushed past, leaving me in a daze.
"And I'll admit that its fun when he wakes me up in the mornings."
That one was below the belt. Often I wouldn't be there when Nell got up in the mornings to go on a photo shoot, because I was still in some shitty recording studio somewhere with the band.
"But there's no real history there for me to cry about, Mitch."
Whoops, "Where's she going now?" I thought.
"Why would you want to cry, Nellie?"
"You don't know?"
"No, why should I?" Nellie had lost me completely.
And she didn't answer my question either, well not in words anyway. Instead an expression of what I can only describe as exasperation came over her face. Oh yeah, I'd seen that look before. When we had been together; too many times for my liking
But then before either of us could say anything else, her flight was called and Nell instantly stood up to leave. I had decided that I would walk her to her departure gate, so I rose as well and grabbed her hand baggage before she could do so herself.
Nellie gave me a smile that my heart certainly remembered; then we made the long walk to her gate together, in silence.
At the departure gate, Nell handed the stewardess her boarding card, then turned, put her arms around me and stretched up to kiss me on the cheek. For an instant I saw sadness in her eyes. But then she smiled and started confusing me again
"The next time I see you, Mitch... if he's with me... you might feel strange, or it might be hard for you to even see. But always remember, the smile on my face... Well, it means that he could never take your place. Because what he and I have got, is not like loving you; you were too good. I think about you still, so much more than I should do. No, my love for him is not like the love I had for you, Mitch. Nothing will ever compare to that! And remember that you will linger in my mind wherever I go," she said with that sad smile on her face.
Then after releasing me from her grasp she said, "Florida's nice this time of year, Mitch, you should try it sometime." Then she turned away and walked through the gate, leaving me standing there alone, for an instant. But celebrity shows no pity for the wicked.
"Excuse me, but aren't you Joe Mitchell?" A voice somewhere away to my left asked.
"No, I'm sorry, you've made a mistake," I replied, turning away from the gate myself and hurrying clear of the crowded area.
"Bloody clown, why didn't you tell her how you felt?" that damned little voice insisted in the back of my head.
"I couldn't! Nellie's moved on with her life. She's in love with someone else now!" the conscious part of my mind replied.
"You really believe that? You must be bloody insane! Didn't you listen to one word she said to you in that café? She's still bearing a torch for you Mitch; all you got to do is fan the flame."
"I messed her life up once. I'm not going to hurt her again."
"Then don't hurt her, love her like she wants you to love her. Christ, ask her to marry you, that's one thing you can be sure he hasn't done."
"And neither did I, when we were together."
"But you were on the road all the time back then mate. What marriage could have survived that? Jesus, you two broke up because she didn't like all those groupies hanging around all the time."
"That was the other guys not me. I steered well clear of the sex and drugs side of things."
"Of course, we know that, but Nellie never did. You did have to put on a bad boy act for the media, didn't you? She saw those lurid stories in the newspapers and well... eventually some mud had to stick in her mind, no matter how much she loved you."
I was pleased when shortly they called my flight for London; I had an excuse bring an end to inane the argument I was having with myself.
Somewhat dejectedly I walked to my departure gate and handed the stewardess my boarding card, thinking that very soon I'd be winging my way across to the other side of the Atlantic and far away from all further thoughts of Nellie.
Life goes on.
-----
Ah shit!
I snatched my boarding card back from the girl at the gate, and then ran back to the check-in desk as fast as I could.
The girl there looked up at me in surprise.
"Mr Mitchell, your flight has just been called. You do realise that you could have waited in the first class lounge, don't you? They would have come and found you in there."
"I'm not keen on first class lounges... er," I read the name on her little badge, "Stella. The paparazzi watch who's in them too much for my liking. I prefer to keep myself low profile nowadays, if I can."
"What can I do for you, Mr Mitchell? You'll have to be quick though. As I said, your flight has already been called."
"Well, Stella, I'm wondering if you could possibly switch me onto a flight to Miami?"
Right, Now!
Life goes on.
This Denham Forrest tale is posted on Literotica with the permission of the author. I had some trouble persuading DF (DC or Dave to his friends) to allow me to post this one here, because he is working on a second version of it written from Nellie's POV. But because it is a personal favourite of mine (and his, as is the song itself), I've persevered and finally won the argument. Perhaps both Dave and I are old romantics, but I hope that some readers will appreciate what Dave has tried to do here. I think it does depend on whether one is familiar with the song though. RG
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Minerva Chapter 01
It was a Sunday morning and I just weren't expecting anyone to call, especially at the unearthly hour of eight o'clock anyway. Maybe one of the guys would surface around eleven or so and we'd grab something to eat together before going to church. For church, read the "Nags Head" or even the "Queen Of Hearts."
As a crowd, we'd hit the dog-track Friday evening, and have a great time, I think? Then we'd spent the better part of Saturday, either yelling encouragement at, or later bemoaning the failings of, the bunch of effing comedians who call themselves a football team, in the "White Lion."
Yeah, we do like to spread our business around a bit; the licensing trade ain't what it used to be, what with the breathalyser and these new no smoking in the bar, laws.
Anyway, God alone knows what hour I hit the sack on the Saturday evening, or more likely, Sunday morning. And I certainly weren't expecting any bugger to be banging on my door, at that unearthly hour of a Sunday morning.
Staring through the little spy hole thingy, I saw an officious looking bugger -- dressed in a smart suit and well over six feet tall -- standing outside the door. But beside him, was the delectable figure of Sandy Knowles; all five-foot-four of her.
At one time spying Sandy outside my door would have been enough to raise one's spirits. But regretfully, in latter years, dear Sandy, had become known, to most everyone, as Sergeant Knowles. Detective Sergeant Sandra Knowles to be precise.
With more than a little difficulty, I ran my mind back over the previous day's events, as best I could remember them.
Nope, I couldn't think of anything I -- or any of the other guys -- had done the previous day that could possibly warrant a visit by Sandy and her oppo at that unearthly hour.
Oh, I suppose I should explain at this point, that Sandy and I had been at school together and... well, lets leave it that we kind-a got to know each other very well at one time. Too well actually, considering her later choice of profession. But at one time I'm pretty sure that Sandy had me in the frame for, or was at least possibly considering whether I was husband material. Lets put it this way, Sandy had sampled the goods on offer, and I had done likewise.
Maybe I didn't cut the cake well enough for Sandy, because it didn't last very long after she went off to Police College. Mind you, I was bumming-it around the south coast a lot in those days, surfing and the like, with no real goal in mind. Sandy and me... well, we kind-a drifted apart, and away from each other eventually.
Regretfully we hadn't always seen eye to eye, since I'd moved back to town either. But that's another story and has more to do with her chosen profession than anything else.
"Yeah?" I believe was the best I could offer, when I'd opened the door a little.
"Mr Jameson, my name is Harcourt, I believe you know my companion. Would you mind if we came in and had a word with you?"
"At this time on a Sunday. What about?" I asked.
"JG, will you stop pissing about, and open the bleeding door? You don't want the whole damned street knowing your business." Sandra demanded.
I'll give it to her, Sandra was perfectly correct about that; she also knew that I had been pulling Harcourt's chain. Mind you, I was just a little curious... the bugger had not formally introduced himself.
He had to be a copper, because he was with Sandy. But the bugger had not mentioned either rank or constabulary. He definitely weren't local law; as a hack and sometimes court reporter for the local rag, I figured I knew all of them.
I stepped back, allowing the door to open fully, so they could enter.
"Put the bloody kettle on then Sandy, while I get decent." I said indicating the way to the kitchen, before I headed to my room to get dressed.
Sandy and Harcourt were sitting at my kitchen table drinking coffee before I resurfaced. I sat at the chair obviously chosen for me by Sandy because she'd placed my coffee by it.
"Well?" I asked.
"Mr Jameson, would you mind explaining to me what your relationship was with Lady Tanya Simpson." Harcourt asked.
"Sorry. Exactly who are you Mr Harcourt, and why would you want to know?" I replied.
"I'd better explain, I'm not here in any official capacity Mr Jameson. I am, or I was a Detective Chief Superintendent, until I retired a few years ago. Now I'm here to ask you a few questions on behalf of a friend."
I looked across at Sandy, and her facial expression confirmed what Harcourt had said. Harcourt saw my glance at her and went on.
"Sergeant Knowles is not on duty, she's here as a personal favour to myself."
"Lady Tanya Simpson aye? Well, I'm sorry folks, but I've never heard of the woman. What makes you think I would know her?
"I find that hard to believe Mr Jameson, are you completely sure that you don't know her?"
"Why should it be hard to believe, the name don't ring any bells with me. Look, titled folk don't usually frequent the sort of dives I hang around in, as Sandy has no doubt already told you. I suppose that there is a possibility that we could have crossed paths at my uncle's Hotel a few years ago; there were some really hoity-toity buggers who stay there. But if we did meet there, I certainly don't recall her. I can't say I mixed with many of the guests there though; you know, it was a class thing. But if I'm not mistaken you asked, what "was" my relationship the woman? Are we talking a long time ago, or is the good Lady no longer with us?"
Harcourt didn't reply for a rather long time. Obviously collecting his thoughts, he very cleverly filled the void in the conversation by sipping some more of his coffee.
"This Hotel, where is it, what's it called?"
"The Cliff Head it's down on the south coast in Devon. Real old-fashioned place, not really to my liking, but my Aunt and Uncle own it. I have to make the obligatory visit once or twice a year."
But you have become acquainted with some of the guests in the past?" I must have nodded in affirmation. "Anyone who you particularly remember?"
"Well only Grace and Jack Blake. He's ex-forces, Major or Colonel or something, I've even heard some people refer to him as General. Grace has a title; she's Lady Leavie I think. But she doesn't use it by choice, well not with me, and Jack anyway. The rest of them are too up their own arses for my liking."
"Lady Grace Leavie and Major General Jack Blake?" Harcourt said, his eyes suddenly getting three times as large as they had been.
Harcourt had been friendly enough, for a policeman, but suddenly his whole demeanour had changed.
"You know Jack?" I asked.
"No, not personally. But I know of him and Lady Leavie."
"Yeah well they are only two guests at the Cliff Head that I ever got to know. And probably only because they are permanent residents, and have been living there for years. Most everyone else comes and goes. What with me only visiting there for a few days a couple of times a year myself, well most of the other guests are like ships in the night to me. I've met a few when Jack or Grace has roped me in to make-up the numbers on a bridge game or something."
Sandy gave me a strange look at this time, I suspect that she had no idea I could play bridge.
"But the rest of the time, I usually avoid the other guests. Most are much too into themselves for my liking. Anyway, I can't recall anyone called Tanya or Lady Simpson. Most of them who do have titles, insist on us lower mortals using them."
"You're sure?"
"Well I'm sure I'd recall a Tanya, it's not a very common name. And a Lady Simpson, I'm bloody sure that my mind would immediately picture Marge Simpson with blue hair stretching up to the sky. No, I think I would recall her, if I had met her. What made you think I would know her anyway?"
Harcourt sat back in his seat and went into thinking mode, all the time staring at me intensely. From being quite relaxed about his presence I began to feel concerned again.
Mr Jameson. Gilroy, may I call you Gilroy?"
"If you insist, but I prefer Gil."
"Okay Gil. You are right I was talking in the past tense, Lady Tanya Simpson passed away, following an accident a few weeks back."
"Oh, I'm sorry."
"Yes well, there are some unexplained circumstances concerning that accident. Her death hasn't been classed as suspicious; although apparently one or two people are convinced that it is. Not that there is much in the way of evidence to support that theory. However, when there's an estate of several million pounds involved, just about anything is a possibility."
"Jesus, a few million quid, I'd suggest you take a bleeding close look at her next of kin then, or who's going to inherit that little lot!"
"Oh, the executers are, or rather I am, on their behalf. The odd thing about Lady Tanya's will is, that she leaves nothing to her nearest relative. Actually she has left nothing at all, worth talking about to any of her relatives. All of her estate has for some years been bequeathed, in an "iron clad" will by the way, to one person. Someone who is not related to her in any way, and apparently has never even heard of Lady Tanya Simpson either."
"Jesus, some bugger's in for a shock then when you tell them."
Harcourt didn't reply he just remained sitting there staring at me.
"You really do have no idea, do you JG?" Sandra suddenly said breaking the silence.
"I told you I've never heard of the..."
Something about the expression on Sandy's face stopped me from going any further. And I began to run through the words Harcourt had used in my mind again.
"Jesus shit, are you trying to tell me...?"
"Yes I am, that's why I'm here. But what no one can figure out is why she's left everything to you. Someone, who it is extremely doubtful Lady Tanya has ever met."
"There must be some mistake, you must have the wrong Gilroy Jameson."
"No, there is no mistake Gil; there is no other Gilroy Earnest Jameson, and if there were, Lady Tanya went to extreme lengths to ensure that there would be no mistake. She has identified you very carefully, even down to your national insurance, passport and driving licence numbers.
"If someone else should appear with the same name. Well then, the executors were to contact, Lady Grace Leavie and/or Major General Jack Blake ret. for a final positive identification."
"Jesus wept, I can't believe this. What did Grace and Jack have to say about it?"
"I don't know, we're only allowed to get in touch with them as a last resort, if there were any doubt about your identity."
"Oh Christ, how much cash are we talking about here?"
"The executors haven't finished counting yet. But don't go jumping the gun here Gil. We're pretty sure that some members of Lady Tanya's family are going to try to challenge the will. At the moment the family are all in the dark, about who inherits. But on the quiet, I should imagine they are probably celebrating the old ladies demise. Lady Tanya tied everything up quite nicely, but I'm sure that the excrement will hit those whirling blades, when the will is made public."
"Oh bugger what happens then?"
"Well we suspect that some of the family at least, will try to challenge the document in court. But Lady Tanya was a canny old stick. She had several copies of the same will made and lodged in different jurisdictions. I'm not quite sure, how she managed to get them all together in the same room at the same time. But the will itself was witnessed by two Lord justices, two American Supreme Court Judges, and two from the Cour de cassation in France. Copies of the will were lodged with members from those three courts and if she changed her mind later, it's stipulated that all three copies had to be changed at the same time.
"Someone coming up with a later version of her will, would not negate the original document in all three jurisdictions at the same time. And because her ladyship's holdings are distributed around all three countries... Well, I should imagine challenging her wishes is going to be a real headache for anyone who tries."
"Sounds to me like Lady Tanya was expecting that there would be trouble."
"Oh yeah, there's a hell of a lot of money involved here Gil. Her ladyship was well aware that some members of her family... Well, when that kind of money is involved then some people will resort to anything. Probably that's why no one knew about the will's contents, even you."
"But why me, surely she didn't just pick my name out of a hat. And you say she was an old girl... Well bugger, I've done some things in my time, as I'm sure Sandy here has informed you. But I've never been a gigolo or anything like that."
"No that's the curious point isn't it? There seems to be no connection between you and Lady Tanya. Except maybe for the two people she stipulated who would recognise you, Lady Leavie and Major General Blake; they must know Lady Tanya as well as you."
My hand had reached out for the telephone almost before Harcourt had finished speaking and a few minutes later I was talking to Jack Blake as he ate his breakfast. Then came the shock, neither Jack nor Grace, who was sharing his table, knew Lady Tanya Simpson personally.
"Sorry lad, I've never heard of the woman. Gracie says she vaguely remembers the old girl from her debutant days; but that was well before you were born. Grace can't remember ever speaking to her socially. Grace says she doesn't think she's laid eyes on Tanya Simpson since the early sixties."
I thanked Jack and hung up the phone.
"Well that kind-a puts the kybosh on that idea!" Sandy commented.
"Just don't make any sense to me at all. Why would some rich old biddy, pick on the likes of me to leave all her money to?" I mused.
Then Sandy made yet more coffee, and the three of us sat around the table talking around in circles for about another twenty minutes or so. Of course Sandy and Harcourt were trying to jog my memory; they were convinced that eventually I'd remember where I'd met Tanya Simpson somewhere.
Harcourt even made a few telephone calls to someone, who reeled off a long list of places the old girl had lived over the last twenty years. They were all over the world, but the only place that we'd both lived, or rather I'd lived and Lady Tanya visited sometimes, was London. And well, London's a bleeding big city and there was no way in hell that we moved in the same circles. Unless the old girl had a penchant for greyhound racing; which we all, somehow doubted.
But then my telephone rang. It was Jack Blake; Grace had had a brain wave.
"Gil, do you recall, a certain young lady who caught your eye down here one summer? An enchanting young lady; who was quite definitely taken with you as well."
"Who Kylie... Lady Minerva, the bird who lead me around by the nose, to take the piss out of me, and then blew me off."
"Gilroy my boy, I told you at the time, that young lady was not in control of her life. She was really taken with you, you know?"
"So you say Jack, but as far as I'm concerned she played with my emotions. Anyway what has she got to do with Lady Tanya Simpson?"
"Well, our Gracie here has just remembered that Tanya Simpson had a younger sister. And she is quite convinced that, that the sister eventually married one, Malcolm Wisdom. Now that name should mean something to you?"
"Jesus wept, is Grace sure?" I asked
"Totally convinced Gilroy. I'm not senile yet, young man!"
Gracie's voice came down the telephone line, she must have taken the handset from Jack.
"As I remember she died quite young, and then Malcolm Wisdom was killed in an accident a few years later. Don't you remember? We talked about that at the time, when you and Minerva were making eyes at each other."
I'm not sure how much, if any, of the conversation Harcourt and Sandra could hear, actually it was a long time ago now, so I might possibly have been repeating what Grace and Jack were saying as they spoke; I just can't recall now.
However, they got the gist of the conversation anyway.
"So, do you intend to tell us about Minerva?" Sandy asked as I put the telephone down.
End of Chapter 01.
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Minerva
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
Minerva chapter 02
I was twenty-one that summer, and I was making one of my twice yearly obligatory visits to my only surviving relatives. Uncle Ernie – my father's brother – and aunt Gertrude his matriarchal wife - and latterly my surrogate mother - at their rather grand hotel on the south coast.
To say my Uncle and Aunt were old fogies would be putting it mildly, but they had always been very good to me. Their hotel, set high on the cliffs overlooking a beautiful bay and its beaches, had been built back in Victorian times and nowt much had been changed since. That is if you disregard the installation of electricity and the indoor pool constructed inside what once had been, one of two large cast iron conservatories. Yeah all right, and all of the rooms and suites had had en-suite facilities added somewhere along the line as well. But the Hotel itself still had a staid Victorian atmosphere about it
I can't say the clientele had been much to my liking either; shades of the Raj and all that, when I was younger. With the Colonel, Brigadier or Major seeming to be the most common names bandied about. Okay, most of those old buggers had died off some years since, but almost all of the clientele still had that air of aloofness about them.
The really odd thing was - somewhat surprisingly to me – The Cliff Head always appeared to be pretty crowded, almost all the year round. I suppose it was the sort of place the rich went to when they wanted some peace and quiet. No, and I don't mean some hanky-panky; that wasn't the Cliff Head's scene at all. Although I suppose... Bugger let's not bother going there.
Mind, most afternoons and evenings the tranquillity was somewhat disturbed by the appearance of a string quartet and/or a sort of geriatric combo in the Palm Court Lounge. The multi-purpose function room that served as tea dance venue during the afternoons and ballroom come lounge in the evenings. Some days there was usually some old bugger togged up in a dinner suite, bashing out tunes on the full-size grand. Not really what you could call my cup of tea; but it might give you some idea of the kind of place I'm talking about.
Yeah, you might gather that - as a young man - the Cliff Head Hotel had never been my favourite place in the world. Well, as Slim Dusty so eloquently put it "there's nothing so lonesome, morbid or drear, than to stand in the bar of a pub with no beer". Just replace the "pub with no beer" bit, for the "Cliff Head Hotel" and that about sums the place up.
Anyway, on this particular day I was climbing up the stairs cut into the cliff face, after taking my morning dip in the sea. Yeah well, I had to find a reason to get out of bed in the before noon when I was at the Cliff Head. They are steep and narrow, so it was fairly hard going making the climb, after swimming out to the headland and back.
I had my head down just concentrating on the next very worn stone step, when suddenly a pair of naked legs with oddly expensive looking sandals on their feet, came into my field of vision. And, when I say legs here, I mean the sort of legs that no one in their right mind would have expected to find attached to a guest at the Cliff Head Hotel.
What's more they didn't belong to any of the female staff either, I'd studied all of them long and hard since my arrival. Shit, can I help it, if I'm a legman?
I of course stopped abruptly, or I would have charged into the body attached to those legs. Mind, as I raised my head to see whom actually was attached to them, I began to wish I had done just that.
Those legs led all the way up to a small pair of bikini briefs, we are talking brief briefs here, by the way. They were further attached to a lithe waist; just bellow a perfect – in my opinion – pair of breasts – possibly on the smallish side for your average tit man, but that ain't me – encased in a tiny bra that matched the briefs. Above which - supported on an elegant neck - was positioned a bright smile fixed onto the most enchanting face I'd ever seen. All nicely surrounded by slightly tussled looking and very long mop of jet-black hair.
"Sorry!" I said moving to the side of the stairs so that the vision could pass me.
"I can see you are." She smiled back at me, "Did I pass inspection?"
"Oh, I'm really sorry, but you're not... Well, what I mean to say is, that you're young... Oh damn it, this is the Cliff Head!"
She smiled again. "Yeah, I know what you mean; you're pretty young to be on the guest list here yourself. Or are you a member of the hotel staff?"
"No, I'm Gilroy Jameson, at your service; my uncle owns this morgue. I'm just visiting for a few days. Nearly everyone calls me Gil, but my friends usually call me JG.
"How do you do, Gil or JG; but shouldn't that be GJ?
"Could be, but for some unknown reason its always been JG; I kinda picked it up back at school. I suppose it slips off the tongue more easily."
"I see. Hello JG. If we were being formal, I'm Lady Minerva Wisdom, but we're not, so I'm Kylie!"
"Kylie?"
"Yes, Minerva... Minogue... Kylie; my girlfriends at school came up with it years ago. Minerva's too much of a mouthful, so all of my friends call me Kylie now." She appeared to lay extra emphasis on words 'my friends'. "I don't really look like a Minerva, do I?"
"I can't say I've ever met another Minerva. But how would you prefer I address you?
"Kylie, if you'd like to be a friend?"
That sounded like a stupid question from my perspective, but I made no comment about it to Minerva
"Kylie it is then. Are you going for a swim?"
Suddenly spending a little more time in the water sounded like really a good idea to me.
"Oh no, I'm sorry I'm meeting... a friend for morning coffee on that yacht."
Kylie's eyes had moved from me to something in the bay behind me. The smile was still on her face; but later on later reflection, I thought I had perceived a slight change in her expression.
I looked in the direction she had gestured, only to find that the QE2 had anchored in the bay. It must have arrived as I was swimming back from the headland; I was surprised that I hadn't noticed the damn great thing.
"Yacht! It looks more like a bloody cruise liner to me."
"Yes, it is rather ostentatious isn't it? But that's what they are like. I'm sorry, I'd invite you to join us, but... well, Fabian can be a little possessive on these occasions. And besides, he has his family with him. Perhaps, we will see each other later... at dinner this evening, maybe?"
"I'll be there for dinner this evening Kylie."
She gave me that enchanting smile, yet again.
"Good. I hope I get the chance to join you; but I afraid, I can't promise. Now, I must get moving they are waiting. Bye JG!"
Then she skipped off down the precarious steps towards the waiting launch, that had obviously come from the yacht to collect her.
I stood watching as Kylie crossed the beach, placing a sarong she'd produced from somewhere around her waist as she went. Then she turned and gave me a little wave as the two smartly dressed crewmembers helped her aboard the launch. Which very smartly reversed away from the shore and then glided over the almost still water out to the anchored yacht.
"Jesus H Christ, what kind of money must that thing have cost?" I was thinking to myself as I watched Kylie climb aboard the yacht.
At that distance I could just make out, that Kylie looked in my direction again and only just perceivably raised her hand, to show she seen that I was still watching. Actually, that wave might have been wishful thinking. I was still standing on the stairs where we'd encountered each other.
Once Kylie had disappeared inside the yacht, I continued on up the staircase, thinking to myself, that this particular visit to the Cliff Head, might not be as bad -- or as boring -- as they usually were.
At the top of the stairs, I encountered a man. I kind-a got the feeling he'd been watching me coming up the cliff stairs; although, he appeared to be studying the yacht in the bay. I wasn't sure at the time, but I did get the feeling that he'd been watching Kylie as well, and had possibly witnessed our encounter.
I gave him a cheeky cheery "Good morning!" and received the same in reply. But maybe not loaded with the same enthusiasm that I'd injected into mine. But then, he hadn't just bumped into one of the most beautiful and charming young ladies in the world.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I was somewhat disappointed that I didn't see Kylie in the dining room that evening. As far as I could ascertain, she didn't show for an evening meal at all. I thought that possibly, she was still on the yacht anchored in the bay.
When I got the chance, I did ask aunt Gertrude about Kylie, and very strangely at first, she denied knowing whom I was talking about. But then, I remembered to call her Lady Minerva. Immediately my aunt's attitude changed and she warned me to stay well away from her at all costs.
"His lordship brings Lady Minerva down here specifically to keep her away from the hoi palloi JG. Regretfully the likes of us, aren't considered good enough for his lordship."
"Who the f... hell is his lordship?" I asked.
"Watch your tongue young man! Your mother wouldn't like to have heard you using language like that!"
"Aunt G, please don't change the subject, who is his lordship?" I demanded.
But still Gertrude didn't let on in detail. She just surreptitiously gestured toward a group of people sitting in the Palm Court Lounge; one of whom, was the guy I'd seen watching Kylie from the cliff top earlier in the day. At the time I assumed that he was this so-called lord.
I was to discover later that I was wrong in that assumption; his lordship was one of the other people in the party. The guy I'd seen was some kind of a minder who was charged with keeping an eye on Kylie and who she mixed with.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
But I still didn't know that - nor was I aware that Kylie was pretty nifty at giving the bugger the slip, when she wanted too – when very early the following morning she appeared as if from nowhere and joined me at my breakfast table. Although, I did sense a certain tension or nervousness in Kylie's demeanour, whilst we were in the dining room.
"Hi JG, I'm sorry I couldn't make dinner last night. I was trapped on that silly yacht until nearly midnight."
"They didn't hold you prisoner or anything, did they?"
"No of course not, silly. It's just that Fabian's father and my uncle do business together and I have to act like I enjoy their company."
I'm not sure what expression I had on my face, but she went on.
"It's all the politics of business JG; I don't expect you'd understand. God, I don't myself half the time. Anyway we can enjoy a quiet breakfast together, then maybe take a walk and you can tell me all about yourself."
Over breakfast we sat and talked. When Kylie said that I could tell her all about myself, I didn't realise that was exactly what she meant. As I said, we talked all through breakfast, and then went for a walk along the cliff top, all the time still chatting. But looking back, it wasn't so much a conversation, as an interrogation.
By the end of it, I still knew hardly anything about Kylie. Except the name of the very swish public girls' school she'd attended when she was younger, and she had mentioned Oxford... or was it Cambridge? Whatever she was uncommonly vague about which college she had studied at anyway... or exactly what she had read.
Perhaps I should say that when it came to herself, Kylie was pretty adept at talking a lot about nothing, and not actually giving out much in the way of information about anything. Yet at the same time, I'm pretty sure she had managed to get my complete life history out of me.
As we returned from our walk, Kylie suddenly faltered in her step and went uncommonly quiet, considering the amount of questions that had been pouring from her. I looked up to see what had attracted her attention, and saw that the guy from the cliffs the previous day, was standing near the hotel's garden entrance. As we got closer he made a slight gesture with his head before disappearing into the garden.
"I'm sorry JG, but I have to go now; I think they are waiting for me." Kylie exclaimed, then, before I had a chance to say anything in return, she'd run off following the guy.
By the time I got inside the garden and then the hotel, neither Kylie nor the guy were anywhere to be seen.
I was curious, but could do no more than shrug to myself, and then head to my room to change for my morning swim a little later than usual.
Kylie was becoming an enigma to me. She obviously liked me but... yeah, but what?
How do you handle a girl who at first sight appears to be very interested in you, but tells you nothing about herself; and then disappears without much, if any, explanation?
As I arrived at the top of the grand staircase, on my way back down for my swim. Kylie, along with his lordship's entourage, were leaving by the hotel's main entrance. I'm not sure what attracted Kylie's attention to my presence; but for a second she looked up and smiled at me, before they passed through the door. I of course smiled back at her.
But at the same time, I'd noted that one member of the party, a very severe looking woman, had been aware of that brief smile Kylie had thrown my way. Her eyes had followed Kylie's until they met mine.
The woman locked eyes with me then gave me a look that would have chilled the blood of the devil himself, before she followed the rest of the party out of the hotel.
I don't think I could ever recall someone looking at me with that amount of venom in their expression before. It really did make my blood run cold.
However, I had also been aware that the guy from the cliffs had watched the unspoken exchange between the severe woman and myself. I could read nothing in his deadpan expression, other than that he was well aware that a mental confrontation had taken place.
By the time I had made it to the ground floor, the two people carriers and one large limousine had long ago left the hotels grounds.
Surprisingly I hadn't noticed that the massive yacht had been gone from the bay, during my walk with Kylie earlier. Mind you, I'd had other, more important -- and attractive -- things to look at on our walk, than some flash yacht.
Actually, it amazed me that I had so much difficulty in taking my eyes off Kylie. It wasn't like I was unused to seeing beautiful young women around town. Maybe it was because this particular female appeared to be seeking out my company.
Look, I weren't a bad looking bloke. But then again, I weren't no Brad Pitt or anything, either! "The man" had given me some fairly good natural attributes, but none that I thought made me stand out in the crowd.
I swam out to the headland and back twice that day, taking a short respite in between. Then I found my little corner amongst the rocks to sunbath for a while.
I used the sun itself as a clock. Lying close to a large rock, so that as the sun moved in the sky, its shadow would pass over me. As it did so, I would then know it was time I to go up for lunch.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
The two people carriers and the limousine had returned to their corner of the car park and the three drivers were in the bar by the time I returned from the beach. But there was no sign of Kylie or the rest of the party she was with. The way those drivers were knocking back the hard-stuff; I very much doubted that they would be collecting the party in the cars later in the day.
After lunch I stopped for a chat with Beatrice, the receptionist. Being a member of the family, I'd always had the run of the behind the scenes parts of the hotel. From behind the reception desk, whilst idly chatting with Beatrice, I could absentmindedly peruse the Hotels register at my leisure.
I was hoping that I'd learn something about Kylie; I have no idea what. Just a little more than I did know, and that was sod-all really!
But I was disappointed. All the register told me was, that about ten rooms and suites on the second floor were allocated to Soleburn Industries, which had an address in the City of London somewhere. There were names allocated to every room, but I got the distinct impression that they all had to be fictitious. Far too many Brown's, Smith's and Jones's, and no Lord anything, nor, a Lady Minerva Wisdom.
One had to wonder whether it was illegal to book into a hotel under an assumed name in the UK. But then, well... it can't be can it, this was England and just about every weekend there's always plenty of Mr and Mrs Smith's – or one of the other generic names booking into, "out of the way" hotels all over the country. The police would have their work cut trying to arrest them all.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I thought maybe a trip to the local public library might be of some assistance, so I headed off down there. The current "Who's Who" made scant mention of 'Lady Minerva Wisdom'. But after searching through some back issues of the book, I discovered that the late, widowed, 'Lord Malcolm Wisdom' had been some kind of an entrepreneur. The bugger had had financial interests all over the globe. He also owned extensive estates in Scotland and Wales; plus, some properties in the well-to-do areas of London. Kylie - or rather Lady Minerva – and a brother were mentioned, but only very briefly.
From further research, conducted with the aid of a friendly, very efficient and remarkably attractive young librarian. I discovered that Lord Malcolm Wisdom - along with his only son - had perished in a flying accident some seven or eight years previous. According to the newspaper reports the librarian dug up for me, Kylie had been on the aircraft along with her father, brother and the pilot, who also perished.
It was reported at the inquest that the helicopter had suffered a gearbox malfunction. The pilot had apparently attempted to make a forced landing on the only level area of land available to him. An outcrop of rock, just bellow the summit of one of the highest mountains on Lord Wisdom's Scottish estate.
Unfortunately the rock outcrop wasn't quite large enough for the machine. It was no sooner on the ground than it began to topple off the ledge. Kylie's elder brother had managed push her from the aircraft onto the relative safety of the ledge. Unfortunately he and everyone else left inside the machine had been unable to escape before it rolled over, and then fallen down the precipitous cliff face.
Oddly, reading those reports, explained to me the certain reluctance I'd sensed in Kylie, to get too close to the cliff edge during our walk that morning. It had been especially noticeable where there had been no protective fencing. She'd held onto my arm rather tightly.
As I left the library, I thought I could draw some simple conclusions from what little I'd managed to discover. Firstly, that Kylie was an orphan, and secondly the Lord geezer, that aunt G had mentioned, was more than likely her legal guardian. A quick check back to Kylie's own brief -- very brief -- Who's Who entry, and some mental math -- not my strong point -- had informed me that Kylie was nineteen years old, give or take a year.
What took me a little longer to workout was... Well, I'll put it this way, at nineteen Kylie was a little on the young side to have graduated from university. With a little lateral thinking, I worked out why, she had been so vague about what she was studying and at which college. Those two pieces of information would have made it very easy for anyone, even a dunce like me, to track her down. Over the following couple of days, I was to discover that security was a major component in Kylie's life. Actually, probably more to the people who surrounded her, than Kylie herself. But old habits, once learnt, are hard to discard.



I was somewhat surprised to find the three cars back in the car park when I returned to the Cliff Head. What's more the drivers were in the bar and apparently had been 'knocking it back' some again. A little later I saw all three drivers leave in a taxi, obviously out for the rest of the day and most probably, a night on the town. Like myself, I don't think the Cliff Head was really their scene.
Wherever they were going, I figured that I would see no more of Kylie that day.
End of chapter 02
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Minerva
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
Minerva chapter 03
A little later that day I was sitting in the west conservatory, accompanied by Jack Blake, reading a book. Jack is one of the two, long-term residential guests of the Cliff Head that I knew well, and actually liked.
Jack Blake is an extremely well dressed gentleman of indeterminate age. Nearly all the staff, variously referred to him -- behind his back - as Blakey, the Colonel, the Major or sometimes even the General. At the time I had no idea which rank he'd actually held in the army, if any. At one time I kind-a had it figured that Captain or even Admiral, would have fitted him better. Or should I say, would have been nearest to correctly describing his one time profession. When the old boy did, very vaguely touch upon his military exploits in conversation. All right, sometimes there was the odd hint that he'd been romantically involved on occasion as well. But it appeared to me, that it was always the great ports or harbour towns and cities of the world that he mentioned.
He most definitely was a man of means. An almost inexhaustible bank account is required by anyone who actually lives "full time" in the Cliff Head Hotel. Strangely, the old bugger shared the characteristic with Kylie of talking a lot, but giving out almost nothing in the way of personal information about themselves, at the same time. Well, he would mention both military and sexual exploits, but when it came to Jack, one can never tell if he is telling the truth, or pulling your leg.
Like the only other guest who befriended me, Jack had obviously been married numerous times, because he referred to his ex or deceased spouses by numbers, i.e. first, fourth or fifth wife, etc. Christ, the old bugger must have got around a bit; he referred to his last wife -- who'd apparently passed away the year before I first met him - as "The seventh Mrs Blake."
"Ah, I see the gin palace has returned." Jack said disturbing me from my book.
Looking out to the bay, I noticed that damned great motor cruiser was back again.
"Yeah, some yacht!"
"Bloody great toy, useless in a following sea!" Jack added. Lending further weight to my theory that he'd had a nautical past.
Then the old boy returned to reading his newspaper.
The yacht had anchored in roughly the same area of the bay that it had done previously. I noted that the crew lowered a launch, and a rib, into the water and secured them both alongside.
Then there was hardly any movement aboard that I could discern, until around seven o'clock. About a dozen or so people appeared on deck and were transported to the shore in the two small craft. I was pleased to note that I could make out Kylie amongst them.
But I pretended as best I could, not to be looking or even notice the party when they eventually arrived on the large paved area at the top of the cliff stairs.
That was until I saw that Kylie was slyly looking my way, out of the corner of my eye. I have no idea why I furtively nodded to her, without, I hoped, apparently raising my eyes from my book. But I could just make her lips curling at the edges and the almost imperceptible nod she returned.
To be honest, I wasn't sure why I was playing the clandestine game with her, after all Kylie had blatantly joined me for breakfast the morning before. But then again, I'm an early riser -- well I was in those days -- and I took breakfast very early as well. There had hardly been anyone else in the dining room for breakfast that morning. Definitely no one from the party Kylie was with anyway, and she'd kind-of rushed me out for that walk along the cliffs.
Yeah, I got the impression that for some reason, possibly the one Aunt G had mentioned, Kylie wanted to keep our relationship -- if that's what you could call it -- um... well clandestine! But then again, I had to take into account that Kylie could have just been playing silly, little girl games with me.
After the party had entered the hotel and gone directly into the small private dining room that I assumed they'd booked for dinner that evening. Blakey commented, "She's very pretty isn't she?"
"Who is?" I asked, feigning ignorance.
"Oh come on my-boy, that pretty young thing who's been making eyes at you all week."
"I only met her yesterday, Jack." I replied, slightly flustered that Blakey had seen our covert signals.
"You disappoint me, young man! That young woman couldn't take her eyes off you at dinner three nights ago."
"You're winding me up, Jack."
"No young man, I never joke where affairs of the heart are concerned. And I'm very disheartened; as I'm sure she would be if she ever finds out, that you were not aware of her presence that evening. I really thought you were a little more observant than that Gil. What's more, I do believe that the young lady in question has designs on you."
"We've passed the time of day."
I tried to play down the fact that I'd been well and truly hooked by the girl. But Jack could obviously read me like a book.
"A bit of an understatement if you ask me. Breakfast and a rather extended walk along the cliffs?" He commented.
It wasn't really a question, more a statement that he was well aware of Kylie and my movements.
I looked across at the old boy, to find him smiling back at me.
"I didn't!" I replied, smiling.
"I know, but I wasn't the only one watching; I thought you should know."
"I appreciate your concern Mr Blake." I told him.
"Some people don't play by the rules young man; might I suggest that you watch your back. I can't be sure, but I do believe that there are some people who would prefer that you two hadn't run into each other on those stairs yesterday."
"Jack, is there something that you know, but I don't?"
"Probably lots of things young man; but regretfully nothing concerning that young lady in particular. What I do know is, I've seen a very similar situation before and when I got a little too close, I got my fingers burnt."
"I'm not with you, what kind of a situation?"
"The young lady, much to her own displeasure, is surrounded by security, young man. The whole party is, if you look close enough. That gin palace out there in the bay spells obscene quantities of cash. No disrespect to yourself intended, but I very much doubt that you match up to the young lady's parents expectations of a suitable suitor for her."
"She's an orphan."
"That may well be, but it could be an even more dangerous situation. Her guardians expectations as a suitor..."
"Dangerous?" I interrupted Blakey.
"Off course. People with that kind of money will do just about anything to keep it in their own hands, or control. Have you any idea, what the young woman's worth?"
"No, it never crossed my mind."
"Well, I'd say it's crossed someone else's mind young man, you just watch your back."
"I think you're exaggerating a little, Mr Blake!"
"We'll see; you just watch yourself in the meantime young man! I know what I'm talking about, I've been where you're standing right now, more than once in my life!"
Figuring the old man Blakey was losing his marbles a little, I let the conversation wane after that, and went back to my book for a little while. But a little later I realised that I was feeling hungry myself; lunch had consisted of a pint of bitter that day.
To save changing... Yeah, the Cliff Head was very formal when it came to the evening meal; I decided to eat in the staff dining room that evening.
Joke or what? The staff dining room was situated down in the bowels of the earth, directly under the private dining room Kylie and His Lordship's party were using. It served many and varied purposes for the staff; break room, rest lounge and general eating room.
I collected my meal from the kitchen myself, the staff were busy dashing around with the guest's meals; I didn't want to add to their burden unnecessarily.
The only other person eating in the staff room was Jimmy, the bellboy on duty. Jimmy wasn't his real name I'm sure; he was Portuguese, probably with an unpronounceable name or it might have been that all the bellboys at the Cliff Head were always called Jimmy. On reflection, I could never recall a bellboy at the Hotel, with any other name.
Anyway, I tapped Jimmy for any information he had on his Lordship and his party; but he knew even less than I did. It struck me as very odd, that a large party of people could have stayed at the hotel several times previously, without anyone -- especially the staff -- really knowing much about them.
However it appeared that Jimmy knew a hell of a lot about that damned great yacht out in the bay. Don't ask me, Jimmy must be a boat freak or something. He informed me that a Middle Eastern businessman or sheik owned the yacht. Jimmy did tell me the guy's name, but I really can't recall it now; it's immaterial anyway. However the yacht spent most of its time out on charter but that gave me little idea of who had actually chartered the damn thing.
Jimmy could tell me everything about the boat itself; its exact dimensions, how fast it was, its cruising range at different speeds, and even how many guests could be accommodated. Not that any of that information was of much use or concern to me. But I let Jimmy waffle on just in case he came up with anything useful; he didn't!
Sticking my head around the Palm Court door on my way to the bar after my meal, I was surprised to see that his Lordship's party had ensconced itself in there following their meal. Some of them were even dancing.
That discovery led to me dashing up to my room to change into something that would meet the Palm Courts evening dress code. Yeah, I figured that I'd ask Kylie for a dance or two.
Back in the Palm Court, I joined Mr Blake who was in his usual early evening position, perched on a stool at the end of the bar. Later when Mrs Grace Leavie made an appearance, Jack Blake would join her at one of the tables.
Grace Leavie was the only other resident guest, who I'd made friends with, or really liked. I do believe she'd had as many husbands as Mr Blake had had wives; but she was more liable to chatter on about them in detail than Blakey was. She, like Kylie, had been bestowed with a title, Lady Leavie; but via one of her spouses. She'd not inherited from her father, as Lady Minerva had. Somewhat surprisingly and unlike most of the other guests at the Cliff Head, Grace preferred her friends not to use her title.
Mind you, Aunt G made sure that all the staff did address Grace as Lady Leavie, and that had led to some interesting, and entertaining, confrontations between the two women. You could never call them bosom buddies, although they were always impeccably -- although often with a touch of humour in their voices -- over-polite to each other. Sometimes, I got the impression that it was some kind of joke, or game the two women were playing.
Anyway, Grace and Jack Blake seemed to hit it off together. Although it was a slightly odd relationship, and that's assuming it actually was a relationship. Almost the only time they were together was at the dining table and later in the evenings in the Palm Court, where Mr Blake would always sit with Grace; and on occasions they would dance together.
Oh, and one night a week when they played cards with some other resident guests in the library.
I do believe, well I know actually, that the two of them went off on trips to London to go to the theatre etc. a few times a year, where they were in the habit of staying at the Ritz. I know this, because I ran into them one evening in the West End and they invited the young lady I was escorting and myself, back there to have dinner with them the following evening.
I honestly do think they were attempting to play matchmaker between the young woman and me. Although they only knew me from the Cliff Head, they sang my praises all evening; I actually found myself getting a little embarrassed. Although it did work wonders for my ego, and worked even greater wonders for my relationship with that particular young lady. But as they say, it weren't meant to be, and only lasted a few very energetic weeks.
However, I don't think Jack and Grace had, what one could describe as a romantic relationship, themselves. They kind-a acted like brother and sister as far as I could make out; for a very long time I thought they were siblings.
Where was I? Oh yeah, I'd just joined Jack and Grace in the Palm Court.
Well, I had hardly sat down when Grace enquired whether I was going to ask Kylie to dance with me. It was pretty obvious to me that the two of them had been discussing Kylie and myself.
"That was the general plan Grace." I replied. "But I'm not sure that's too good an idea now."
"Why ever not?" Grace asked.
"She definitely saw me come in; but she appears to be avoiding eye contact with me since."
It was true Kylie had briefly made eye contact with me as I'd entered the Palm Court; but after the briefest of half smiles, her face had taken on a serious expression and she looked away again. By the time I'd joined Grace and Jack, Kylie was sitting amongst her party -- who all seemed to be very pleased about something -- with a very unhappy expression on her face.
Every so often, someone in the party would speak to her and she'd give a brief little smile as she replied. It might have been wishful thinking but from where I was sitting, Kylie looked like she was very unhappy about something.
"Oh she's probably a little bit shy; go for it, whilst you've got the opportunity Gil." Grace insisted.
"Not so fast Gracie; you're interfering again old girl." Jack interrupted her. "No disrespect or offence intended to the lad. But I think Gracie, you'll find that JG is persona non gratis with most of that crowd."
"Oh come Jack, that snobby attitude went out with the larks." Grace replied laughing.
"Maybe for you Gracie girl; but there are still some who think they're the chosen people. But besides, I'm not so sure that it is snobbery; I believe that there's a lot of money sitting over there at that table, and they intend to keep it in the family."
"Oh, I never thought of that." Grace replied. "But surely they can't object to the two youngsters dancing together, this is 1999, we're almost in a new centenary. Go on lad, go for it!" Grace added with a grin.
I had been undecided what to do and Grace's encouragement had "almost" made up my mind for me. "Damn it, how could anyone object to me asking Kylie to dance?" I thought.
But as I went to rise from my seat, a pair of eyes caught mine. I can't put my finger on why, but they stopped me dead in my tracks.
They were the eyes of the guy who'd been stood at the top of the cliff steps after my first encounter with Kylie. I'd thought at the time that he was the uncle Kylie had mentioned. It was as our eyes met, that I realised that he couldn't be. I don't know whether it was the expression in those eyes or his body language, but something implied to me that he was probably Kylie's bodyguard.
Anyway, as I'd begun to rise, our eyes had met for an instant and he gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Even at that range I could see that his eyes had an unexpectedly friendly look about them; as I sat back down his head nodded almost as imperceptibly as it had shaken.
"What stopped you Gil?" Grace asked.
"I think someone just told him that the timing wasn't right!" Jack replied on my behalf.
Obviously Jack had seen the guy's covert message as well.
"Who is he, do you know?" I asked Jack.
"Not sure son, seems to be a flunky, or he could be a security man. He's always around somewhere when your young lady's about. Anyway watch him, I do believe that when it is safe to dance with her, he'll give you the nod."
"I'm sorry Jack, you've lost me. Why would you say safe for Gil to dance with the girl and why would that man advise him when it was?"
"We think he's her bodyguard Grace."
"What difference would that make?" Grace asked.
"From my experience, older bodyguards tend to bond somewhat with their charges Grace, and become something like a father figure to them; especially when their charges are as pretty as that young lady. That's of course assuming the their charge isn't a right little madam; which, I'm pretty convinced, that particular young lady isn't.
"I should imagine that they've built up a mutual understanding between them by now. She appeared to be able to slip away from him very easily this morning. But then, he still kept a very wary eye on JG and her when they went for a walk along the cliffs."
"I don't understand what you're trying to say Jack." Grace said.
"Grace, we... I suspect that man has been hired to make sure that the young lady doesn't get involved with, or even meet anyone her family doesn't want her too. But she and her minder have come to an understanding and when she wants to do her own thing, she slips the leash. He on the other hand, is better at his job than he chooses to show; so whilst he lets her slip away, he still takes his job as her protector seriously."
"Oh, so you mean that he lets her think she's slipped away from him, when actually she hasn't!"
"Near enough Grace, but I believe he just averts his eyes when he thinks she wants him to. Now who's this, she's dancing with, any idea JG?"
I looked up to see that Kylie was on the floor dancing with the young man who'd been sitting beside her. He was not exactly grinning like a Cheshire cat, more like, smirking like he was the cat who'd got the cream.
"No idea Mr Blake. But I think he maybe the guy who Kylie went to meet on the yacht yesterday. Fabian, something or the other."
"Well from the expressions on the rest of the parties faces, I'd say that he's their chosen suitor and your main rival for young Kylie's affections me lad!"
"You think she's attracted to him?"
"No, my boy I don't! I think she's attracted to you. But I do believe you'll find that her family consider him the ideal husband for her."
"She had that faraway look in her eye when she was watching you at dinner the evening she arrived Gilmore. Although I gather from what Jack tells me, that you didn't even notice her.
"By the way young man, it's not very good etiquette to read a book whilst you're eating your evening meal. I'm sure your dear departed mother would have been horrified." Grace admonished me.
"Sorry Grace, but to be honest I hadn't noticed the sudden up-turn in the quality of the scenery around here." I replied smiling.
Grace gave me one of her mocking disapproval looks in return.
If it wasn't bad enough that Aunt Gertrude, came down heavy on me all the time. Gracie was always reminding me of my manners as well, but maybe, with a little more tolerance and humour than my aunt. I could never be quite sure whether Grace was pulling my leg actually. Mind you, I made a point of never arguing or talking back to Grace; well, not on serious subjects anyway.
I did get the nod from the guy eventually, not that I saw it; I was talking with Grace at the time and Jack suddenly nudged me.
"Go for it lad, her suitor has hit the ablutions."
I could sense the hostility emanating from almost everyone at that table as I neared their table, Kylie, who had watched me approach out of the corner of her eye, and although feigning surprise at my request, was almost on her feet before I'd finished inviting her to dance.
I think one old boy, who I now believe is her uncle what's-'is-name, you know her guardian or whatever. Well, I think he tried to object, but Kylie and I were long gone, before he'd said more than two words.
"You're a very busy lady Kylie, dashing around all the time; I hardly get to see you." I said, as I took her in my arms and we began to glide around the floor.




"I'm sorry JG, but I'm here with my uncle, and he's negotiating some big business deal on with Fabian's father. I have to look pretty and keep Fabian chaffing at the bit, until it's all signed sealed and delivered."
I don't think I was pleased to hear those words. All kind of unpleasant scenarios started running around in the back of my head. I suddenly realised that I hadn't really thought everything through.
Mind you, they were in the back of my head because it was the first time I'd got my arms anywhere near being around Kylie. Bugger, except for a brief handshake -- more of a gentle and polite, hand touch really -- on those cliff stairs, it was the first time we'd really touched each other.
Nope, I lie there. I now recall revelling in the feel of her touch as she held my arm to steady herself as we walked along the cliff.
We didn't really talk very much once we were dancing. I was way too busy staring at Kylie's beautiful face. I had no idea what she was thinking as we glided around that floor, but I know the thought at the forefront of my mind was that I wanted the combo's set to go on forever.
The band's set did go on for longer than usual, probably more like six or seven numbers, against their usual four or maybe five. I discovered later, that had been Jack's doing, he'd slipped over to the stage and had a quiet word with the Combo's leader.
Not that I was really counting, my mind was really much to busy. Look, I knew I'd been attracted to Kylie from the moment I'd clapped eyes on her; that attraction had grown when we'd enjoyed breakfast together. By the time we were dancing with each other, I actually feared that I was falling in love with her.
Yeah "feared" is what I said. As Jack had pointed out, Kylie and I came from two different ends of society. I wasn't dumb; I knew how the world works even then.
However because I was young, I had little idea about how attraction can suddenly and unexpectedly turn into love, or maybe infatuation. Anyway by the time that dance set came to an end, I knew that Kylie had me roped good and proper.
"Thank you JG, you dance divinely well."
"Why thank you milady; Miss Moffette will be so pleased to hear that."
----- ----- ----- -----
"Miss Moffette?" Sandra broke into my narration.
You know for a moment or two, I had forgot my audience was even there. Possibly I'd dropped into daydream mode again and began to wonder how... specific, I'd been about my thoughts and desires where Kylie was concerned. "Yeah Miss Moffette from school. She taught us how to dance ballroom, didn't she?"
"Well, she tried! You were always stamping all over everyone's bloody feet. Damn-it, JG, you were only there for the girls."
"And I got the chance to get all up close and personal with you, when I helped you to a seat after I'd trodden on your toes, and rubbed them better for you."
"Randy bugger. Next, you're going to tell me that you took lessons in massage as well."
"My older cousin Mavis, you remember her, Sandy; she was a masseuse and she said that I had a wonderful touch. I just put the skills she taught me to good use on your feet."
"And everywhere else you could get away with, as well!"
"Can you two stop reminiscing about what went on behind the school bike sheds? Let Gilroy get back to his story Sandra, or we'll still be here tomorrow morning." Harcourt butted in.
"Yeah okay." I said, rather pleased about his interruption. God knows where the conversation would have ended up, I might have given away all of my secrets.
----- ----- ----- -----
Anyway Kylie had thanked me for the dance while I escorted her over to where her party were sitting.
As we approached them, the Fabian guy rose to his feet and we kind-a had a mental confrontation; we locked eyes with each other. If looks could kill, I'd have been struck dead on the spot.
Although I got the distinct impression that the long streak of nothing, wouldn't have the gumption to actually call me out, or anything. I'm not sure how I knew that, but it was clear to me, for some reason. That Fabian guy reminded me of a few people I known in my younger days who... Well let's just say, you didn't turn your back towards them.
I also figured that Jack had been correct; I was going have to be alert that some little snot-rag didn't creep up behind me on a dark night. Not that I thought Fabian would have the nerve to.
I might have been new to the reporting game back then, and pretty green about the ways of the world. But I knew that Fabian's sort weren't averse to paying others to do their dirty work for them. I think most reporters, and probably police officers as well, know that it goes on. But belief, isn't evidence that will stand the test of a defamation of character lawsuit, is it?
Almost everyone who was sitting around the table gave me 'the look'. You know, they made it quite obvious to me that -- in their opinion -- I had no right to ask Kylie to dance in the first place.
I'm afraid I wasn't witness to the discussion that went on between Kylie and certain members of the party, because I was walking back to join Grace and Jack at their table.
Jack, who was seated in a better position than Grace to see their table, told me that he thought that there had been a somewhat heated exchange of views, before Kylie had stormed out of the Palm Court's far entrance. I went to get up again and follow her, but Jack suggested that I didn't.
"No leave it Gil. That Fabian fellow and at least three bodyguards; two of his I think, and her own minder followed her out. There's no point in walking out there into the dark and finding something you might not be able to handle. She'll come to no harm my lad, that guy who watches over her will see to that."
----- ----- ----- -----
I left it about another half hour and then retired to the almost empty bar. From there I could watch the bottom of the main staircase at least. At sometime Kylie must have returned to the Palm Court, because several pints and an indeterminate interval later, I saw Kylie cross the lobby and head up the stairs.
She glanced my way and smiled briefly. But before I had time to slip off my stool, her bodyguard had appeared behind her. He saw where Kylie was looking and me beginning to move, but with a gesture of his hand, warned me to stay where I was. As I settled back on the stool, he smiled and nodded, then said something to Kylie, who quite literally grinned back at him. Then she threw me another quick smile before running up the stairs.
It was the following day that I discovered what that bodyguard had said to Kylie on those stairs.
I waited about another twenty minutes or so, but neither came downstairs again, so I went up to my own room for the night.
End of Chapter 03
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Minerva
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
Minerva chapter 04
I slept very well that night all things considered. But that might have been down to how much I'd drunk in the bar; I can't say that my mind was very settled. For reasons I didn't understand at the time, Kylie had really got to me. Yeah, I was no stranger to women. But without really knowing her, I thought that Kylie, and my attraction to her, was somehow different from what I'd felt for any female before.
It was! I was rapidly falling in love with the girl; or maybe it was just an infatuation. Whatever, the effects on me were the same; I really wasn't sure of myself anymore and my emotions -- and stomach -- were turning summersaults.
On arising the following morning, for some inexplicable reason I was disappointed when I saw that the motor yacht was no longer in the bay. I don't know why, maybe I figured that Kylie might have sailed off with Fabian in it.
I was even more disappointed, when I noticed that the three cars were missing from the hotel car park, as I made my way down to breakfast a little later, than was my norm.
Jean, the waitress, informed me that his lordships party had taken their breakfasts very early and then almost immediately left in the cars. She told me that she hadn't noticed whether Kylie had left with them, or gone out to the yacht; that had apparently left the bay around the same time. Jean actually said that she couldn't recall seeing Kylie at all that morning.
As subtly as I could -- which was probably not very subtly at all -- I enquired of the rest of the staff on duty, whether they'd seen Kylie that morning. None them could recall whether they had seen her that day. Mind you, except for Jean in the dining room, that wasn't very surprising, as the morning was a busy time for the staff.
Because I had risen later than usual, I headed for the beach shortly after I'd eaten my breakfast. I had to sneak out before Aunt G or Grace spotted me though, because they would have chastised me for swimming shortly after eating. Probably the only thing those two ladies agreed on, was what I should, and should not do.
As was usual the beach was almost deserted, so I took my swim out to the headland and back again. On the return trip, I noted Jack at the top of the cliff stairs, talking to someone; I couldn't make out whom because he or she was almost completely hidden by a bush.
Just before I got in close enough to become invisible to anyone standing on the patio, Jack gave me a wave. I returned the greeting as best I could while swimming.
On reaching the beach, I headed for my normal spot beside the big rock, where I settled myself down to catch some rays and dozed for a while.
I think I told you that I used the rocks shadow as a kind of alarm clock. As the sun moved across the sky the shadow would eventually begin to fall on me around twelve o'clock. That gave me the option of going up for an early lunch, or taking another swim out to the headland and back first.
I have no idea how long I lay there dozing before something disturbed me. It wasn't the rocks shadow though. Something, a fly I figured at first, tickled my nose. At low tied when the seaweed is exposed, flies can be a real nuisance on that beach.
But brushing it away with my hand only caused a familiar voice to giggle. Surprised I opened my eyes.
"Kylie, where did you spring..." Was as far as I got before she clamped her lips against mine.
"I thought we could take a swim together this morning." she said, breaking the kiss. Then kissed me again before I had time to answer.
Look, I weren't going to complain; I was in seventh heaven. There is no better way of being woken from a snooze, I can assure you. Well, not in my experience anyway.
Whatever, those kisses kind-a developed in the real snogging session. With me doing my utmost to keep my hands from wandering somewhere they shouldn't. I hadn't had a chance to look around to ensure that no one was watching us.
Then, as suddenly as she'd started to kiss me, Kylie broke away and grinned down at me for a second.
"Beat you to the headland." She said, then jumped to her feet and began running towards the water.
Kylie must have been nearly twenty feet from the shore, before I plunged in the sea after her.
She was a surprisingly fast swimmer, but eventually I overhauled her, then dropped my pace and swam alongside her, only accelerating again when we got near the rocks of the headland. The sea was remarkably calm that morning, so getting ashore on the rocks would be neither difficult nor dangerous. The gentlemanly side of my nature had come to the fore.
Although I touched bottom first, I helped Kylie climb up onto the rocks before me, so we could call it a tie. See born gentleman, aren't I?
"Okay Kylie, you've got me hooked. Now what's the score?" I asked her after we'd settled ourselves on a large flat rock, hidden from anyone watching from the shore by much bigger ones.
"I'm sorry, JG I don't think I understand."
"Look Kylie, you are a very attractive young lady. You know as well as I do what you can do to any guy's heart, just by flashing those eyes of yours at him. All right, you've caught me girl, hook, line and bleeding sinker.
"But I'm wondering to what end? Why are you giving me all those signals if you're supposed to be with that Fabian fella?"
A look of complete surprise came over Kylie's face.
"But Fabian is just an old friend and the son of my uncle's business associate."
"Kylie, when we danced together last night, Fabian was giving me the evil eye. Whether you realise it or not, Fabian thinks he's placed his personal stamp on you."
"No, JG you're wrong. Fabian's just a good friend, and he just gets a little over protective sometimes, that's all. I have to humour him because his father does a lot of business with my uncle. But there's nothing between us; there's no romance or anything."
She sounded pretty adamant, but her protestations didn't really do anything to convince me that my first assumptions hadn't been correct. Even Jack and Grace had come to the same conclusion about Fabian, almost completely independently.
"Off the top of my head, I'd say that Fabian doesn't share that view of your relationship Kylie. I'd say the guy has visions of you and him getting hitched in the long term."
"Oh don't be silly JG. Fabian and I have known each other since before my Brother and father..."
Kylie checked herself and changed her mind about what she was about to say, possibly because it was emotionally painful for her.
"Fabian was my brother's best friend at school and since he's been gone, he's kept in touch with me. Fabian likes to think of himself as my protector, my replacement brother sometimes; but we're not particularly close friends or anything. Why does it worry you anyway?"
Whoops, I weren't quite prepared to answer that question and found myself fumbling around for the right words.
"Because... Well because... Oh shit. Look Kylie, from the moment you flashed those damned great eyes at me the other day, you've had me hooked. I can think of nothing else but you. Jesus girl, I think I've fallen in love with you."
She leant towards me and kissed me gently on the lips.
"JG, you will never know how much it does my heart good to hear you say that. When I saw you walk into the dining room on Sunday evening, my heart stood still. You've had me hooked, as you put it, ever since."
"I'm pretty sure that Fabian would be upset to hear you say that."
"No, you're reading Fabian completely wrong. It's my uncle who doesn't seem to approve of anyone I like. Of my own age anyway. He sees gold diggers everywhere. My father left me pretty... Well, I'll never have to worry about money anyway."
"I truly wish you hadn't told me that Kylie. Look, you and I come from completely different backgrounds and I fear some people are going to get the wrong idea."
"Oh don't be so silly JG."
"I'm not being silly Kylie; I'm being very logical and thinking things through. You apparently, are an heiress of some kind, and I'm a junior reporter on a regional weekly newspaper. And not a very good one at that; I haven't even been able to discover who you really are.
"Look girl, not only do we come from opposite ends of society, we live in different worlds. I don't want either of us to get into something that we can't... Well, you know what I mean?"
Kylie sat and stared at me for the longest time.
"No, I don't know what you mean JG. I'm used to getting what I want. And at this moment, I want you!" I have no idea what expression those words brought to my face. "What's more I'm sure that I'll always want you to be with me. I've never felt like this about anyone before."
"Kylie, I feel the same way about you, but we've got to look at the big picture."
"Damn the big picture JG. I'm used to getting what I want."
"And your uncle?"
"He's my guardian. But he doesn't own me. I can fall in love with and marry whomever I chose. He'll kick up a stink for a while, obviously. But eventually he'll come around to my way of thinking, he always does. Now can we get away from all this morbid talk and enjoy our day together."
I'm not sure why I decided to drop the point. Wishful thinking I suppose; but I did my best to do as Kylie asked.
"How come you didn't go with them this morning anyway?"
"I pretended to be sick. My uncle had a very important meeting this morning that will keep them all away all day. I thought it would be the perfect opportunity for you and me to get to know each other a little better."
Then smiling once again she put her arms around my neck and kissed me. I'm afraid natural instincts took over after that.
---- ---- ---- ----
Eventually we were driven from our hiding place on the rocks by the rising tide and we had to return to the beach. I noted Kylie's minder watching us swim across the bay from the cliff top. But he was nowhere in sight when -- after drying ourselves on the beach -- we arrived on the paved area at the top of the cliff stairs.
We were late for lunch, but I managed to twist the chef's arm and he rustled up something that we ate in the staff dining room -- much to aunt G's horror, when she spotted us, or most likely 'Lady Minerva' -- in there.
Kylie seemed to think it was fun, going behind the scenes, so to speak. I got the feeling though, that she was no stranger to going "below stairs" as they say. Some of the staff who were taking a break or also eating their midday meal, were a little unsettled to start with by her presence, but Kylie soon put them at ease. She insisted that they drop the "Milady" attitude completely. Aunt G almost went into palpitations when she heard them calling Lady Minerva, Kylie.
After we'd eaten, Kylie and I went for another long walk along the cliffs together, where we talked about inconsequential things that courting couples do discuss. I have no real recollection of our conversations that afternoon; I believe it was about our general likes and dislikes, interspersed with periods of kissing and cuddling.
Whatever, by the end of that walk, I was somewhat surprised to have come to the conclusion that Kylie and I, had a predilection for the same things and that should mean that we were remarkably compatible.
We appeared to enjoy the same kind of music and films, and considering the opposite ends of the spectrum we came from, our political and religious views were similar. Now, that's a dangerous area of discussion to venture into with anyone, but Kyle's thoughts seemed to echo my own on most subjects.
There was one thing that kind-a stopped me believing I had fallen on my feet; we were not exactly alone. Although he tried to avoid my eye, I caught sight of Kylie's minder a couple of times.
I suppose his presence really should have brought me to my senses. If Kylie required that kind of security all the time, then it stood to reason that it couldn't work out for us in the long term. I was just an ordinary bloke; how could I ever think of getting involved with someone who needed security guards hanging around all the time.
I suppose it's the arrogance of youth. Questions did enter my mind that I should have taken more notice of. Christ, Aunt G had warned me off Kylie when I'd first ask about her. But when you're in love, the heart kind-a pushes those questions and doubts to the back of your mind.
---- ---- ---- ----
I was somewhat surprised to see Kylie's minder stood on the path someway in front of us as were neared the hotel again. By my calculation he should have been somewhere behind us. That guy sure knew how to sneak around.
Anyway, I noted that he gave Kylie, who was holding onto my right arm as we walked, a little hand signal. Immediately I sensed that Kylie had flinched, before the guy vanished again. He appeared to be very adept at doing that as well.
Then as we crested the brow of the hill, from where we could look down on the hotel, I could see that her uncle's motorcade was back in the car park.
Kylie's step faltered a little as she saw the cars, but then after taking a deep breath she urged me on with the words.
"My uncle is back. I think it's time to introduce you properly JG."
I definitely got the impression that, although Kylie claimed that she always got her own way in the end, it wasn't without a fight or two with her uncle.
I'm not sure if my reluctance to meet the man showed in my general demeanour or not. But I was surprised by his reaction to my presence with his niece as he watched us cross the paved area at the top of the cliff stairs.
He was standing on the hotel's patio with several of his entourage. All of whom were looking at me as if I was something the cat dragged in. His lordship though, had a welcoming smile on his face; he was almost grinning at his niece and me.
With a wave of his hand he dismissed the flunkies as Kylie and I got close and they scampered away to god knows where.
"Uncle William I'd like you to meet my friend JG." Kylie said.
"Hello Gilroy; pleased to meet you my boy. I knew Minerva would get around to introducing us in the end. I'm afraid that she's a little lax on the formalities of life sometimes."
Then the guy, after insisting that I called him William started chatting to me like he'd known me all my life, eventually insisting that I joined his party for dinner that evening.
I can tell you, his reaction confused me a lot to start with. But later, before the meal, when I discussed the encounter with Jack, he didn't seem surprised at all.
"I should imagine his lordship will invite you onto the patio later JG, for a cigar or something. Anyway, he will do his best to get you alone somewhere. I suspect it will be then that he'll either, warn you off Kylie, or most likely try to buy you off. Whichever, he will act as if he's quite happy that you and Kylie are together when she is around."
Grace much to my surprise concurred with Jack's assessment.
"If he knew your name as you say he did, then you can be sure he's investigated your background Gil. But I suspect he'll go for buying you off first, that's the preferred way of doing these things. Then it can be let slip to Kylie later, that your only interest in her was money." Grace informed me.
"Well it isn't!" I assured them.
"Of course it isn't my boy; we know that." Jack insisted, "But that's how these things are done in what they like to call polite society. Whether you are bought off, or frightened off doesn't really matter. Kylie will subtly be informed at a later date that you took a pocket full of cash to make yourself scarce. That's how it's done, my boy."
"That usually puts paid to any romantic feelings a young lady had for what her family considered an unsuitable suitor." Grace added.
---- ---- ---- ----
They were right: during that meal Lord William was most charming to me. Actually he centred almost all the conversation around me. You know, he not very subtly enquired about my education and profession etc. Although it was clear to me that he knew all the answers before I spoke. Whether the old bugger was trying to catch me out in a lie, or drum home to Kylie that we came from opposite ends of the financial spectrum I'm still not sure.
Jack had been correct in his prediction, after the meal, whilst the others headed for the Palm Court, His lordship did ask me to accompany him onto the patio for a little while. There he didn't actually make a financial offer, he just kind of implied that a certain young cub reporter, might possibly find himself being offered a post on one of the big London newspapers in the near future.
Also, not in so many words, his lordship pointed out. That would be extremely unlikely to happen if I was gallivanting around dating young ladies who were above my station.
He further suggested that it was doubtful that any young reporter would ever find himself employed by the big news organisations or TV companies, if he upset the wrong people. The inference was obvious.
Then his tone turned amicable again, and we went into the Palm Court to join the rest of the party.
Kylie asked me what we'd talked about and I... well, I chickened out of going into details. I informed her that her uncle wasn't particularly enamoured that we were seeing each other.
Kylie laughed and told me not to worry, that he'd come around in the end.
We danced until the band packed up for the evening, then I walked Kylie to her room. Accompanied of course by Kylie's ever-present minder; although he stayed out of sight whilst I kissed Kylie goodnight at her bedroom door.
I never did get to know the bugger's name, but I think he was a good bloke. Before I went back down to my room, without being specific, he reinforced what Jack had said about me watching my back.
"You're all right when you are with Kylie. No one will try anything when I'm around. Just be careful when you are on your own lad. That's all I can say."
---- ---- ---- ----
The next morning Kylie and I went swimming together again. Spending a lot of the time on our rock out on the headland where we couldn't be seen.
We shared lunch together and I took her to the cinema during the afternoon. Kylie's minder following in another car. That evening, I ate with his lordship's party again and I got the feeling that they were all warming to me a little. Even the battleaxe who had given me such a dirty look on the stairs that day, smiled at me a few times.
It was during that meal that his lordship announced that the whole party was moving on to Monaco the following weekend. Or maybe it was St. Moritz in Switzerland, I really can't remember now; somewhere elite and exclusive anyway. Then he really shook me by inviting me to join them for a few days.
I was due back at work the following Monday so I couldn't say yes or no, on the spot. I kind of fluffed around answering by telling his lordship that I'd have to check with my editor. Kylie was doing her best to persuade me to go with them, but her uncle pointed out to her that some people have work obligations. Rather cleverly demonstrating to Kylie the difference between our lifestyles.
The invitation had confused me, but the following morning things began to come clear to me. I was awoken by a telephone call from my editor. Two of his top reporters had -- apparently overnight -- been offered lucrative positions with top London news organisations; with the proviso that they started immediately.
With hindsight I can see what happened. Believing that I couldn't be bought off, his lordship had called in a couple of favours. The newspaper that I worked for wasn't very big and losing two reporters at the same time, left my editor in Shit Street. He'd given me a chance in the industry and I couldn't let him down.



And that -- I very much suspect -- was what his lordship was counting on.
There's a distinct disadvantage to being a good bloke; the sort of guy who would not drop his friends in the applecart. Whatever I suspected, I couldn't abandon my mentor in his time of need.
Kylie was upset when she found me in my room packing. I explained to her what had happened back at the newspaper, and why I had to get back there that day. I can't say she was enthralled that I was leaving, but then neither was I.
We kissed and cuddled for a little while, then Kylie helped me carry me gear to my car. It could be that I should have told Kylie that I suspected her uncle had a hand in the situation, but I chose not to; god knows why.
Over the next couple of days I was busy with the newspaper. Well all the remaining the reporters were, we'd lost the top two guys on the firm. But I managed to spend a lot of time on the phone to Kylie right up until she flew out to... wherever it was in Europe.
Then nothing, although she'd promised to call the moment she arrived at her hotel, I never heard another word from her.
That's when I really began to realise how little I did know about Kylie. I had no idea where she called home even, and certainly no contact number I could call. The calls I received from her had always been from landlines. "Who?" was the answer I got whenever I tried to call her back on them.
It was like she and his lordship vanished into thin air.
---- ---- ---- ----
Oh I hunted for them all right, as best I could. Have you any idea how many hotels there are in Saint Moritz and Monoco. I even got guys working for local newspapers out there asking questions. No one came up with anything. "Who's Who" and "DeBrett's" were of no use to me, because Kylie wasn't listed, and all I knew about her uncle was that his first name was William.
Oh yeah I tried Companies House, but the company who booked those rooms at the Cliff Head is an almost faceless holding company. Little more than an address on an empty office door and there were no William's listed as directors.
End of chapter 04
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Minerva
By Denham Forrest, The Wanderer
Minerva chapter 05
As you might imagine, being two reporters short on a small local weekly rag, we were all a bit pushed. Although it did mean the rest of us grunts moved up a notch or two. I found myself spending nearly every morning either in the local magistrate's court and most afternoons on obituaries, or if I was really lucky in the county court.
Most of the rest of the time, I was trying to track down Minerva or her uncle. Besides the heartbreak of having lost contact with her, it didn't do my self-esteem (as a reporter) much good to realise that I couldn't find her.
For the life of me I couldn't understand how -- after being with her for several days -- I had left her having no idea where she lived. I had not the slightest idea of her address. I didn't even have a mobile telephone number for her, not that I'd ever seen her with one anyway. But then folks don't usually take mobile phones with them when they go swimming; well, they didn't back then.
Eventually there was little left for me to do, but to wait until the new university year started. Kylie had mentioned Oxford or Cambridge and I kinda had it figured that she was too young to have actually graduated yet. I thought I could spend some time prowling around up there, in the hope of spotting her. I'd tried asking for help from some local reporters, they had access to contacts that I didn't have in the colleges, but they had come up with nothing. One guy suggested that Kylie could be studying under an alias.
For a while I was in a kind of limbo. I was asking a lot of people questions about Kylie, but getting nothing in the form if information back.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I suppose six or eight weeks had gone had gone by when it happened. I'd been assigned to do a story on the wedding of one of the local bigwigs daughter. By chance, I vaguely knew the girl and the mug she'd caught, so I was invited to spend the evening at the reception.
No, I didn't get to enjoy the wedding supper.
Things eventually broke up about one in the morning and I can remember climbing into my car for the journey home. Look, I don't drink and drive, especially when I was theoretically working. Well, I didn't back then! The only alcohol that had passed my lips that day had been a small glass of Champagne to toast the happy couple, and a half of lager. The rest of the evening I'd been drinking that awful non-alcoholic crap beer.
Anyway one minute I'm getting into my car. The next thing I know, I'm waking up in a hospital bed, nearly two weeks later.
I can remember absolutely nothing after getting into my car that evening, not even starting the engine.
I was informed that some little shit joy-rider had run into the rear of my car at high speed in a stolen four-by-four. The driver of the stolen jeep or whatever it was couldn't have been injured; the bugger had set the thing on fire before he legged it.
The police reckoned that was standard procedure nowadays for twockers, so they don't leave any forensics behind.
Anyway the driver had been long gone before the cops turned up and apparently there were no witnesses.
I was in a bit of a mess and spent another two months in hospital, then a further six months down at the Cliff Head convalescing. It was during those six months that Jack discovered Kylie had married the Fabian guy abroad somewhere. South America I believe. Argentina or somewhere like that.
Well that's about it. That's all that I know about Lady Minerva Wisdom or whatever her name is now. I figured the bitch was just having a bit of fun and taking the piss out of me.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I'd come to the point where I had no more to say about Minerva or Kylie or whatever she wanted to call herself.
It surprised me some, that Sandra and Harcourt had sat there and just listened to my diatribe for so long, although Sandra had kept us supplied with numerous cups of tea and coffee. But then I remembered an old reporter telling me once, if people are talking, don't interrupt the buggers; they might say something they never intended to.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
We sat in silence whilst Sandra made yet another cup of coffee for everyone, then she asked.
"And you've never heard from Kylie again?"
"Nope, not a bleeding word. And Lord William stuffed-arse has never showed up at the Cliff Head Hotel again, either. Jack and Grace would let me know if he ever turned up there."
"Tell me, how did Jack Blake find out that Kylie had married this Fabian?" Harcourt asked.
"I'm not exactly sure; I think he said that he ran into one of the drivers who'd been chauffeuring the party around when they stayed at the Cliff Head. Either that or it was one of the security guys he recognised. Anyway Jack told me that he and a pal of his cornered the bugger outside the Ritz in London one evening. That's why I think it must have been a chauffeur, probably dropping someone off there or something. Anyway, Jack asked him about Kylie and he told them that he'd heard tell of the wedding.
"I got it figured that she had been intending to marry the bugger all along. Lady Minerva is just some sick little spoilt bitch, who was having a little fun, playing with a stupid idiot's emotions."
"You think? Are you sure JG? Because if Kylie was, playing with your emotions, then why would Tanya Simpson leave all of her money to you?" Sandra asked.
"How the hell would I know?" I replied, for some reason annoyed at Sandra's question.
"Well how about; what your friends told you might happen, actually did?" she suggested, "What if -- after you'd rushed off back up here that day -- Lord William what's-is-name, had told Kylie that he'd paid you off?"
"That doesn't make much sense Sandra. Kylie and I talked on the telephone maybe a dozen times later that week; surely she would have challenged me about it."
"No, not right away. What if he'd let slip to her later, after they flew off to St Moritz or wherever they went. That would explain why she didn't call you when she got there. If that's actually where they went in the first place; with the kind of money you say that lord William guy had, he could have changed their destination at the drop of a hat."
"That would be wishful thinking Sandra. No, come on, think about it; I never was no Adonis, now was I? And Lady Minerva is a real looker. I kind a got it figured that she is so used to being admired that she got the 'ump that I didn't notice, and fawn all over her when she first arrived at the Cliff Head.
"I've come to the conclusion that she was so upset that I wasn't drooling over her good looks, that she took some kind of sick revenge on me."
"That doesn't quite tie in with her aunt naming you as her heir though, does it?" Harcourt suggested.
"I'm buggered if I can understand it. Perhaps there's a hidden catch somewhere and the old girl is as nutty as her niece. Hey yeah, what about death duties and all that crap? I've heard that these titled families can finish up in serious debt when they inherit. Perhaps the old witch had it in for me as well?"
"How could she Gil, you said yourself that you've never met the woman and wouldn't have known her from Adam?" Harcourt pointed out
"I don't know maybe Kylie whined to the old girl or something. Shit, how am I supposed to know what goes on in women's minds."
"No, you've never been very good at understanding women, Gil. I know that from personal experience."
I wondered what I missed all those years ago; Sandra was beginning to sound a little emotional. Luckily Harcourt interrupted us before things got out of hand.
"Now, quieten down you two. This is no time to introduce personal animosities into the conversation. It's pretty obvious to me that you two were a little more than just friends at one time."
"Who says we're friends now?" I fired back at him. "Five bloody parking tickets and one hell of a lot of aggravation Sandra here, has given me over the years."
"That's not fair Gil, I'm only doing my job and you will keep asking for favours."
"Just a little inside information now and again, Sandra, that's all. Christ, I am supposed to be a bloody reporter after all, and a court reporter at that."
"Now, now children. This isn't getting us anywhere. Gil I want to know more about this accident of yours." Harcourt said, bringing the subject back on track.
"Nothing I can tell you actually. Sandra probably knows more than I do."
Harcourt looked across at her.
"Well Sandra."
"Well we didn't get far with that one. As Gil said, a stolen four by four rammed his car off the road. If I remember correctly it was a Jeep Cherokee. The driver obviously wasn't hurt, because he'd set the thing alight and disappeared well before anyone else came on the scene.
"We'd had a whole spate of burnt out four by fours' dumped on our patch in the preceding few months. I think the investigating officers thought that the accident with Gil had probably scared the kids who were nicking them and they stopped stealing anymore. Well, big vehicles at least." Sandra explained.
"What do you think of that scenario Gil?" Harcourt asked.
"Buggered if I know; I'm a reporter, not a bleeding detective. I know the paper ran a few big stories on the accident when I was still in hospital and convalescing down in Devon. My editor hoped that someone would grass the driver up. I think a few tips came in, but only the usual crowd of little shits who had already been turned over."
"Yeah, no one who wasn't already on the radar." Sandra took over, "The type of vehicle was wrong for our usual joy-riders. They want something that they can dash around in pretending that they're racing drivers. Those four-by-fours didn't fit with the usual lads' modus operandi. Why, are you suggesting that Gil's accident was something else?"
"I have no idea Sandra, but in my many years on the force, I learnt to believe that anything is a possibility. I think I'll ask your Inspector to dig out the file so I can take a look at it anyway. You said that there was a spate of stolen four-by-fours dumped around that time. Does that imply that they weren't stolen locally?"
"A few were local vehicles, but most weren't. They were all stolen from within fifty miles or so though, I think. I wasn't on the case, but because Gill was involved in it, I took an interest."
"And they all turned up local to here, and burnt out. How about the return journey?" Harcourt asked.
"Sorry?"
"Oh come on Sandra; you know the scenario. They steal a car from A and dump it at B, then you can bet your bottom dollar they steal another car from near B somewhere, to get back to A again. Or somewhere else where they nick a third one." Harcourt explained.
"No, don't think that there were any obvious trails of stolen vehicles. Not that I can remember anyway."
"So, one has to ask how did the perpetrator get back to where he or they started. Unless of course, they were being shadowed by a perfectly legal vehicle, which would pick the driver up when he was finished with the four-by-four."
"I'm not with you, where are you going here Mr Harcourt." I asked.
"Well Gil, supposing Jack Blake was right. He told you to watch your back didn't he? Can you think of a better way to dispose of an unwanted suitor than a road accident? What kind of a car did you drive back then?"
"A little Nissan Micra."
"It didn't stand much of a chance against a Jeep Cherokee then, did it? Or any other big four-by-four, come to that. And once you'd been put out of commission, no more of the things turned up burnt out locally."
"If you're suggesting that someone tried to kill me Mr Harcourt; I've got to say that that idea don't hold water. If they wanted me dead, then why am I sitting here now talking to you? Why haven't they tried again?"
"No need to. From what you've said, I take it the accident achieved what it was intended to. You stopped looking for Kylie, didn't you?"
"Yeah well, she'd got married to that Fabian geezer, there weren't much point in looking for her anymore, was there?"
"But that would have been a few months after your accident. No, look at it this way Gil. After Kylie disappeared on you, when you came back from the hotel, you set about trying to track her or her uncle, down. Now Sandra here will tell you that when we start asking questions about some perpetrator or the other, eventually they are going to hear about it.
Harcourt looked over at Sandra again, who nodded in agreement.
"Well let's assume that word got back to someone close to Lady Minerva that you were asking questions and trying to locate her. Then hey-presto you have a nasty accident and your enquiries stop. You'd effectively stopped looking, so you were no longer an immediate threat. Had you re-started your search again after your convalescence, then we might well not be sitting here talking today."
"Oh come that's too far fetched. This is the twentieth century, we're not in the Middle Ages here, people don't go around killing off suitors they don't like anymore." I retorted.
"Who says they don't? We're talking serious money here Gil and there is nothing some people won't do to get their hands on it, or keep it.
"Now, exactly who was responsible for your accident, I have no idea. It could have been Kylie's uncle or it could have that Fabian guy, or maybe even a relative of his. You said yourself that he had designs on her, not me."
Harcourt sat back with a knowing expression on his face; I must have had a look of disbelief on mine.
"Gil I don't know what Tanya Simpson knew or didn't know. But I believe she knew something we don't." Harcourt produced a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. "I want you to read the briefing note her solicitor gave me.
He handed the paper across for me to read. The paper bore no heading just a few brief paragraphs, sentences really.
Complete discretion is required. Locate and make the initial approach to Gilroy Ernest Jameson as soon as practical under the circumstances.
The next paragraph went on to list my personal details. Date and place of birth, Driving Licence, National Health, National Insurance numbers; and even my passport number. Then details of my parents, schooling and just about every address I'd ever lived at were listed. Damn-it if there wasn't a list of every place I'd ever worked, complete with dates.
Inform Mr Jameson of the existence of the legacy. You can give him brief details if necessary, but warn him that it's a complicated will. There are certain obligations and conditions that he has to take on before he can inherit.
Then before you leave him, place in position adequate security measures as discussed, to ensure his immediate safety. The provisions of her ladyship's will, insist that its contents are made public within seven days of you making first contact with Mr Jameson. Once the will is made public, any danger to him should effectively pass.
At this time we have no idea whether certain parties are aware of the will's contents, but Lady Simpson believed that her demise might put Mr Jameson's life in danger. Financial arrangements have been put into place to cover the cost of any security arranges you feel you need to make.
I read through the brief document several times and then looked up at Harcourt.
"Jesus wept, it all-but says here, that some bugger is going to try to kill me."
"It could be that they already have Gil, that accident you had could well have been their first try."
"But that was years ago!"
"And they had no reason to try again back then; we've been through all that. But now, with Tanya Simpson's demise, it is quite possible that they might try again. We have no idea what the old lady's motives were, so let us suppose that the she suspected that her niece was caught up with people who would resort to that kind of thing. There's a distinct possibility that that is why you've been named as her beneficiary, more as a target than anything else. An attempt -- successful or not -- on your life now, would draw the attention."
"What you think I'm a patsy here? That the old girl has set me up to draw the skeletons out of the cupboard."
"I have no idea Gil, but it is a distinct possibility. You've read my instructions. Tanya Simpson knew more about you and your life than you did yourself. She's bound to have known all about the accident."
"Jesus fucking Christ!" I said jumping to my feet and pacing the room.
"Now calm down Gil, I took adequate precautions before I ever came near you. Take a look out of the window?" Harcourt said, in an attempted to allay my fears.
Look I'm a... or I was a bleeding reporter; not some kind of film hero. I can assure you that I was all-but crapping myself at that particular moment. Whatever, I did as he suggested.
"You should see a police car at each end of the street; they are Met ARU's, armed response units." Harcourt informed me.
He was correct I could see two police cars, but I was more worried about the two unsavoury looking characters standing on the pavement opposite the entrance of my block of flats.
"Across the road somewhere there should be a Range Rover and an Audi. In the Range rover is a man called John Carpenter, he's been charged with your security. You have no need to worry he's a good man, very experienced in this kind of thing."
"What about the two gorillas?"
"Oh, they are working for John. Two rather unsavoury characters actually, who I've had more than one brush with in my previous profession. But they can recognise a threat when they see it, and I believe are going to be your close escort for the next few days."
I have no idea what sort of an expression I had on my face as I looked back at Harcourt in surprise at his last statement.
"Don't worry Gil, John is very good at what he does and I've never known him to fail. Well, not since he got out of prison anyway."
Harcourt must have seen the expression that statement brought to my face.
"No no, he was innocent, I can assure you. But his time in prison led to him making some very informative and useful contacts in the underworld. He and his wife run a kind of detective agency nowadays. You can rely on them, they know what they are doing."
"I'm glad you think so, I'm not sure I dare trust anyone after what you've told me."
"You can trust Sandra and me. And John, his wife Helen and anyone they tell you to trust. Now go and get packed, John's got somewhere safe he intends to tuck you away until after the will has been read."
End of Chapter 05
Note 'twockers' British police jargon for joy-riders.
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To be honest with you, I was in a bit of a daze as Sandra helped me pack my gear. You know, I hadn't the foggiest idea of where I was going even. But I did think to mention my editor to her; Sandra assured me that he'd be taken care of. Not the best form of words she could have chosen, under the circumstances.
After scrutinising the road in both directions, the two Gorillas (Bernie and Marco) hurried over to take my bags as we exited the block. Then they closely flanked me as we crossed the road to John Carpenter's Range Rover, where Harcourt introduced him and Bert, the guy sitting in the rear seat, who addressed Harcourt as boss.
As John Carpenter pulled away, Bernie and Marco followed behind in the Audi. Looking around, I noted that both of the police cars stayed with us for a very long time. Where Sandra and Harcourt went, or in what vehicle, I have no idea.
We travelled towards London for an hour or so, swinging south onto the M25 that took us around the metropolis. I was completely lost by the time we'd left the motorway and then appeared to travel in ever decreasing circles along progressively narrower country lanes.
'Ere I'm not daft; I watched the sun as we went. Our route, after we left the motorway was quite definitely circular and we went round more than once. Eventually John Carpenter appeared to be satisfied that we weren't being followed, and he pulled into a smallish country hotel. There, with little or no formality, I was led up to a room on the second floor; it was apparent that we'd been expected. Bernie and Marko were in the two rooms on either side of mine. I was to gather later that John Carpenter had taken all the rooms on that floor in advance.
Later I noted that some guy, who was dressed as a room service waiter one minute, and a hotel porter at other times, appeared to have taken up permanent residence at the top of the stairs. Actually it might have been two different guys; I can't say I studied them closely. Whatever he was, he and the two gorillas nodded to each other as if they were more than mere acquaintances when we first passed him.
"Is all this cloak and dagger stuff really necessary?" I asked John Carpenter when we finally got into my room.
"I don't know Gil, you tell me? I've been hired to ensure that you are still alive in seven days time. Now, if someone is worried enough about your health to lash out for all this security, do you think that it isn't necessary? Mr Harcourt seems to think that someone has already tried to kill you once. Are you willing to take that chance?"
"I think Harcourt is most likely exaggerating the risk. Look, that accident was years ago and nothing has happened since."
"Didn't Mr Harcourt tell you that a certain old lady has died recently? That's what this is all about isn't it; her death and what happens to her fortune?
"Yeah, and Harcourt seems to think she set me up to smoke out the skeletons."
"Well what if he is right? If that is the case, then you need all the security I can offer. That is what I'm being paid to do, to keep you safe and well for the next seven days at least."
"And after that?"
"Ah now, as I understand it, you'll be a very rich man and we can discuss what arrangements you believe are required then.
"Or, I'll be dead!"
"No, I doubt that, not with the people I've got around you, anyway. Mind you, they might smother you a little sometimes. But I would suggest that if anything unusual happens, you listen to what they tell you to do. If in doubt, hit the dirt first."
"Mr Carpenter, not one usual thing has happened to me today! What the hell has happened to my life?"
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
I spent most of what was left of the afternoon playing cards in my room, with either Bernie or Marco. Later, I went down to dinner with the two of them hovering over me like a pair of overcautious nannies. Eventually we had a long discussion about that, and they backed off a little.
After dinner I spent the evening in the bar with them. Actually I'd got to really like the two gorillas. Even if I did think that I wouldn't like to unexpectedly run across either of them on a dark night. For all of their size and... well... anyway, they appeared to be surprisingly normal guys under the surface who took great pleasure and pride, in showing me photographs of their wives and children.
It was the other guys who I weren't so sure about. They were there all the time, but kind of weren't at the same time. Eventually I worked out that there must have been at least eight or ten of the buggers.
You know, there is something about a professional military man that makes him stand out from the crowd. Much like Cops, they carry an air about with them.
These other guys, to all intents and purposes were hotel staff; well, I think they were supposed to be. Everything from porters to gardeners; including dining room waiting staff, the barmen and the guy who always seemed to be kicking around behind the reception desk, but didn't appear to actually do anything.
There were far too many staff kicking around for a hotel of that size, if you get my drift!
From where I was standing, they looked out of place. And of course the little nods that they exchanged with Bernie and Marco, whenever we moved from one room to another, didn't help to disguise what their real purpose for being there was.
Mind you, I suppose I was expecting, or even looking out for them.
Bernie and I sat in the bar exercising our right arms and resolving all the problems, that seem to flummox our World's great leaders, for some time, before I... we staggered up to bed.
Well, I needed something to take my mind off the need for all that security around me. God alone knows what time we went to bed that night.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
John Carpenter reappeared, when the three of us were going into breakfast the following morning. A very handsome woman, whom he introduced as his wife, Helen, accompanied him. Their arrival prompted Bernie and Marco to head for a separate table in the dining room.
Once we'd taken our seats at a table, Helen Carpenter -- after pouring all three of us coffee -- launched into a long inquisition about my relationship with Lady Minerva.
There's not much point in me going through all that again here, because what I told her would be repeating my conversation with Sandra and Harcourt from the previous day. Anyway it was obvious Helen Carpenter knew exactly who Minerva was, from the start. But I noted, that she never once referred to her as Kylie. That implied to me that Helen Carpenter had never actually met Kylie, or ,if she had, Kylie hadn't... well chosen her as a close friend.
I don't know if you've ever had the dubious pleasure of being questioned by the police, especially when they know something that you don't. But, whilst Helen was interrogating me -- because that was what she did, even if she did try to be subtle about it -- I got the distinct feeling that she knew something that I didn't know.
Hey no, not about Kylie, I got the feeling Helen was trying to get... I'm not sure, possibly get the feel of Kylie as a person, out of me.
But there was something completely different about the way Helen talked that made me feel that she knew something I didn't. And that feeling didn't concern Lady Minerva, no I got the feeling that there was something about Lady Tanya Simpson, that I wasn't fully aware of.
Look, I might not be a very good reporter, but after while you get an instinct about these things. I tried to pump Helen a little, but she sussed me straight away, and made it very clear who was running, or steering, the conversation.
After that, Helen just gave me a wry smile whenever I mentioned Tanya Simpson. That assured me, that she knew something that she had no intention of telling me.
After breakfast the Carpenters took me by surprise by suggesting that I got changed into something a little more formal. John implying that we were shortly going to meet Tanya Simpson's legal representatives on this earth.
Why this should require me to be formally attired, I didn't know; but I suppose I was getting used to doing as I was asked by then.
Once I'd changed into a suit, we set off in John's Range Rover again. Bernie and Marcos leading in a Vauxhall this time, and we were trailed by a white Transit van that appeared to have little difficulty in keeping up with the fast pace Bernie set, weaving around those country lanes.
Again it was a somewhat unnecessarily protracted journey, that I'm sure didn't take us all that far as the crow flies from the hotel.
As I had done the day before, I kept my eye on the sun and ascertained that, for a while, we literately went around in circles again. My escort was obviously making completely sure that we weren't being followed.
Then very suddenly Marco pulled to the side of the road; John drove past the Vauxhall and turned into a private drive that led up to an impressive looking house.
It wasn't a very large mansion or anything, but it weren't the sort of house that most people could afford to live in.
As we climbed out of the Range Rover, I noted that the Transit van that had been behind us, had stopped just inside the entrance to the drive, blocking it completely, and several men had got out of it along with Bernie and Marco. Numerous more people, who had appeared as if from nowhere, greeted them and then they fanned out in different directions around the house and gardens.
I didn't see where those guys eventually went, or what they were doing because John called to me and then led the way to the front door of the house. There he introduced me to a Mr Ronny Mackintosh, who John described as Lady Tanya's Solicitor.
That was the instant something finally sank home. Helen Carpenter had mentioned Lady Tanya Simpson, just a couple of times, but she'd referred to her in the present tense. Suddenly John Carpenter had done the same thing; he'd referred to Ronny Mackintosh with the word "is" Lady Tanya's solicitor, not "was"!
Okay, it could have been a slip of the tongue, and Mackintosh was still acting on Tanya Simpson's behalf. But for some inexplicable reason, that wasn't the impression that I was getting.
John and Helen didn't follow us, as Ronny Mackintosh showed me into a very plush drawing room.
After firmly closing the door behind us he announced.
"Mr Gilroy Jameson, milady!" Then followed that up with the words. "Mr Jameson, Lady Tanya Simpson!"
I wasn't completely taken by surprise, although I honestly hadn't noticed the old lady sitting in the big wingback chair over by the fireplace. She stood, then smiled and held out her hand to me.
"Gilroy, I'm so pleased to meet you at last. I must apologise for all the misinformation you've been fed in the last twenty-four hours. But I am assured that it was necessary."
I'll admit that I didn't hear the door open and close as Ronny Mackintosh left the room. I must have looked like a complete idiot as I stood there staring at a dead woman. Well someone who I'd been assured was no longer of this earth.
I was still standing gobsmacked and staring at Lady Tanya's outstretched hand, when a door the other side of the room opened and some guy (if I wasn't mistaken another soldier, or ex-military man anyway) appeared carrying a loaded tea tray.
His arrival in the room did at least break me out of my trance, and I stepped forward to take Lady Tanya's proffered hand. To be honest I wasn't sure whether I was supposed to kiss, or shake, the old lady's hand; I settled for the latter. Her ladyship smiled at my fumbled efforts, and then gestured for me to take the seat opposite hers.
The guy had placed the tray on a small table beside Lady Tanya's chair and then disappeared as quickly as he'd come.
"I'm sorry Gilroy, but Mr Mackintosh and Mr Carpenter assured me that the deception was necessary. They said that we have no idea if you are still being watched. George Harcourt has no idea that I'm still alive, by the way."
"I'm sorry, I don't understand what's going on... er, milady?"
"Tanya please, Gilroy. Lady Tanya if you wish to remain formal, but I'd prefer just plain Tanya. I think, or rather hope, that once we get acquainted, we are going to become close friends. Yes, I can understand that you are confused, so I'll try to explain everything to you as well as I'm able."
Lady Tanya stopped speaking whilst she very daintily poured two cups of tea. One of which -- after enquiring whether I took sugar -- she handed to me and then she proffered a platter of biscuits.
I'm afraid that I was still in shock and running on autopilot by then. I suddenly found myself sitting there like a complete bleeding prune, a cup and saucer in one hand, and a biscuit in the other with nowhere to place either. I'm sure that Tanya Simpson left me in that embarrassing position for a few moments on purpose.
"Now Gilroy, I'll start at the beginning. In the last year or so, there have been at least two attempts on my life that we are aware of. And I'm told that there might have been more that we are unaware off.
About three weeks ago, there was another rather clumsy attempt to poison me. John, Ronald and the police tell me they have a very good idea of who the perpetrator of that attempt was, but they don't know for sure why they are trying to... hurry my departure from this life. Nor does there appear to be any actual proof that the suspected culprit was the one who tried to poison me.
And, more importantly according to my security advisors, we have no proof as to who employed them to ensure my early demise."
Lady Tanya finally took pity on me and, with a smile, she stood and moved a small table to within my reach, so that I could put my cup and saucer down.
"I'm sorry my boys are security experts, they don't make the most efficient house staff." She added as an aside, then continued.
"Ronny Mackintosh decided that it was time to take action of some kind, that might, if everything goes to plan, trap whoever is behind these attempts to... do away with me."
"Well surely it will have to be someone who will benefit financially from your death." I suggested.
"You would think so wouldn't you? But they would have to at least know of any inheritance and logically that could only be my niece Minerva. And now, you of course! But you had no idea you would benefit from my demise, did you? So logically that only leaves Minerva, or someone close to her."
I'm not sure what Lady Tanya read in my expression, but it must have portrayed something to her.
"Ah yes, that was how I hoped you'd react. You still love Minerva, don't you?""
"I don't think so..." I began to argue.
"Oh don't talk balderdash Gilroy. I've had people watching you very closely for years now. You've not had one meaningful relationship, since Minerva and you were together at the Cliff Head Hotel."
I sat there and stared back at Tanya. I really had no idea what to say.
"Gilroy, Kylie as you know her, was just as taken with you, as you were with her; even more so, if I understand things correctly. What in heavens name led up to her getting married to Fabian Bellushi, I have no idea.
"And what's more, my suspicions have since been raised about that marriage because my niece has not once returned to the UK since the wedding. In consequence I haven't had the opportunity to ask her what led up to her taking that step, in person. When I spoke to her on the telephone, she was... well, a little vague about everything. More worryingly, especially where you were concerned."
I did attempt to get her ladyship to clarify here, but Lady Tanya is not someone you can interrupt when she's on a roll, if you understand me. Unless I got my timing perfect and caught her on a breath intake, I soon learnt that I was wasting my time -- although sometimes she would hear me.
"That's always assuming that they were ever properly married in the first place; I have never trusted William Burgess!"
Of course, I could work out, up to a point, what Tanya Simpson was telling me. I kind-a hazarded a guess that William Burgess had to be Kylie's uncle, but I needed a little confirmation.
I can't say that I understood where the old lady was heading with her line of conversation -- or should I phrase that diatribe -- though.
To be honest there were too many questions rushing around in my head to think of any particular ones to ask Tanya; it was all I could manage just to react to anything Tanya Simpson said.
"Lord William?" I repeated, sort of hoping that she'd affirm my conclusion.
"William Burgess doesn't hold a title, Gilroy!" Lady Tanya replied with a surprised tone to her voice, almost as if she expected me to know the fact already.
"Although I am well aware that he has used Minerva's title to infer that he does hold one himself. She was his ward, and as she has a title... I'm afraid that quite a few people have drawn the incorrect conclusion that William Burgess has one as well.
"No, William Burgess is Minerva's father's, illegitimate younger half-brother. He has no title that I'm aware of. His father acknowledged him of course, but as far as I'm aware there was no attempt to make the union or the birth legitimate.
"There couldn't be, his lordship's first wife was still alive... and divorce... Well no, the family would have none of that nonsense back in those days."
Lady Tanya stopped speaking for a few seconds, then took a deep breath and sighed.
"It has always been my great regret that I was out of the country when my brother in law, Minerva's father and her brother died. At that time, I had rebelled against my upbringing a little; I'd always favoured the bohemian lifestyle. Anyway, I was married to an anthropologist and we were living in a mud hut in the jungles of New Guinea somewhere, making a film about the ramifications of the twentieth century's encroachment on the lives of primitive tribesmen."
Tanya smiled wistfully to herself, and then looked at me, as if expecting a reaction of some kind. But I was still trying to understand why she was telling me about her own marriage.
When I didn't react she carried on.
"By the time we returned to civilisation, I'm sorry to say that William Burgess had become firmly entrenched as Minerva's guardian. Not that I'd ever trusted the man myself. But it was a fait accompli by then, and there was nothing I could do about it, without going to the courts.
"I feared that, had a legal action failed, doing so might have made it extremely difficult for me to stay in contact with the child later."
Lady Tanya stopped speaking yet again and sat there for a long time with a thoughtful expression on her face.
"It was a mistake! I should have risked going to court when I had the chance. Although I did manage to stay in fairly close contact with Minerva right up until... Well, until she met you at the Hotel to be precise. You know, she thought a lot of you, Gilroy?"
Her ladyship gave me a smile that I assume was supposed to tell me something. All I really gleaned from it; was that Lady Tanya had to have been a strikingly beautiful woman herself at one time.
However, I also got the message that Lady Tanya thought that Kylie had fallen in love with me.
"I don't understand, in a matter of months she'd married that Fabian guy." I replied.
"I never could understand that either, Gilroy. Minerva had never held any romantic feelings for the boy that I was aware of. Ben Johnson didn't think she did either."
"Ben who?"
"Benjamin Johnson, the bodyguard William hired; I'd turned him very early on. I think that's the correct description for it; John and Ronnie have been educating me in the last few months.
"Anyway, Ben was feeding me information almost from the instant he was employed to watch over Minerva. He kept me informed of everything that was going on right up until William Burgess fired him."



"Oh, by the way, you were ultimately responsible for him being let-go Gilroy. He was supposed to have kept the likes of you away from Minerva."
"I can understand that Lady..."
She gave me a frown, so I tried to correct myself.
"I can understand that Tanya. After all, Minerva and I come from very different..."
"Balderdash Gilroy. Let me assure you that there is only one thing that's important in life; that's being happy. So you work for your daily bread, who gives a cats fiddle? I know that I don't! Two of my husbands, didn't have a penny between them and I had the time of my life whilst I was married to both of them. Oh, I've been widowed four times Gilroy. Each time I married for love, not money... or position, and I don't regret one minute of my life."
Tanya looked thoughtful again for a few moments, then added.
"Well, except for being in the jungles of New Guinea, when Minerva needed me! But this is silly, talking about the past; you want to know why you are here."
"Well, I'm having a little trouble trying to figure what is going on exactly." I replied.
"Gilroy, you are not on a wild goose chase, even if you have been lied to. I have left you very well... looked after, in my will. You are wondering why you're here now, and to be perfectly honest with you, you are here to become my would-be assassins next target. Well we hope you will be!"
As you can imagine I was staring back at Tanya Simpson with my mouth wide open. As I'm sure you would have done as well, if you'd just been told the same thing.
Tanya went on to explain that they had a very good idea of who had tried to poison her. The same culprit was apparently a very good suspect in both the two previous attempts to kill her, that were not so much known about, more suspected. Two, inexplicable, similar cases of food poisoning among dinner guests at her house. On both occasions Lady Tanya had felt unwell herself, but apparently she must have a cast iron constitution.
The plan was simple, after the latest assumed attempt on her life and with the help of certain authorities, Lady Tanya Simpson had been declared dead; if only temporarily. The next move was going to be the reading of her will, in which my name featured prominently.
It was then assumed -- or rather hoped -- that this mystery assassin -- I got the feeling that I was going to be kept in the dark about who exactly -- would be contacted by whoever had employed him... or her, and given instructions to find a method of doing away with me a bit sharpish as well.
Apparently the police and Lady Tanya's security people were pretty sure of whom, on both occasions, and were looking for some evidence to hang a "Conspiring to Commit Murder" charge on, or something like that anyway. By a weird anomaly, charges of conspiring to commit any offence, sometimes hold a greater tariff, or penalty than the crime itself, in the UK.
I can't say that I was very enamoured with their plan myself. But it was assumed, that what was planned to be a very carefully choreographed arrival on the scene on my account, would most certainly instigate a flurry of nefarious activity.
Whoever the villains were, they would have very little time to act, before the will was actually read. I kind-a gathered that theoretically, -- a word that many people have come to distrust -- once the will had been read, then my death would do no one any good, except the beneficiaries of my own will.
I did wonder how all that theory would work in practice, if some other members of Lady Tanya's family were to try to challenge her will in court. But the consensus of opinion seemed to be that the would-be assassin and his/her employers would want to get things over a little less... publicly, than a court hearing.
I had to assume that all likely conspirators were being watched very closely. And I hoped, a lot more clandestinely than my own security was being handled.
End of chapter 06.
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I suppose one might think that I was taking all that had happened within the previous twenty-four hours or so, a little blithely. Let me assure you, I wasn't!
Although I must admit that the several million pounds or so, from the late Lady Tanya's estate, that Harcourt, etcetera, had mentioned, had gone some way to allaying my fears concerning the danger they'd implied. Yeah well, I had never imagined myself as the mercenary type either, but the thought of enough cash, that I'd never to have to work again... Maybe that blurred my principles a little.
Mind you, the pure fact that I was sitting in that drawing room talking to the woman, kind of put the kibosh on the swimming in money idea, and might have dulled that enthusiasm some; to accept the inferred danger anymore, that is.
After all, Lady Tanya was sitting there, alive and well and talking to me. Don't matter what way you look at it, that made it obvious to me that there weren't no legacy coming my direction from her, in a bloody hurry.
But aside from that side of things, I was very curious to find out what Kylie would have to say for herself, when we met-up again. As we surely would do, at this spurious will reading fiasco Harcourt and Lady Tanya had referred to. There's nothing as satisfying as putting someone on the spot, is there?
You should have worked out by now, that I had fallen for Kylie, hook, line and bleeding sinker, when I'd met her at the Cliff Head.
Her sudden vanishing act had caused me great emotional hurt. And then the news -- some time later -- that Minerva had married Fabian flash-pants... Well, that had gone a long way to convincing me that Lady Minerva had been... Yeah, all right, she was a selfish little stuck-up bitch, who'd had herself a little fun playing with a gullible fool's emotions.
Actually she had changed my perception of all females, and ever since, I'd kept them all at arms length; as far as my heart was concerned, anyway. Being bluntly honest, since my encounter with the lady Minerva... well, I'd turned into a right 'little shit' myself, as far as the female of the species went anyway.
---- ---- ---- ---- ----
Lady Tanya eventually ran out of steam. But then, before I'd had the opportunity to get my act together and deluge her with the obvious questions, that I should have asked. The Carpenter's and Ronald Mackintosh came back into the room.
I wasn't sure of by what means, but I got the impression that Lady Tanya had somehow summoned them.
Without much more to-do, John Carpenter launched into the details of their plan. The only trouble was, the longer he talked the more... Well, the more I began to fear that it sounded like one of "Baldrick's cunning plans" to me.
If you're unaware of who 'Baldrick' was/is, by the way; then I'm sorry, but there's not much I can add. You could try Google, of course!
Anyway I had resigned to go with the flow, as far as prudent for my own safety that is; someone had been trying to kill the old girl, after all. And it was my civic duty to help as much as practical, albeit being somewhat apprehensive. By the way "as far as practical" -- in my book -- doesn't include getting my head blown off, or anything stupid like that. So I resolved to be prepared to think on my feet, leg it, or come up with my own plan as circumstance dictated.
Hey look, it had been inferred that I might well be the target of an assassination attempt. If push came to shove, and things got... exciting, I would damn sure be ready to run as far, and fast, as my legs would carry me.
Anyway the premise of their plan went something like this.
Naturally all of lady Tanya's extended family had been informed of her demise, and they had also been acquainted with 'certain peculiarities' of her last will and testament. i.e. being a "No show" at the reading of the will -- and Lady Tanya's interment in the family vault, that would immediately precede that reading -- then even if they are mentioned in the document, they would not receive one pound from her estate.
However they would receive 99 pence, to be precise. Don't ask, I couldn't follow that bit of legal mumbo-jumbo either.
Anyway, John informed me, that the date for Lady Tanya's interment -- and will reading -- had been set for the following Thursday.
I should mention that that word 'interment' had brought a definite reaction from Lady Tanya for some reason; more like a stifled guffaw than anything. Most out-of-character for the lady, I thought.
Personally I found mention of her actually burial, in her presence, a little... I'm not sure, tasteless I think. Lady Tanya appeared to think it was a big joke.
I was also informed that members of her ladyship's family who lived abroad had begun arriving in the country already, and most were being accommodated at the family seat, Tarrent Hall. Obviously I realised, not the mansion we were gathered in at the time.
Certain other members of her (non-immediate) family were apparently by then, already in residence at a near-by hotel. The schedule of my arrival at the estate was a little in the air at that time, because it was to be timed for effect.
I kind-a got the impression that I was supposed to arrive at Tarrent Hall when someone in particular, who would obviously not to be in residence at the big house, was there visiting, specifically so that they would witness my arrival.
With some amazement, I discovered that I'd correctly figured that person was going to turn out to William Burgess. Although none of the three would confirm, or deny, the fact at that time. I'm not sure why, perhaps they thought I might try to punch the bugger on the nose.
Obvious really. Besides Lady Minerva, Burgess was probably the only member of Lady Tanya's extended family who would have any idea of who I was. Minerva, I was sure would be resident at the big house -- once she had arrived in the country -- so that removed her from the equation.
By the way, I was informed that Kylie was still en route from somewhere in South America at that time.
Whatever, my arrival at the big house, would be in plain sight, but steeped in enough mystery that it was hoped other members of the family would start asking questions. Then, it would be leaked that I was the main beneficiary of Lady Tanya's estate, and then... as John Carpenter put it.
"The bloody balloon will go up! They'll have very limited time to take... Well, try to put you right out of the ballgame Gilroy. The terms of the will are very specific. If you aren't present at the interment and when the will is read, then you will not inherit. We figure our man will attempt to ensure that you are a 'no show' for the funeral."
"But what will that achieve? You know, who theoretically gets everything if I don't show up?" I asked.
"Well, Minerva if she's present. Well, that's what the leak is going to imply anyway." Ronny replied.
"And if she isn't? Present, I mean."
"Why wouldn't she be? At the moment she thinks she's going to inherit everything anyway."
"But what happens if she isn't there either?"
"I'm not sure..." John replied, looking at Ronny for the answer to that question.
"Well, I think the will would be null and void." He replied with a thoughtful expression on his face. "But Lady Tanya is not dead, so we really don't have to worry about that now, do we?"
"Oh, but we do!" I insisted, "Look, according to you there's enough wealth involved here for some bugger... Sorry milady, to attempt to murder Lady Tanya to get their hands on it. You even suspect that they are going to rush to dispose of me as well. So what if they... or someone else in the family decides to take Lady Minerva out of the equation as well?"
"Oh my god, we never thought of that!" Lady Tanya exclaimed.
"Well, yes we did, but we don't believe that that anyone else in the family would so inclined, or brazen enough to take the risk, Lady Tanya." Mackintosh replied. "Murdering you for your estate is one thing. An outsider like Gilroy here... Well, I'm sorry to have to say this my friend, but most of them will be wondering who you are anyway and wouldn't exactly care two hoots if you came to an untimely end. But the sudden death of Lady Minerva... No, that just isn't cricket, old boy."
"Yeah, I get where you're coming from." I replied.
"Well I don't!" Lady Tanya interjected.
"Milady..."
"Tanya, please Gilroy?"
"If you insist. But only if you'll call me JG?"
"JG?"
"It's what my friends always call me. And, you are claming to be my friend."
"Not exactly young man. Your benefactor, and I hope one day your..."
Lady Tanya stopped speaking in mid-sentence, but then saw the curiosity on my face.
"Sorry Gilroy... JG, I'll explain my thinking there in the future. Although at present I'm hoping events will still the need." Lady Tanya effectively averted any further questions I had by immediately directing at Carpenter, "Now John, you were saying?"
"Well that's it really, we suspect that the instant our main suspect finds that you're on the scene Gil, he will instruct his accomplices to remove you from the equation post-haste. We'll be watching and waiting, and the moment he does..."
"But only his accomplices John, remember. I'm looking forward to my big scene."
"Yes, all going to plan, we will just remove the accomplices; but if our suspect learns they've been arrested, Lady Tanya..."
"Yes, I understand, you and your people will act as needs must." Lady Tanya replied, then added, "But do your best to humour me, please John." before turning her attention to me again.
"Never mind JG. I'm sure you'll enjoy the fun when it... goes down. That is the right term isn't it? I'm sure that was how Bernard phrased it the other day. Oh, do you know that Bernard is going to masquerade as your valet, don't you Gilroy."
I didn't get a chance to react to that piece of information straight away because John Carpenter replied, that "go down" was the accepted expression, and then he went on to suggest that I returned to my hotel to prepare for my choreographed arrival at Lady Tanya's real home.
I kind-a lost track of things for a little while after that, because Lady Tanya -- taking me completely by surprise by her informality -- insisted on giving all three of us a hug before she escorted us out to the main entrance. There we found -- what I discovered was to be -- all the members of my personal security contingent. Lady Tanya greeted every one of them by name and hugged each one as well, before requesting that they kept me safe.
I really couldn't help laughing out loud when Bernie visibly cringed at being greeted as 'Bernard' by Lady Tanya.
On the return journey I queried whether I actually needed a valet. Helen Carpenter informed me that Bernie undertaking the roll of my gentleman's gentleman, would allow him to stay close to me without people realising that he was acting as a close bodyguard. Well hopefully they wouldn't. At the time I wondered how that was gong to work, for Bernie -- as I understood him at the time -- was... Well, a muscle man.
But I must add that, although I had thought Bernie was going to be out of his depth playing my valet; when it came to it, his performance outshone any portrayal of Jeeves that I've ever seen in my life. An almost perfect caricature of Steven Fry playing the part, as I saw it.
I very quickly learnt that both Bernie and Marco were multi-skilled and consummate actors when it came down to it. I'd first met two hard musclemen characters, who'd morphed into a couple of family men and proud fathers, who enjoyed a good joke, that same evening. Bernie went on to play an excellent and efficient valet, and Marcos -- when we finally got to Lady Tanya's estate -- played a damned good assistant to her butler, who been brought in to help because of all the guests who were in residence. But that is all incidental, it just tells you how the two guys managed to stay close to me most of the time, without looking out of place.
Back at the hotel I packed and made ready, then we all sat around waiting for the go signal that didn't come. By nine o'clock that night Bernie, Marco and I were propping the bar up again. Bernie, keeping Marco and me, -- and most of the other guys -- amused with his take-off of Stephen Fry's interpretation of Jeeves. It kept my mind off what the next few days held for me anyway.
We got the go signal, just after we eaten breakfast the following morning. It came in the form of Lady Tanya's Rolls arriving to collect Bernie and myself. Marco had done a vanishing act very early that morning and I didn't see him until I was introduced to him in the guise of Frobisher, assistant butler, at Terrant Hall.
The place was vast, with a very impressive front entrance. I was acutely aware that numerous pairs of eyes were peering at me, out of almost closed doors, around corners and down from the upper landings of the great staircase.
Spooner -- Lady Tanya's real butler -- took me by surprise and acted like we'd met before, although always very formally referring to me as Mr Gilroy and often adding my surname Jameson, for good luck. What's more, always rather loudly.
It took me a moment or two to realise, that Spooner was ensuring that everyone in the house knew that I had arrived, and what my name was. Even if, at that time, they were completely unaware that I was named as the main beneficiary of Lady Tanya's will. That information was going to be leaked, after enough curiosity had been created, about who the hell, this stranger was.
Several of Lady Tanya's relatives approached me and said hello; I won't say they welcomed me because they didn't. Somewhat reminiscent of some of the old-farts who frequented the Cliff Head; I figured that I could... well handle them without too much trouble. I was used to 'putting it on' if you understand me. If you don't... oh well, it's a little difficult to explain.
But the buggers think that their wealth (and implied social standing) makes them important; which if you crave wealth yourself, probably does.
Yeah, I like the idea of having a good few bob tucked away in the bank, but, providing I can pay my bills, I ain't in love with the stuff, or in awe of people who have too much of it. Wealth -- more so, excessive wealth -- brings with it more than a few problems; I deduced that very early in my life. This is no place for that kind of a lecture, so I will go no further with the subject.
I won't bother to say much about most of the members of Lady Tanya's extended family who were in temporary residence, because they played little or no part in what happened later. Except to say that those I spoke to were polite, but all were almost insanely curious about who I was, and where I'd appeared from.
I have no idea what Spooner actually told everyone; by all accounts it was he who did all the leaking, butlers know everything. But I'd kinda gathered that I'd suddenly become a longstanding and very close friend of the late Lady Tanya Simpson. Hey, maybe some of them thought I was her toy boy or something, anyway you can guess the sort of atmosphere that pervaded once even vague details of the will were spread around. From where I stood, it looked like all of them wanted me dead.
Bernie and I were shown up to my room by Marco, and left to get on with it, i.e. unpack. No Bernie was only playing the part; he didn't wet nurse me when we were in private together.
We chatted for a while about what I was expected to do -- to fill the time -- and came to the conclusion that neither of us had any idea. We'd just figured that Bernie would take me on a brief tour -- he obviously had been to Terrant Hall before.
When Marco returned. He informed us that William Burgess had witnessed my arrival and had hurriedly left the Hall almost the instant we'd gone up the stairs.
Apparently he'd gone no further than the main gate at the end of the drive, where he had parked and waited for Lady Tanya's Rolls to come along. Jimmy, Lady Tanya's chauffer (I'm still not aware of his formal name) had been detailed to go to the airport to pick up Lady Minerva and Fabian.
Apparently Burgess had flagged the Rolls down, got in and it was assumed to be going to the airport with Jimmy.
"John thinks to warn Lady Minerva that you are here and prepare her for any kind of confrontation." Marco informed us.
Bernie and I took our quick tour of the house and immediate grounds. When we were outside, Bernie amazed me by pointing out the areas of the garden where... well, places that an assassin with a gun, might hide; to bushwhack me, as the Americans say.
Mind you, he assured me they were pretty well covered by my close protection squad; who I saw no sign of, by the way. I was hoping and praying that they bloody-well were. Jesus, it was bad enough worrying about being poisoned, no bugger had mentioned firearms.
The rest of the morning I spent mostly in the Hall's library, mulling over the thousands of books in there. I'm not sure why, but it might have been the presence of several large heavy looking wooden desks come reading tables. Plenty, of nice hardwood furniture and big wingback chairs to hide behind and amongst, if things got... intense.
My presence in the room seemed to discourage many of the other... guests from spending more than a couple of minutes in there. Although some of them attempted to make polite conversation. But nearly always trying to... well, discover exactly who I was, and what my relationship with Lady Tanya had been to start with. Later to look daggers at me.
I have no idea what time Minerva and Fabian arrived at the Hall, but they were there at luncheon. Sitting at the far end of the table, neither of them showed any surprise in my presence; Fabian did no more than nod to acknowledge me. Minerva said, "Good afternoon, Mr Jameson."
Those words drew more than slightly interested expressions from all the other guests. One has to assume that Minerva had let herself in for some interrogation after the meal was over.
There was no sign of William Burgess at lunch, I could only assume he'd returned to his hotel to eat.
After the meal I headed to my room for a rest. Being alert for danger all the time, I found rather tiring. Bernie of course followed me up and I assume hung around near my room while I lay down for a while.
But it wasn't long before I received a visit from John Carpenter. I'm not quite sure what position in the household he was supposed to be playing, but I never noticed any of the other guests questioning whom he was.
Anyway, John informed me that Burgess had made contact with the would-be assassins who were now being closely watched by the police and probably would be arrested before the day was out.
"They won't get anywhere near the Hall anyway. But it's suggested that you stay within the Hall's immediate grounds until they have been detained."
"I thought the plan was that you'd nick him the moment he got in contact with them." I blustered.
Hey, it might sound interesting when they suggest that you could well be a potential target for an assassination attempt. But once they confirm that you really are, and then they don't grab the bugger who's been hired to top you, straight away.... Yeah well, the old anus tends to start quivering a little. Mine did anyway. I ain't no bleeding Hollywood hero, I was getting more than a little concerned.
"Hold on Gil, don't go getting excited... or worried."
"That's all right for you to say; it ain't you they're trying to bump off."
"No, but a recording of a telephone conversation isn't much to hang a conspiracy to murder charge on. We've had a good idea of whom for a long time, but we never had the smoking gun. Look they... or most likely we think it's just he really. Anyway they've made several attempts on Lady Tanya's life, but we've never had the proof. They... he simply contaminated the food that was being prepared in the kitchens here...."



"Charming, I've just had lunch."
"Oh Gil, don't worry. Our people are in the kitchens, you're perfectly safe from food poisoning, or anything else."
"Who is he anyway?"
"Oh just some guy from the village. He had his own business once, but... Yeah well, he was a gambler who could spend cash faster that his company could make it. He asked Lady Tanya to invest in his business a couple of times when things were getting tight for him, but she's a wily old bird. Someone did though and kept him above water for sometime, before eventually he had to sell-up to pay-of his debts. He and his wife live in a cottage in the village, and she help's out here when needed."
"In the kitchens, when Lady Tanya has the odd dinner party."
"You got it Gil. He has been known to tag along rather that sit at home on his own. Well that's his story. Funny, how nearly every time he has tagged along, one or more of the dinner guests, has gone down with food poisoning.
"It's surprising that Lady Tanya hasn't got sick with it in the past."
"She probably has, Gil. Not that the old girl wouldn't notice half the time. Lady T is one tough old bird, you know. She's spent time in some pretty remote places where hygiene standards aren't anything like what you and I are used to. The consensus is, that her digestive system is a little more robust than her dinner guests were.
"Now, we don't know how he contaminated the food and that's why the police are waiting. The idea is that they watch him until he either goes somewhere to collect his contaminants, or heads this way, which would mean he would have to have them about his person. Either a powder of some kind, or pipette or something full of liquid. The smoking gun that he'll have trouble trying to explain away."
"Sounds all too... pat, to me."
"If he doesn't roll-over when he's questioned, it's all we got Gilroy. It's all we've got."
"Charming!"
"Besides, with the urgency of the situation, he might go for a more direct method."
I raised my eyebrows and looked at John Carpenter.
"It seems that some of the family are going to partake in a little Clay shooting this afternoon, Gil. I wouldn't recommend that you accept any invitations to join them."
"Jesus Christ, they're here for Lady Tanya's funeral, and they intend to..."
"Gilroy, most of them are here to see what they are going to get from her Ladyships estate; they don't give two hoots about her. I should imagine news of her demise brought a smile to quite a few of their faces."
"And news of my demise?"
"Now that most of them know about her will; an even bigger smile, I would suggest. Just don't go Clay shooting with any of the buggers, at close range those things can be deadly." John smiled and then left the room.
I lay on the bed, and wondered how the hell I'd got myself into the situation. Okay eventually I realised that I'd been greedy when Harcourt had informed me that Lady Tanya had left me all that money. With hindsight, I should have discovered what the catch was, before I'd let my natural enthusiasm for the idea of being rich, get the better of me.
End of chapter 07.
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*
As I lay resting, I realised that it wasn't only the money that I was there for. There was Kylie to add into the equation. No, not the Minerva who'd coldly greeted me at lunch that day. The Kylie I'd walked on the cliffs, swam in the sea and lain on those rocks with out by the headland of the bay below the Cliff Head Hotel. The young woman I'd found myself falling in love with, in such a short time.
You see that was the question that had forever been going around in my head. Who was she, was she Kylie I'd met, or was she Lady Minerva who I had sat and ate opposite earlier that day?
The Lady Minerva who showed no sign of embarrassment when she'd seen me enter the room. Not even the slightest flush... considering what we'd done together by those rocks on the beach. Not that we'd seriously over stepped the mark, but we had... yeah well, those private moments are for Kylie and me to know about, not all and sundry.
But I really couldn't understand the look in Kylie's eyes. Come on we'd gazed into each others eyes and I'd seen how they looked from across the Palm Court at the Cliff Head... Something was wrong!
Suddenly I found that I was sitting bolt upright, and Bernie was staring back at me with curiosity in his eyes.
"Bernie, I need to speak to her alone... in private!"
"Who?" he asked.
"Kylie... Lady Minerva! I need to get her alone somewhere, where we can talk. I have to know why she vanished on me."
"Sorry?" Bernie asked.
Although he was aware that Lady Minerva and I had met in the past. Bernie had no intimate knowledge of the circumstances of our previous meeting; well I didn't think he had at the time. I briefly filled him in.
"And, she married that slimy Fabian character?" He said as I finished. It wasn't so much a question, as a comment.
"Yeah, you can say that again!"
"Bugger!"
"Yeah bugger, alright... and I have to find out why. What was she doing, playing with my emotions or..."
"Bugger... I'm sorry mate; but aren't we jumping the gun a bit. You know, she could be in on this attempted murder lark, with her uncle."
"That's something else I have to find out Bernie. Is she a pawn in this game, or is she one of the players?"
"Shouldn't we talk to John about it first?"
It was comforting to hear Bernie saying 'we' instead of 'you'. It appeared that he and I had bonded a little in the short time I'd known him.
"Probably I should, but I don't think he will go for the idea. Bernie, I'm not really here for financial gain you know. I think I'm here to find out..."
"You don't have to say it lad; it is written all over your face whenever someone mentions the lady. Hey, I ain't the dumb thick cluck, everyone takes me for most of the time!"
"Bernie, a tough looking bugger, you might be, but you definitely aren't dumb. Christ mate, you're one of the best actors I've ever met in my life; you should be on the telly.
"And my kids would never live it down at school. Besides I don't think actors get paid the kind of dough I get my hands on.
"Lets leave that side of your life out of it for now, Bernie. Now we've got to work-out how I can get Kylie alone somewhere."
"I'll do some reconnoitring Gil. You keep this door locked while I'm gone." Bernie said, and then he was gone.
I spent the next twenty minutes or so, going over Kylie's and my lunchtime meeting again in my mind; if you could call it a meeting? We'd barely said two words to each other, but there was something wrong about it; exactly what, I couldn't get my head around. Or maybe bring to the fore of my mind.
"Well, guess who's shown up again..." Bernie said when he reappeared, "William Burgess. It looks like this Clay Shooting party this afternoon, is all his idea."
"What a surprise!" I commented.
"Yeah, but he's delaying things, the staff are out there with all the gear set up. Maybe he's waiting for you to show, you know... the main attraction. So's he can invite you along."
"Going to be disappointed then ain't 'e! I've never handled a shotgun in my life, and I ain't about to start now. Who else is..."
"Well, it looks like Fabian's going. He's all dressed-up for the part, anyway."
"And Kylie?"
"No I don't think so. She's in the drawing room, chatting with a couple of old biddies... or rather attempting not too; she doesn't look too enamoured with the conversation anyway.
Whatever, I don't think those heels she's wearing, are suitable for a walk in the grounds, if you understand me? Or, that short dress, come to that. Mind you it shows those legs of hers off, quite nicely. But not the sort of thing for going shooting in; it's still quite cold and wet out there on the grass."
At that instant there was a rap of the door. After glancing from the door back to me again, Bernie straightened his tie, checked his jacket -- he was really taking the gentleman's gentleman thing seriously -- then he went over and opened the door, very formally.
"Gilroy, my boy. They told me you were here; how nice to see you again." William Burgess said as he came charging into the room.
"Good afternoon, Mr Burgess..." was as much as I got out, before he went on.
"William, please Gilroy. I had no idea that you and Tanya were acquainted the last time we met. Had you known her long?"
"Long enough... William. Only I think I would say that Tanya knew me, far better than I ever knew her."
I could see that that answer confused Burgess a little, but he very quickly recovered his poise and went on.
"We are going to have a little fun shooting some clays this afternoon, Gilroy, and I was wondering whether you'd like to join us. You know... get to know some more of the family. It seems that none of them have met you before."
"No, Lady Simpson and my relationship was... well, a sort of business relationship really; not so much a social one. This is the first time I've ever visited the Hall."
Once again, just for an instant, Burgess looked confused. But it was only for a fleeting moment.
"Well happily there's plenty to do here, to keep one occupied until the...
"Mr Burgess, I'm here to attend Lady Simpson's funeral, not enjoy myself. I don't find anything to be happy about, in her demise. I definitely will not be shooting today or any other day; I've never handled a shotgun in my life. And, I doubt that I'll be doing much else than, bemoaning the loss of very good friend, and a very fine lady."
"Oh Tanya, wouldn't mind Gilroy, she always was a fun loving woman. A little bohemian for some peoples tastes sometimes, I'll grant you; but she knew how to have a good time, you know!"
"Well that's not me, Mr Burgess; I take her departure from this world very seriously. I nearly lost my life a few years back in a motoring accident... that was a bit of a wake-up call for me."
There was just the hint of a flinch in Burgess's expression, when I referred to my accident. Not much, but maybe just enough, to confirm to me that it really hadn't been an accident... and that Burgess could well have been behind it.
"So I can't talk you into joining us, then?"
"No thank you, William! But, I do thank-you for inviting me. Will we see you at dinner this evening?"
"Yes, I think so."
"And your niece."
"Oh yes, Minerva and Fabian will be there; they are in residence here at the Hall."
"But you aren't?" I asked as casually as I could manage. I was wondering what excuse he'd give for not being in residence.
"No, when I visited Tanya, I've always stayed at a nearby hotel; it has far better communications for my business interests. Besides, I always have a little group of dedicated staff from some my companies with me, as you will no-doubt remember. I need to be available to them all the time, well most of the day, anyway. There's far too many of them for them to all stay here."
I somehow doubted that, because Tarrent Hall looked bleeding ginormous to me. But it was possible that all of the rooms weren't in a habitable condition anymore. So many of those great family houses aren't what they should be, if you understand me.
As quickly as he'd come Burgess was gone again and that left Bernie and I staring at each other. We didn't speak, we didn't have too, Burgess's arrival at my room and his invitation to join the shooting party, confirmed everything we'd suspected.
Bernie made another foray to ascertain that the clay pigeon party had left the house, and to locate Kylie again. She hadn't moved far, and from Spooner, Bernie had learnt that she seemed to be.... Well, as Spooner put it to Bernie.
"She looks like she's trying to be seen, but not heard. I think the death of her aunt has upset her more than anyone; I think she just wants to be left alone."
"That doesn't make much sense. Why not hide in her room, if she wants to be alone?" I asked. Not that Bernie knew the answer to that question; but he did agree with me.
We sneaked back downstairs again and I once again took up residence in the library. The one or two relatives in there, vacating the room very smartly, after cursorily passing the time of day with me.
Not everyone's favourite house guest, am I?" I commented to Bernie once they'd gone.
"Are you surprised?" He winked back at me.
Then he headed off in search of Lady Minerva. Somewhat surprising me, a couple of minutes later Spooner appeared and showed Lady Minerva into the room. To say she looked a little bewildered, would be putting it mildly.
"Oh I'm sorry, Mr Spooner told me that Mr Mackintosh was in here and he needed to speak to me." She explained.
"He probably does, Kylie... But I wish to speak to you, in private myself."
There it was, what I had been looking for, I think. An instant of... I'm not sure what to call it... nonplussment, I wonder if that's even a word. But there it was, at the mention of name Kylie, Lady Minerva had looked flummoxed, maybe confused, just for an instant.
Just long enough for me to believe that she was not used to being referred to as Kylie, or maybe she was not sure how she was supposed to react. But she did recover quite quickly.
"Kylie, oh my Mr ja... Gilroy, I haven't been known as Kylie, since I was at school."
"You were Kylie to me, Kylie... but can you recall what you called me?"
She seemed to hesitate just for a moment too long, before she replied.
"Of course! You like to be known by your initials GJ." She grinned.
"You are sure about that, Kylie?" I enquired.
"Oh yes GJ, you were adamant about it when we met at the Cliff Head Hotel."
"Good, now that only leaves me with one more question?"
"GJ, I'm sorry, but think that... Well maybe you read a little more into our brief encounter at the Cliff Head than I had intended. I'm so terribly sorry, if you got the wrong idea."
"Oh no, Lady Minerva, I'm sure that I didn't get the wrong idea. I think I understand perfectly well now... actually. Too well, I fear!"
"That's a relief, I have not been looking forward to this encounter. It's so easy for people to get..." but that was as far as I let her get.
"No, I'm sure you weren't, and I really can understand your... reticence to run into me." I was choosing my words carefully. "Why do you think that is young lady? Were you worried that your briefing had not been good enough?"
"Sorry?"
"Look young woman, I don't know who you are. But there's one thing I do know for bloody sure, and that is that you are not Kylie!"
"What are you talking about? Of course I'm her!"
"Ah now, mistake number three... or maybe it was number four. God, your act's been so bad that I haven't been able to keep track half the time. But one thing that I'll stake my life on, girl... is that you are not Lady Minerva. Well not, the Lady Minerva who I met and fell in love with a couple of years ago down at the Cliff Head Hotel, you aren't. And by the way, the Lady Minerva who I now know for sure, fell in love with me."
A bit of a bluff, I know; but we were both playing a bluffing game, by that point.
"Where is Kylie; what have you bastards done with her? She'd better be alive, or I'll see that you never get out of prison alive, young woman!"
I must have been shouting by then, because Bernie, Spooner and Marco came rushing into the room.
The woman looked a little confused for a few seconds, and then for some inexplicable reason tried to make a run for the door. But that was a futile gesture, Bernie and Marco must have sussed something serious was up, and had stationed themselves to obstruct her path.
They didn't actually lay hands on her; they didn't have too. They just positioned themselves strategically, and had the right air about them. One look at those two buggers when they put that act on, and no bugger tries their luck; not even a woman.
I went on, hardly taking a moment to reassess the situation, now that I had back up.
"Look, whoever you are, someone has had several attempts at murdering Lady Tanya Simpson in the last year or so. Now, you turn up here purporting to be Minerva and I know for sure, that you are not her."
I could see expressions of understanding come on Bernie, Marco and Spooner's faces. Well at least I think they realised what I was making such a fuss about.
"Well you aren't my Kylie anyway, and a DNA test will very quickly prove that... Now, whether you realise it or not young woman, you are mixed up some very nasty business here. Several murder attempts at least... and when the perpetrators go down... then you will go down with them! Either, for aiding and abetting attempted murder or conspiracy; one or the other anyway." I was pausing for effect as best I knew how, as I ranted on. "Whatever, it's life for murder you know girl... and that's a very long time to spend in Holloway. And, I'm pretty sure that I've got enough contacts on the inside, to make sure that your stay there, will even more uncomfortable than it need be."
The young woman hadn't been quiet, but I'd ignored her denials. To start with, she had been trying to refute what I was saying, but the more I ranted on -- and the other three guys nodded their heads in agreement -- the less sure of herself the woman appeared to grow.
Then, very suddenly, her resolve vanished and she began crying.
"I knew it wouldn't work, I told them!"
"Who?" I demanded.
"Fabian and his father... and Mr Burgess. I know nothing about Minerva really. Well, not enough to impersonate her in front of her family. Even more so, an ex-boyfriend! All I had to go on were a few old home videos and a description of her that William Burgess supplied."
"So they paid you to impersonate her?"
"Yes, a few years ago I was in real trouble financially, and some guy who works for Mr Burgess offered me a lot of money; I couldn't say no."
"But how did they find you, you could be Kylie's twin."
"Just coincidence I think, I didn't look all that much like her at the time. I resembled her, or so they told me, but most of what you see is plastic surgery; done in California a couple of years ago."
"They couldn't do anything much about your height though, could they?"
"Is that how you..."
"Partly. Those ruddy great heels, and blocked soles, they just don't look right to start with. Oh come, they must be crippling you?"
"Not far off." she said, with -- surprisingly -- a slight smile on her face, she kicked the shoes off and sighed with relief.
"Those heels and a few other things." I said, feeling relaxed a little myself by then, because she had caved.
"You were in love with her weren't you?" She asked.
"Yes! I think so."
"Then I never stood a chance, did I? I don't think Fabian and Mr Burgess realised that you two had fallen in love. Either that, or they just don't understand..."
"Most probably the latter, young lady. Now, exactly who are you, and what can you tell us about Kylie, Lady Minerva. Where is she, do you know?"
"Gil!" Bernie said, attempting to interrupt us, but I put my hand up to silence him. I had a very strong suspicion that I knew what he was going to suggest and my mind didn't want to go that way.
"I don't wish to even contemplate that possibility yet, Bernie. Let us let the young lady speak."
But the young woman had also guessed what Bernie was going to infer.
"I really do not know, Mr Jameson. She might be... but I don't think so... Well, not two months ago, anyway. I heard Mr Burgess saying something to Fabian's father about a clinic somewhere. Look, they led me to believe that Minerva had had a serious mental breakdown and that someone... I assume now, the late Lady Simpson, would somehow be able to take control of Minerva's fortune, if she found out. They told me that all I had to do was live in luxury in Argentina, pretending that I was married to Fabian, while impersonating Lady Minerva.
"I was stupid, but I needed the money at the time..."
"Drugs or gambling?" I asked, interrupting.
"Daft I might be Mr Jameson, but I'm not that stupid. No I invested money that I didn't have in a get rich quick scheme that turned out to be a con. Unfortunately I borrowed the money I invested from the wrong sort of people. They were threatening to cut me up.
"Although probably you are right really. I took a gamble by investing everything on a sure thing that turned out to be nothing of the kind.
"Then that guy popped out of the woodwork and made me an offer that I really couldn't afford to refuse. But I really wasn't expecting that Fabian would...
"Well, he insisted that we had to share a bedroom, with all that that implies. For appearances sake according to him, do I have to say more? It made me nothing more than an prostitute."
I assume I was not the only one, to shake my head. To be honest with you, I was feeling quite sorry for the girl by then. Yeah well, I know Fabian's type; there are too many men like him out there.
"I didn't like the man very much in the first place; too full of himself." She went on.
I nodded in agreement again.
"But once I had agreed to impersonate Minerva, I was in too deep to get out. Besides, after all that surgery... and I was stuck out the middle of nowhere, in the back of beyond of Argentina... and I couldn't understand a word of the language in the beginning.
"It had all sounded so simple to start with; just pretend I'm someone else for a year or so. But it hasn't been a year, it's been... I don't know, it must be nearly four years now, and for the first four or five months of that, I was stuck in a hospital in America. Jesus, that plastic surgery was more painful than I was led to believe it was going to be."
At this time we were disturbed when the Carpenter's and Ronny Mackintosh entered the room. I suppose either the room had been bugged -- or alternatively Bernie or Marco were wearing hidden radios, because they all appeared to be fully aware of what had just taken place.
Helen Carpenter -- who suddenly appeared to be in charge -- did all the talking.
"You have managed to get yourself into some very serious trouble young lady. But if you cooperate fully with us and the authorities, I'm sure we can minimise any legal ramifications that come your way."
"I know, but I couldn't..." The girl replied nervously, but Helen didn't let her finish.
"We understand, you assist us and we'll do all that we can to help you. Just don't waste our time by telling us any silly lies, you're a sideshow here."
Then Helen turned to me.
"Gilroy, we need to get this young woman out of here before they arrive back from their little shooting excursion and all-hell breaks loose. Marco, you'd better stay here and... I don't know. Try to bluff it out if they ask where Lady Minerva is." Then she directed at Spooner. "I suppose you can tell them that she's gone off somewhere with Gilroy. That should certainly put the wind-up the buggers."



Helen gave the young woman a look that I couldn't decipher, and then grinned at me and winked. Before leading the way -- via the hall's service (read servant) passageways -- out to the carriage house, where the Rolls was already waiting.
Helen got into the Rolls with the young woman, Bernie and myself; the others got into John Carpenter's Range Rover.
"Where are we going?" I asked.
Helen gave me what I can only describe as a "Don't ask!" look, and then went on to say that there was a certain lady who wished to meet the young woman. Then she asked the impostor what her name was.
The young woman who for some reason I couldn't understand at the time was crouched forward in her seat, replied "Min... Sarah."
A little more prompting from Helen clarified her name further as Sarah Jessup.
"Christ, that's better, those things are nearly as bad as those damned built-up shoes!" Sarah added, finally sitting up properly again, and displaying a pair of coloured contact lenses lying in her palm for our inspection.
"That might go some way, to explaining the eyes." I mused.
"Sorry Gilroy?" Helen asked.
"Sarah's eyes looked too damned sad for Kylie. Probably because they were uncomfortable... but at the time... well, I thought maybe..."
"I think I understand Gilroy." Helen smiled back at me. "Now about this clinic Sarah?"
It was a futile question because Sarah did not know anything about the clinic. She was only aware that Burgess had mentioned the clinic to Fabian's father, some weeks before. The two men had rapidly changed their subject of conversation when she'd entered the room. Sarah had just assumed that Minerva was being treated there. Actually Sarah said... or claimed that originally she'd been engaged to impersonate Minerva only until she had recovered from her breakdown.
Helen Carpenter went quiet after that and asked Sarah no more questions during the journey. I thought I should ask some myself, but to be honest, I couldn't think of anything to ask her.
It didn't take long before the Rolls came to a halt outside the mansion I'd met Lady Tanya Simpson in, the previous day. There was no protracted journey to hide our destination that time.
We piled out of the Rolls and were joined by John Carpenter and Ronny Mackintosh again, then we were quickly shown into the drawing room where Lady Tanya was waiting.
"You did well JG, she certainly looks like Minerva. Maybe a little on the short side!"
Sarah surprised me by holding up her pair of built up shoes for Lady Tanya to see.
"Oh I see. I should imagine that they are uncomfortable to wear, young lady."
"Crippling." Sarah replied casually; remarkably casually I thought.
You know, I really do believe that girl was pleased... well relieved at least, that it was all over and she didn't have to pretend to be Minerva anymore.
"Come closer girl, let me have a good look at you?"
"Sarah Jessup, milady." Helen said, by way of introduction as Sarah having stepped closer to Lady Tanya, shook me by curtsying and bowing her head, very formally.
Behaving as if the rest of us weren't there Lady Tanya, looked Sarah over very... carefully. Making a couple of little critical (and personal) comments about the differences between her and Minerva. I can't be sure but possibly to infer that she would have spotted the ruse instantly. Sarah just smiled, slightly embarrassed by the remarks I believe.
Then Tanya looked over at the rest of us.
"Thank you Helen. Now I would like to have a few moments alone with Sarah, if you please."
"Lady Tanya..." Mackintosh went to object.
On security grounds if nothing else, I suspected. But Lady Tanya flatly ignored him.
"JG, you may stay, if you please." It wasn't an invitation; it was a polite request I believe. "I'm sure JG can handle anything that... goes down, Ronald!"
The old lady winked at me, and then at Sarah.
"Now please leave us alone the rest of you, and ask them to bring some tea in if you will. Tea is always good in these situations."
Surrendering the fight, the other three quietly left the room.
Lady Tanya wordlessly directed Sarah to the inquisition chair, I'd occupied the previous day; and equally by gesture, requested that I take another seat and remain silent.
Lady Tanya certainly had a strange way of communicating her wishes sometimes; perhaps it was because she was so used to being waited on hand-and-foot. A cursory wave of the hand, and you somehow knew, what she required of you.
Strangely -- I thought at first -- she didn't dive in and start questioning Sarah. For a short while Lady Tanya, made insignificant conversation about the weather with her. It took me a moment or two to realise that Lady Tanya, was putting the girl at her ease, or attempting too anyway. Then skilfully she steered the conversation around to Sarah's childhood, general health, education and younger life, eventually leading up to the circumstance of her impersonation of Minerva.
It was a rather long and protracted conversation; I won't bother boring you with the details about all that, because it's pretty unimportant to anyone except Sarah. However I must add that Lady Tanya's questioning was very cleverly done. Not the bull-in-the-china-shop approach I would probably have taken. I'm sure we learnt more than my questioning would have achieved, in a million years.
And so did the Carpenter's and Ronald Mackintosh. I discovered later that the room was wired and they had listened in.
Eventually Lady Tanya brought the interview to an end, with the words.
"Now Sarah, Mr Mackintosh is my legal representative on this earth... and as of this moment, he is going to be yours as well, aren't you Ronald?"
That statement brought Mackintosh, the Carpenter's and Bernie back into the room, post-haste. And that of course, was when I realised that the room had to be wired.
Lady Tanya then went on to repeat to Sarah that she would be 'well served' to be scrupulously open and honest with Ronny and the Carpenter's. But cautioned her that later, when the police questioned her, she was only to answer any questions that they asked her, under Ronny's close guidance.
"Poor girl, I'm sure she's just a pawn in this game. She does remind me of Minerva though, I'd hate to see her waste her young life, locked up in jail." Lady Tanya commented to the Carpenter's and I, after Ronny and Sarah left, to go to the local police station.
"I've already got my people looking into this clinic connection." John Carpenter informed us, but then went on to say that he feared it could take some time to discover were it was, and if Minerva was... well being unnecessarily held against her will, there. Lady Tanya commented that we needed to locate the place first; we could worry about the latter later.
After that there was a rather strange interlude, where the four of us sat around drinking tea by the bucketful. Actually that's a bit of a misnomer, because Lady T's cups could never be described as buckets. But numerous fresh pots of tea kept arriving.
John Carpenter received several telephone calls, mostly from his... operatives I suppose you'd call them, reporting in.
He informed us that Fabian had been detained by the police, but that Burgess had... well he'd pulled a fast one and legged it.
Somehow he must have got wind of what had happened. Shortly after they'd returned from the shoot, while Fabian was still looking for Sarah, Burgess had quietly slipped away; actually last seen heading in the general direction of the coach-house where all the vehicles were parked.
Shortly after that, his car had raced down the drive at high speed, running down a police officer and a couple of John Carpenter's crew in the process who had attempted to stop it. It then had managed to negotiate the main gate and get out onto the road. Where it was pursued by a couple police cars, that were supposed to have been blocking the end of the drive.
Burgess's car only got a mile or so before crashed into a hedge and overturned. But then the police discovered that Burgess had not been behind the wheel or even in the vehicle; the driver turned out to be one of his employees.
But unfortunately, the diversion had done its job. While everyone had been concentrating on that ruddy fleeing car, and the injured, Burgess had managed to vanish into thin air. Although I would have though that an impossible task, what with all those security guys kicking around!
John informed us that a cordon had been thrown around the mansion, and its grounds were being extensively searched for any sign of the man.
The next few hours were more than a little fraught for everyone. Lady Tanya handled it, by giving me a long and detailed dissertation on her life, and then another about Minerva's life as a child.
John Carpenter managed to extract himself quite early, by saying that he was going off to join the hunt for William Burgess.
That left Helen, Bernie and me to... well, placate, or reassure, the obviously worried Lady Tanya.
Bit of a turn around really, I'd been the one who had been worried on our previous meeting. I think that my discovery that the Minerva who had arrived back in the UK, was in fact an impostor. Had Tanya's mind -- not daring to ask out loud -- that same question that had been bugging me and most probably everyone else as well.
"Was Minerva actually still alive?"
On a lighter note, I learnt that had Lady T was disappointed to have lost-out on her big thespian moment. I gathered that she'd been looking forward to doing a 'rising from the dead' act out of her coffin, on the morning of her supposed funeral. My spotting that Sarah Jessup was an impostor, had kinda put the kibosh on that little plan.
Mind you, I think Helen was pleased that it had been me who dropped the spanner in the works and not one of John's and her employees.
John Carpenter had not returned before we all went to bed that night. My gear was of course still at Lady Tanya's stately home, but there was no way that I was going back there in a hurry. Well not until they'd located and arrested William Burgess -- and all of his cronies - anyway.
I should imagine that other people were worried about him as well, because some of Lady T's 'close security' guys searched the house very thoroughly before we all retired for the night.
The following morning John Carpenter did turn-up while we were at breakfast. Looking pretty worn-out -- from lack of sleep -- he informed us that it looked like William Burgess had got clean away from Tarrent Hall during the night.
An unconscious police officer -- with serious head injuries and minus most of his uniform -- had been found in the grounds during the night. Police officers from all over the county had been coming and going all night as well. Eventually -- after Tarrent Hall and all it's associated buildings and grounds, had been searched several times -- it was conceded that Burgess must have got through the cordon placed around the place, wearing the officer's clothing.
However, almost all of Burgess's staff and business associates had been detained by the police, either at Tarrent Hall or at the hotel where he'd been residing. The problem was, there were so many of them and the police had to question them all. Extra CID officers had being called in from far and wide to help, according to John.
Unfortunately the police would not let John Carpenter or any of his guys near the detained... suspects. Although from what John said, I gathered that Ronnie Mackintosh was getting a little more cooperation from the police than he was.
Maybe the police were embarrassed that they'd insisted that only their own officers and not John's men manned the outer containment cordon. John's guys had been set to work searching the grounds instead; camouflaged as some of them were, we'd have thought they'd have been the obvious choice for... yeah well, no point crying over spilt milk, or laying the blame, is there?
End of Chapter eight
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For the rest of that day, nothing happened, well nothing of significance anyway. Except maybe, that I had apparently become, Lady Tanya's close companion. Or rather, being the only... non-professionals around, we seemed to spend all of our time together. Lady T insisted that I escorted her almost everywhere. Walking stick in one hand, she hung onto my arm like grim death with the other.
Mind you, we were both worried about what had become of Minerva for personal, not professional reasons. I suppose that kinda pushed us together, everyone else had a job of some kind to do; even if it was just keeping Tanya and I safe. With Burgess on the loose, no one dared take any chances.
Not that I could see him bothering to come to do harm to either of us. I had it figured that he'd got the hell out of Dodge quickly and efficiently enough when things started to look as if they'd gone pear-shaped on him. Surely he must have had an 'escape from the country' plan in place.
Lady Tanya's tack -- where I was concerned -- changed some, during that day. She -- like myself -- didn't voice any apprehension that Minerva might no longer be alive. Instead she kept talking about the future and what 'we' were going to do together in the future, when her niece was eventually found.
The 'we', clearly being, Lady Tanya, Minerva and myself, by the way.
Lady Tanya appeared to take it as read, that Minerva and I were going to get married pretty quickly once she was located. A little... er, optimistically, I thought.
Christ yeah, I had been a lot more than taken with Kylie, when we'd met at the Cliff Head Hotel, but... Well honestly, we'd only known each other a couple of days. A romance? Yes, I if I got my way, that was definitely on the cards. But talking about a wedding... No, her ladyship was rushing things, more than a little. But then again, I suppose that it helped to keep her spirits up.
Around lunchtime the next day, members of Lady Tanya's extended family began to make brief appearances at the manor house. All, to tell her how relieved they were to hear that she was still alive.
Oh yeah, and I was going to believe any of that crap, I'd seen most of the buggers when they thought that a financial share-out, was in the offing.
But Lady Tanya would still not let me out of her sight, if she could get away with it. So I had to sit through and witness almost all of the -- so called -- happy reunions.
None complained about the ruse of Tanya's feigned death; one would suppose they'd already been made aware of the previous attempts on her life by then. And none questioned outright who I was or why I was with Lady Tanya. But most of them threw me suspicious glances and dirty looks -- on the quiet -- when they thought Tanya wouldn't notice.
I do believe that a good many of them must have come to the conclusion that I really was Lady Tanya's toy-boy, or something anyway, by then.
Tanya herself thought that that assumption was hilarious. She didn't actually voice her thought's in words, but she made it clear to me that she was aware of their misconception. Actually I think, that the old-girl did more to reinforce their error, than correct it.
The next few days were much of the same. Lady Tanya insisting that I was her almost constant companion and John and Helen reporting very little to us. One assumes because there was little to report.
Several newspapers printed retractions of Lady Tanya's obituary. But to my utter confusion did not enlarge further than saying that her death had been reported in error. There were also stories and reports on the television -- not that the TV was one of Lady T's favourite pastimes -- that one 'William Burgess' was being urgently sort by the fraud squad. But once again no explanation was given and no connection was inferred between the two stories. Although a few pundits and analysts from the City were roped in, who hinted that Burgess's business empire might not be all that it appeared to be.
What surprised me was that there was no mention of what had occurred at Tarrent Hall, or that fact that Lady Minerva was missing.
"Simple Gilroy, the police are treating Minerva's disappearance as a kidnapping." John carpenter explained when I queried the point with him. "There's an agreement, no British news service, or TV channel will carry a report on anything about Minerva, until she is located. You never know, some accomplice who's been charged with detaining her, might panic and dispose of her, if they did.
"Burgess they've had to do a deal on workaround on. It's imperative that we lay our hands on him as soon as. But the press will keep the details about Minerva confidential for the time being."
It was very long two weeks before the Carpenters made their big breakthrough and from what I've learnt since, the information that led them there was not obtained legally.
It seems that some of Marco and Bernie's associates, don't have to bother about such legal niceties as search warrants etcetera. It was kinda inferred that straightforward house breaking, or burglary, can apparently be much more efficient, and quicker. I was asked not to enquire too closely on that subject.
Mind you, there had been a few false starts, or blind alleys. The police and/or the Carpenter's people, discovered that Burgess had money invested in several medical clinics in the UK, Europe and the USA. Police locally searched the establishments, but there was no sign of Minerva at any of them. Most were cosmetic surgery establishments anyway.
But a couple in France, one in Switzerland and one in the Western USA were... substance abuse drying-out clinics, to put it bluntly. All were very thoroughly searched -- on more than one occasion, as I understand it -- but no evidence of Minerva was found at any of them either.
To my mind, the trail had gone cold, unless the authorities could come up with William Burgess.
However eventually it appears that John's people had focused on a doctor... a psychiatrist who had at one time worked in a French clinic that Burgess held a financial interest in. I have no idea of how John's people singled the bugger out or why; but they somehow discovered that Burgess had been in regular contact with the man even after he was no longer employed by the Clinic.
Then it came to light that not five years before, the good doctor had set up his own private residential psychiatric clinic in Kent. By curious coincidence, not all that far from Burgess's British residence. And -- by a further extraordinary coincidence -- in a Stately Home, that had been purchased from Soleburn Industries.
As he said the name of that company, John Carpenter looked across at me. He appeared to be aware that I might (or should) recognise the it.
Well, I had mentioned the company to Harcourt and Sandra that first day. So I immediately drew the conclusion that either Harcourt had briefed John very thoroughly on our conversation that day... or he (or Sandra) had been wired, and John had either listened in, or to a recording of it.
I do not know for sure, why John Carpenter's people focussed on the guy in the first place; or how they came to know of his existence. But I do know that the information was kept from the police. John's explanation for that was that he feared that it would take too long to establish a sound enough legal footing to obtain a search warrant for the clinic.
"She's got to be there Gil, there's nowhere else left for us to look!" John had explained.
"But how are we going to get inside?" I asked. Kind-a wondering, how we were going to get in the front door of a mental hospital in the first place.
Oh yeah I was going with them; I'd dare anyone to try and stop me. But John appeared to have taken that fact as read.
"We just knock on the bugger. As of yesterday morning, Lady Tanya is trustee of Minerva's estate. In effect, she's Minerva's legal guardian, especially if... anyway Tanya or her representatives can demand to see Minerva anytime she likes, and there's sod-all... sorry milady... that anyone can do to stop her seeing her. From there on in, it's all down to you Gil!. You're the only one here, except Lady Tanya, who would recognise Minerva for sure."
"When are we leaving?" Lady Tanya asked.
"Tanya, it might get a little..." John started to say, but her ladyship was having none of it.
"John, I'm getting on in years, but I'm not that old. I've lived in places that you'd turn your nose up at young man. There's nothing much I haven't seen or done during my life. Besides, I can look after myself if anyone cuts up rough with me." Tanya replied.
Then taking us all by complete surprise, she unsheathed a damned vicious looking sword, from the walking stick she habitually carried around with her, and waved at us very... professionally.
"Do you want to try and take it from me?" she grinned, "I was a champion swordswoman in my younger days, you know. And I could cut you all down, before any of you got close enough to do me any harm. Mind, I doubt the police would be very happy about that sort of behaviour."
"Lady Tanya, those things are illegal."
"No they are not John... well, not here anyway; only in a public place. This is an antique; part of the private collection from Tarrent Hall. Your people are very efficient young man, but I just thought it prudent to take my own precautions as well."
Then she deftly returned the sword to its hiding place inside her walking stick.
"Shit!" Bernie's voice said from behind me. "Looks like our boys would have to protect any idiot who tried to assault Tanya."
"Thank you Bernaaard. But watch your language young man, if you don't mind."
"Sorry milady." Bernie blurted out.
"Tanya, will do very nicely thank you, Bernie." She grinned back at him.
---- ---- ---- ----
We all trooped out of the house together. Helen, Lady Tanya, Bernie, Marco and myself getting in the Rolls. John and several of his guys in his Range Rover. But before we pulled away Ronnie Mackintosh arrived at break neck speed and after exchanging a few quick words with John climbed into the Rolls with us.
Ronnie immediately started to say that Lady Tanya shouldn't be accompanying us on our excursion. But her ladyship promptly read him the riot act, and he went quiet for a while. I think that the old lady upset Ronnie for a moment of two. He looked pretty nonplussed, for a solicitor, anyway.
---- ---- ---- ----
It took us nearly two hours to get to the clinic. Mind you, some of that time we were sat in a lay-by waiting for a private ambulance, paramedics and two doctors to join us; one of whom turned out to be a trick-cyclist. But they travelled in their own car, where Ronnie Mackintosh joined them.
As we pulled away, yet another car joined the convoy, the occupants of which were to take no part in what happened later. I do believe that they were there as observers. However I'm sure that Harcourt was sitting in the front passenger seat and I thought that I recognised Sandra sitting in the rear.
---- ---- ---- ----
The clinic (actually the nameplate said 'Sanatorium') was in a house larger than the one Lady Tanya had been residing in, but nowhere near the size of Tarrent Hall. We swept into the drive without stopping for the guy who came running out of the gatehouse shouting.
Looking back though, I saw that a couple of familiar looking men had appeared from somewhere and were... keeping him occupied. It would seem that some of the Carpenter's... operatives, must have been 'in place' before we arrived. Maybe the guy should have kept those bloody gates closed.
Our arrival on the forecourt of the clinic, brought a security guy out to ask what we wanted, I think. I can't say what happened to that guy really, after he came down the steps he just disappeared. The Carpenters' guys again, I believe.
Ronnie Mackintosh led our entourage into the entrance hall, where we found another guy sitting behind a long high desk or counter. He immediately demanded to know what we wanted at that time of night. It was just gone one a.m., by that time.
Ronnie informed him that Lady Tanya Simpson wished to see Lady Minerva Wisdom immediately. Ronnie also spelling out that he was both ladies legal representative.
The guy looked a little confused and explained, firstly, that it was outside visiting hours, and secondly, that there were no patients named Minerva Wisdom resident in clinic. He even opened a filing cabinet and waved his hand across a draw full of files, almost saying, "Look for yourself!" He then flicked through the files quickly, and said that no one call Wisdom had ever been a patient of the clinic. He then suggested that if we didn't leave promptly, he'd have to call the police.
"She must be in here." John Carpenter said.
But the guy assured him again that Minerva wasn't.
But then Marco -- taking everyone by complete surprise, I think, because he is a really big man -- said, "Shit this?" vaulted over the high counter and landed -- rather daintily alongside the guy, who -- in shock -- turned to face the newly arrived mountain.
Marco gently placed one finger on the man's chest and kind of steered him into a chair.
"Sit there, keep quiet, and don't say another word dumb-nuts; unless you're spoken to first. And if you want to see the sun rise in the morning, you won't try to press any hidden alarm buttons or anything stupid like that!" Marco said to the -- by then -- terrified looking man.
Then Marco went through the filing cabinet himself, file by file. I somehow got the feeling that Marco had done the same sort of thing before.
"He's right! No Lady Minerva!" Marco finally announced, but for some reason he was smiling.
I think everyone's heart dropped a little, until Marco announced, "But we do seem to have a patient by the name of Jessup... Sarah Jessup! Rather a coincidence don't you think. What's more, this bloody file is empty." He added, turning to look at the nervous looking guy sat in his chair.
"Well?" Marco demanded.
I didn't think the man could look anymore frightened that he had when he suddenly found Marco's bulk standing beside him, but he did.
"She's a serious case. Violent and very dangerous, no one is allowed near her except for specially trained staff."
"How long has she been here?" John Carpenter demanded.
"I don't know. She was here when I started nearly two years ago; I've never seen her. Her room is on the top floor where all the special patients are. We don't go up there."
"Special patients? John asked.
"Yes, they can be violent and only specially trained members of the staff are allowed to go up there."
"And why no paperwork here?"
"I don't know. That's kept on the top floor as well."
What room John then demanded, but it was Marco who had been studying the fire-map on the wall behind the counter, who replied.
"401, looks like a suit of rooms on here. It's on the fourth floor."
The room number at least, must have been written on the file in the cabinet.
"Make sure our friend here doesn't sound the alarm Marco!" John said and started heading for the lifts.
He got a couple of paces before Marco called out to stop him.
"Fire keys?" he demanded of his captive, who retrieved the bunch from a draw in the counter. Marco threw them to Bernie who -- being a little more patient and probably more used to the kind of thing that was happening -- had waited for them.
Then Bernie took the lead, but he didn't head for the lifts, he went towards a door marked fire escape.
"We have to use the stairs John. If some bugger raises the alarm, they might switch the power off and we'd be trapped in there. Now as quietly as possible please, everyone."
Bernie and John led the way up the stairs, Lady Tanya, Helen and I bringing up the rear. I was quite surprised that Tanya didn't appear at all fatigued, by the pace we went up on those stairs.
On the fourth floor Marco unlocked the door and we exited the stairwell into a massive corridor that ran the full length of the house. I immediately realised that it was a long gallery, where the original owners of the house would have taken exercise during inclement weather. They were often positioned on the upper floors to give panoramic views of the estate through the large windows along one of the walls.
We got maybe halfway along the gallery when a male nurse dressed in white came out of a door and challenged us. I can't say what happened, I only heard the encounter from my position at the rear. However there was a brief altercation and then we moved on again. We saw the unconscious nurse lying up against the wall, being attended to, by the doctor from our party. Bernie's handywork, I suspected.
Then our crowd began to spread out as we reached the door numbered 401, John signalled me to come closer as he opened a little flap in the door and looked inside.
"Is that Minerva?" he asked.
"Difficult to tell from here, but I think so." I said as Lady Tanya -- forgetting her manners in her excitement -- elbowed me out of the way. She did apologised for doing so later though.
"That's my girl, I'm sure of it. Open the damned door John." Tanya demanded.
"Hold-up!" a voice said as John did open the door. "That man downstairs said that she may be violent; Lady Tanya I think you should stay out here with Helen please?" It was the psychiatrist who'd been with the doctor.
John and I approached the bed. Sure enough it was my Kylie, but she was... well more than asleep, she was out cold. Shaking her gently did nothing to rouse her.
The doctor having left his nurse patient, joined us and gave Minerva a quick examination.
"Drugged if I'm not mistaken." He announced, "Probably to keep her quiet during the night. Someone see if that nurse is compos mentis enough yet, to tell us what they've pumped into her.
Very quickly Bernie brought the very groggy looking and unsteady on his feet, male nurse into the room. The doctor demanded that he produced 'the patient's' notes; then Bernie, the nurse and the psychiatrist guy went off to retrieve them. In the meantime the doctor asked the rest of us to withdraw, excepting Lady Tanya and Helen, while he examined 'the patient'.
The psychiatrist guy reappeared with the notes quite quickly, reading them as he approached. He went straight past us into Kylie's room leaving John, Ronnie and I standing in the long gallery looking (and feeling) much like a group of expectant fathers' in a delivery suite waiting room.
Bernie returned alone a few minutes later, and replied that we didn't have to fret about the male nurse, when John enquired about his whereabouts. John just smiled at his reply.
Then the doctor opened the door and said that it was quite safe to move 'the patient' and that we should call the ambulance guys up with a stretcher. John thought that a little more haste would be prudent, so I swept Kylie up in my arms and we all let-out for the stairs.
Only Bernie insisted that it would be safer if he actually carried Kylie down to the ground floor and took over that task. Gently handing her back to me when we reached the foyer. I carried her on the last leg out to the Ambulance. She was quickly loaded onto the stretcher inside -- with the doctor and myself -- then the vehicle sped away blue lights flashing.
It took maybe twenty minutes to half an hour, for us to arrive at a hospital casualty department. Kylie was immediately moved into one of the emergency rooms and a whole team of doctors and nurses began to give her yet another good once over. The doctor who'd been with us and the psychiatrist guy -- who'd arrived at the hospital by other means -- began pouring over her medical notes, along with a couple of the hospital staff. I could not follow what any of them said, by the way; so don't ask.
Eventually our doctor approached me and informed me that -- putting it briefly -- Kylie had been fed a cocktail of drugs, most often used to keep violent patients and/or those suffering from dementia... well, docile. As well as having been administered something to make her sleep for the whole night.



"Possibly most of the day as well!" The doctor added.
"Will she be alright?" I asked.
"I'm not sure Mr Jameson. She was in a sanatorium remember. I know that the Carpenters' and yourself think that... But it's very possible that Minerva does have some problems, you know. We won't be able to tell that one way or the other, until she wakes-up and my colleague can examine her properly.
But if she does have any of those sort of problems, then she's been given some very unconventional treatment, if you understand me. From those notes, your assumption that she was being quietly kept 'out of the way', would seem the most likely scenario. But don't quote me on that; not just yet.
Tanya and Helen joined me in the waiting room about half an hour later. They told me that all hell had broken out at the sanatorium shortly after we had left in the ambulance. It appeared that Ronnie Mackintosh and John Carpenter were still there, helping the police with their enquiries.
"Who?" Lady Tanya replied with a smile, when I asked about Bernie and Marco. I kind-a gathered that our two large friends had made themselves scarce before the police arrived.
The police did come to the hospital later, but they did not question any of the three of us. They did talk to the two doctors though, and appeared to be satisfied with what they told them. Most of the police left quite quickly, just one stationing himself where he could keep an eye on the entrance to the room Kylie was in.
He was a nice guy who drank tea with us later, but he very purposely avoided asking us about what had actually happened.
"I'm here as extra security." He smiled at me. "Not to stick my nose into anything. This one sounds like a real mess to me, I'll leave that for the CID guys to sort out."
Sometime later Kylie was moved up to a private room, where a nurse monitored her fulltime. Tanya, Helen and myself were allowed to stay in the room with her. Our officer friend stationed himself outside the door.
It was a long night and well into the following morning -- the police guard had been relieved twice -- before the nurse declared that Kylie was beginning to come out of her trance like sleep. But it took another hour or so before her eyes opened.
For a few seconds she stared up at the ceiling -- on reflection I realised trying to work out where she was -- and then slowly she turned her head to look straight into my eyes. For a few moments she was obviously struggling to focus. But then a confused expression came over her face and I noticed a tear form in the corner of her eye; finally running down her cheek. Instinctively I reached out, and gently wiped it away.
But my sudden movement obviously surprised her, because she flinched, and then her eyes opened wider and she whispered,
"JG?"
"Yes, its me Kylie. How are you feeling?" I asked.
"My god, I'm not dreaming; it really is you!"
"Sure is girl. Your aunt Tanya is here as well!"
"I'm free?" she asked with a half smile.
"As you want to be Kylie!" I grinned back at her, and then I planted a kiss on her forehead, before moving away so that Lady Tanya could take my place.
Tanya kissed her as I had done, and said "Hello Min!" Which I was to discover was her pet name for Kylie. But after that the two women didn't speak. Well, not loud enough for me to hear, anyway. Tanya put her head very close to Minerva's, so she might well have been whispering to her; possibly assuring her that she was now in safe hands.
Then eventually, Tanya sat back into her chair, and Minerva closed her eyes again. For a long time Tanya just sat there, holding Minerva's hand.
A little later, half-a-dozen doctors arrived -- one of them our man -- and they stood around looking at all the monitors attached to Minerva, consulting medical notes and having discussions about her condition in low voices.
Eventually one of them signalled to Tanya that she should follow him outside. Tanya in turn signalled to me that I should accompany her.
The guy -- who turned out to be a big wig consultant -- led the way into an empty room next door. Also present was our tame doctor by the way, but he added little to the discussion that followed.
At first the consultant queried my presence, but in her inimitable style, lady Tanya overruled him; explaining that I was Lady Minerva's intended. As folks usually do when Tanya starts laying the law down, the guy capitulated quite quickly.
Then the consultant guy reiterated that Minerva had been pumped full of a rather odd collection of drugs. He actually did spell out what each of them was, and even in what circumstances they were usually used. But I can't claim to have kept-up with him on all that. Far too many long chemical names, for me to follow!
The point he did keep making, was that it was highly unusual for some of those drugs to be used in combination; even more so over an extended period of time.
When he finally got down to the nitty-gritty, he had to admit that he and his colleagues had little or no idea what long-term effects that particular combination of drugs, would have on Minerva's mental or physical condition. He didn't even know how long it would take for their combined effect to wear off, or even if it would.
"I'm sorry but I have to give you the worst-case scenario here. We honestly don't know what your niece's long-term prognosis is, Lady Simpson.
"We suspect that Minerva will have short periods of... clarity, interspersed with long periods of confusion or even... well her conscious mind will not be with us, if you understand me. She'll be awake, but her conscious mind will be in a place of its own. We'll have to keep her here, in the psychiatric department, under observation for some time, I'm afraid."
"You will do no such thing doctor." Tanya ranted back at him. "Minerva will be moved to Tarrent Hall, as soon as she is stable enough to travel."
Then she turned to our tame doctor.
"Doctor, you and your colleague will arrange to lay on all that is necessary at Tarrent Hall as soon as possible. Please arrange any nurses, equipment... or anything else that you need, money is no object, to be in place there as soon as possible. See Mr Mackintosh about finances and if there are any legal ramifications. If Minerva is going to recover, the poor girl needs to be somewhere she can feel safe. And have her loved ones around her!" Tanya added, looking me right in the eyes. Then she added, "I really don't think that a hospital psychiatric wing qualifies in that respect."
I've got to say that the consultant guy looked somewhat relieved, possibly because a problem was being removed from his hands. But I can't say that our doctor friend, looked very enamoured about the idea. However he didn't throw up any verbal objections. Maybe the financial rewards, he could look forward to played a part there.
When we returned to Kylie's room, she was fast asleep again, so the three of us went down to the hospital's cafeteria to go find something to eat. It had been a long time since any of us had partaken of nourishment.
End of chapter 09.
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Our brief meal over, I thought that it really was about time I broached a subject with Lady Tanya -- that had been bugging me for the previous few days -- before we returned to Kylie's bedside.
Helen Carpenter must have realised that I was building up to something, because she made some inane excuse and left the two of us alone at the table.
"Lady Simpson..." I ventured. Hoping my formality would... well I'm not sure what I was trying to achieve really.
"Tanya, Gilroy! Is something bothering you? Minerva will be quite safe at Tarrent Hall, you know.
"Oh, I'm sure she will be... Tanya, but... well, you seem to... well, it's like this..." I really didn't know how to say, what I wanted to say, and found myself scrabbling around for some form of words to use.
"That I've jumped to the conclusion that you and Minerva will get married as soon as she recovers."
Lady Tanya obviously knew what was on my mind.
"Yes, well, we only knew each other very briefly, Tanya... But for some reason you appear to have assumed that it was a great romance."
"Oh but it was, Gilroy. Well it was very important to Minerva anyway. And your frustrated searched for her... and obvious disappointment... even your clearly discernable emotional hurt when you could no longer find her, that all of your friends were aware of. Well... that told me that your brief romance was very important to you, as well.
"I'm sorry, but when Minerva called to tell me that she'd found the man she intended to marry. I very quickly had you thoroughly investigated... and watched for a while, Gilroy. Watched very closely to be truthful. But regretfully, not for long enough, as it was to turn out."
"She told you that we were going to get married. But we hardly knew each other... When did...."
"The morning after they had arrived at the Cliff Head hotel, you hadn't met each other at the time to be truthful. But Minerva called me at Tarrent Hall that morning, and informed me that she thought she'd found that special person for her. The one I'd always told her she would find, one day. Funny really, she said that you hadn't even noticed her at dinner the evening before; but she assured me that she was going to find a way to... attract your attention.
"You must understand JG, that William Burgess... well, when he talked to Minerva; he talked about family duty, and all that silly rubbish. When it came to romance, Minerva had always turned to me for advice. And I had told her many times, that when she met the right man for her; she would know him the instant she laid eyes on him... It had always worked for me anyway... and I was extremely happy with all of my husbands. Regretfully I've outlived every one of them though."
More than likely worn the buggers out, was the thought that crossed my mind. There was something about Lady Tanya that kind of told me that she had been a 'real girl' in her younger days. If you don't understand what I'm inferring by that; then I'm afraid you have lived a much too sheltered life.
"Minerva saw you at dinner that evening and enquired of the staff whether you were... well 'spoken for', later. When they assured her that you weren't, to their knowledge... I understand there were a couple of young ladies working at the hotel with all the right attributes to catch a handsome young man's eye... well, do I have to clarify?"
"No I get where you are going Tanya. Some of the younger female staff at the Cliff Head, were very attractive. But my Uncle and Aunt owned the establishment."
"And you weren't silly enough to mess on your own doorstep. See, I understand you more than you'll ever know Gilroy. And so did Minerva. Whatever, after assuring herself that you were a free agent, she set about catching your attention. Very successfully, from what I understand.
"Unfortunately its now apparent that William Burgess had other plans for Minerva. Or, more than likely, Minerva's financial holdings. I really should have seen that coming, but I had no idea he'd pull a stunt like he did. Who could envisage anyone doing something like that to a young girl like Minerva? His own niece as well!
"Minerva called me later that week, and informed me that she had to leave with William's entourage for France or Switzerland for some reason. But she assured me that... Well Gilroy, she thought she had you well and truly hooked, and said that she was quite definitely going to marry you, eventually. But she admitted to me that she hadn't informed you of that fact at the time. Minerva said that she was sure you were hooked well enough, that you'd wait until she returned to University in the autumn. But then... well nothing.
"That wasn't unusual by the way; for me not to hear from her for a while, that is. I have to admit that I really don't know everything that went on in that household, or whatever you like to call it. Minerva would call me on the telephone frequently when she was in the UK, but very rarely when she was out of the country. I think... No, I know, that William Burgess disapproved of the influence I brought to bear on Minerva.
"He had complained frequently when she was younger, that Minerva would become too strong-willed... for his liking... after she'd visited Tarrent Hall for a few days.
"I do believe, that Minerva liked to keep most of her contact with me, secret from Burgess and Cruella de Vil..."
"Who?"
"Oh, that Beverly Masters woman, who was supposed to be Minerva's companion and tutor or something, when she was younger. Actually I think she was one of William's mistresses; but what even he could have seen in her, I'll never now. Very hard and austere looking woman... whenever I saw her; she was dressed in black all the time!"
"Ah yes, I do think I remember having a kind of mental confrontation with someone like that on the stairs at the Cliff Head. I'd just waved to Kylie I think and she... let us just say, that the look she gave me, might have turned a lesser man to stone."
"Yes that sounds like Masters alright. Minerva always referred to her as Cruella de Vil... out of her earshot, of course.
"From what I understand Minerva and her came to blows eventually, and that's when William employed Ben Johnson, to keep close tabs on her. I always thought it odd that he didn't fire the Masters woman; perhaps that's where I got the idea that she was around for some other purpose as well.
Like you, I lost track of Minerva myself once they'd gone onto the continent. To be fully open and honest with you Gilroy, that was when I first set the dogs onto you in a serious way. But the Carpenters people soon discovered that you were desperately trying to ascertain Minerva's whereabouts."
"I'm afraid that by the time you had your accident, I'd had John Carpenter's people switch their attention to trying to track down Minerva's exact whereabouts. I'd received a rather odd letter from her that... well it didn't tally with the facts, as I knew them. More curiously from what I'd learned, is that it accused someone of toying with her emotions."
"Who, me?"
"Well yes and no! But there was something very strange about that letter anyway. It was written by Minerva, I'm fairly sure of that; I had it checked by several writing experts, or rather John Carpenter had it checked for me. Most of them agreed that it was Minerva's handwriting. But in that letter she mentioned a young man who she referred to by his initials... GJ to be precise! At the time I thought it was a simple mistake Minerva had made. Although, the rest of the letter didn't... gel very well, with what I knew anyway. Regretfully I didn't place as much importance on that apparently simple little error, as I should have done; I could kick myself now. That was really driven home to me when Minerva woke up earlier.
"Minerva had called you GJ in that letter, on purpose. I'm sure it was supposed to tell me that something wasn't right. She'd giggled on the telephone, when she told me that for some reason you reversed your initials."
"I didn't Tanya, the lads at school did; I've never understood why."
"Well I'm sure now that Minerva put them the other way around on purpose. She'd been very specific in everything she told me about you, Gilroy. I'm sure that I would have recognised you in the street, even before I'd seen a photograph of you. No, I'm furious with myself that I didn't spot her warning, or plea for help, for what it was. I should have known that something was wrong, when that letter arrived.
"Especially as she said in that letter that you'd broken it off with her, but I knew that you were calling your press contacts all over France and Switzerland trying to trace where she could possibly be. I didn't know where she was either, by the way. There was no return address on that letter."
"Then a few weeks later Minerva didn't show up for her next term at Cambridge. That's when I really got worried and called the Carpenter's off of you and set them to searching for William and Minerva. I was getting nowhere trying to contact William through the usual channels."
"Eventually, several months later, Beverly Masters telephoned and informed me that they were all living in South America and that Minerva had married Fabian.
"A few weeks later, I received some rather cryptic telephone calls, on very bad lines, from someone in South America purporting to be Minerva. Looking back now, I'm sure it wasn't my niece. It sounded very much like her, of course. But... I can't say for sure now Gilroy, at the time I though it was Minerva. But a Minerva who had changed somehow.
"Maybe a little more headstrong, than even myself, or her own mother when we were the same age; different than I'd ever known Minerva to be before, anyway. But people do change as the get older and wiser don't they?"
"But now I'm sure that it was an impostor who called me. I don't think it was the Jessup girl. But whoever she was, she has called me several times over the last few years. Always very brief, how are you keeping type, conversations.
"I've also received a letter about every six months or so. Also brief, and rather formal sometimes. I'm sure now, that all of those letters I received, except for that first one, were forgeries. And I believe that that Minerva wrote that first letter under duress. That was really what all those inconsistencies, your reversed initials for instance, were about; the poor girl was trying to tell me that something serious was going on."
"It could be because I set the Carpenters looking for them after I received that letter that they switched to forged letters. Someone as powerful as William Burgess, surely soon got word that someone else, as well as you, was enquiring about Minerva's whereabouts."
"Anyway that's unimportant now really; we have her back, don't we..."
"Tanya, I don't like to be the one who has to point this out to you, but we have someone back. But... after all that's happened to her, will she turn out to be the niece you... lost four years ago? Or even the young woman I met at the Cliff Head hotel."
"Gilroy, we can't afford to think that way; for Minerva's sake. We... you and I, have got to... well, I'm not sure, but we have to 'be there', for Minerva now. We have got to assure her that we're ready to support her whatever it takes."
"Although I can understand that you are a young man... but well, please, give her a few months; see how it goes?"
"Tanya, I can assure you that I'm in for the long haul, if that is what Kylie... Minerva, wants. I will happily visit you both at Tarrent Hall as often as she, or you wish."
"Nonsense Gilroy, you will live at the Hall, for the time being at least. I'm sorry, I should say, please will you take up residence in the Hall until Minerva recovers."
"I have a job and a flat that I have to pay the rent on, Tanya. I can't really..."
"Your job, should you wish to go back to it, is ring-fenced Gilroy. Some time ago I made it my business to acquire a large proportion of the shares in your newspaper's parent company. Your flat, well, I'll happily clear the mortgage on that for you, if you wish. You were told that you were going to inherit my entire... well, whatever had happened in the last few days, I had never intended that you would walk away empty handed, in the first place. Besides, you'll need a good financial footing of your own, or people will say that you married Minerva for her money!"
"Christ, you don't give up easily, do you Tanya?"
"Gilroy... Yes I am persistent, and I've got every husband that I ever set my sights on, if you understand me?" She smiled at me.
Lady Tanya, why don't I find that at all surprising?" I asked, smiling back at her.
---- ---- ---- ----
The doctor was right. Kylie did keep... well not so much waking up, I'm sure that she was awake quit a lot of the time. But most of the time she was very obviously on a different planet.
I think the nearest comparison I can make that folks might understand is with someone who is very inebriated; 'drunk as a skunk', as they say. When she did speak, Kylie was slurring her words. As she had done when she first woke up.
Most of the time she appeared to be on planet nine. Other times she'd half open her eyes and squint at people in the room with what I can only describe as a confused expression on her face. Then she mumbled some inane and often unintelligible comment, before closing her eyes again and returning to cloud nine, I assume.
However we, Tanya and I, could pick out that she'd mentioned both of our names, when her eyes happened see either of us sitting beside the bed. We were taking turns in that duty.
It was a very long day, longer than the previous night had seemed to be. But as the afternoon went on Minerva's periods, well I can't call it consciousness, because I'm sure she wasn't fully compos mentis, as they say. I can't even call it alertness; because she wasn't alert by any interpretation you like to put on it. Whatever those periods of confused staring around the room began to get longer, and she managed a few quizzical half-smiles.
Sometime during the afternoon Bernie turned up with a change of clothes for me, bringing with him one of Tanya's female staff with the same for her. The empty room next door, with it's en suite facilities being made available by the hospital authorities for us to shower and change in.
We ate in shifts; myself with Tanya's maid, -- or whatever she is supposed to be, in the ensuing years I've discovered that Catherine is more of a companion to Tanya than anything else -- and Lady Tanya with Ber-nard. How Tanya seemed to enjoy winding Bernie up sometimes, by emphasising the syllables of his full name, when he tries to get 'all-formal' with her.
That night Tanya and I took turns sleeping in that next-door room as well. Well, I think sleeping isn't the right description, we both took short naps on the bed in there. However I had Bernie with me and Catherine would accompany Tanya. There was still a police presence in the corridor, but I'm not sure how the guys kept track of the comings and goings. Later I discovered that some of the Carpenter guy's were kicking around that hospital as well. William Burgess had still not been apprehended.
Actually Burgess was to stay at large for four years, until he was discovered living in the Philippines somewhere. Not in South America where the general consensus thought he would be hiding out. Burgess was spotted walking down a street, by an Australian tourist -- who was on his way back from a holiday in the UK -- by all accounts.
Anyway, it must have been about four or five o'clock the following morning when I return from taking a little break to find Tanya sitting on Kylies bed and talking to her. It soon became apparent that neither Kylie nor Tanya had heard me enter the room.
"... He did lose heart for a while there Minerva." Tanya was saying, "But after that nasty accident he had, if that's what is was, who could blame him? But he spotted that impostor woman quickly enough. Nice boy, I'm sure I would have gone after him myself in my younger days. And he's still on you hook Minerva, all you got to do is, carefully real him in."
"Ahem." I said to make my presence known.
"Oh Gilroy, you took me by surprise. Minerva is awake and finally with-us, as you say. But she's still very... confused."
"So I gather Tanya, and you were helping her sort her mind out, were you?"
"Minerva's priorities, Gilroy. She's not sure who she can trust at the moment."
"Neither am I, Tanya. Should we let things develop as... god intended?"
"Oh yes, I agree with you there, but I'll just chivvy things along when I can, if need be. You two have lost almost four years you know."
"Lady Tanya, you are incorrigible!"
"Yes, and I'll make sure that my niece gets what she wants in the future. Now why don't Catherine and I go take a little nap, and you can welcome back Minerva into the real world. Come along Catherine... and you Bernie!"
They left and I went over to the bed from where Kylie was gazing up at me and sat where Tanya had been sitting.
"I knew that it wouldn't be anyone else, but you." She said smiling at me properly for the first time
"Who wouldn't?" I asked.
"My rescuer! I dreamed that you came to rescue me so many times, but they were all dreams. Then suddenly someone was carrying me in his arms. I looked and saw your face, but then it was someone else. I thought it was another dream but then I was in a strange place and you were sitting in that chair. I had prayed that you'd come one day."
"Well you see it wasn't really me. Your aunt Tanya..."
"She thinks, I made a very good choice in you."
"Choice about what?"
"Hasn't she told you, surely she has? We're going to get married, JG! I'd made my mind up about that a long time ago."
"We are? Don't you think that you should recover from this ordeal Kylie, before you make those kind of decisions about the future?"
"If you insist, I'll wait; but I'm not liable to change my mind. All I've had to think... and dream about, for the last couple of years, is us... you and me, together."
"Then I'd say that is a very good reason to wait a while, and take stock of everything. Kylie we knew each other for no more than a few days. And during that time we were together for a very few hours."
"Yes, but what a few hours! I've relieved every minute of them over and over again, all the time I've was held in that place."
We went on in a similar vain for some considerable time. Although I did hug Kylie a few times when she asked me to... Okay and I even kissed her on the lips as well; even though that was against my better judgement.
Look, Minerva had been through an ordeal the like of which, few of us can imagine. It was only natural that Kylie was vulnerable, mentally at that time. And I had no intention of taking advantage of that vulnerability. Sorry, that just isn't how I'm made.
A little latter Tanya returned, with all the medical people and informed us that Minerva was to be transported to Tarrent Hall directly after we'd all had some breakfast. Which -- probably under Lady Tanya's influence -- was served up in Kylie's room for all five of us on trays. Then Bernie and I made ourselves scarce, while my Kylie was transformed into Lady Minerva. A surprisingly quick operation, actually. But knowing Tanya like I did by then, probably very efficiently carried out by professionals.
I discovered why, on our way down to the ground floor. Lady Minerva had been located, so the story had finally broken in the press. On the ground floor a large group of John Carpenter's guys were waiting and they closed in around us to escort us out to the cars. Several dozen police officers were lining the steps holding the press and TV people back, so that we could actually make it to the vehicles.
Lady Minerva, refused to be pushed out to the Rolls in the wheelchair the hospital staff had insisted that she used to get down to the ground floor. Resplendent in the large sunglasses, that were hiding her still puffy eyes -- come on, we all know what peoples eyes can look like when they've been on some drugs for to long -- she walked, rather unsteadily, out of the hospital holding -- very tightly -- onto my right arm.



She even managed a little wave for the crowd, but ignored their shouted questions. Until one of them asked whether I was Gilroy Jameson, just as I was helping her into the Rolls.
Kylie stopped, turned to me and kissed me on the lips and then called back, "What do you think?"
But she ignored the follow-on, "When are you going to get married?" question.
---- ---- ---- ----
At Tarrent Hall we found a police car and several officers, along with John Carpenter's people, guarding the front gate. Several of John's people were patrolling around on motorcycles as well. No longer a covert security operation, they were there to keep the paparazzi away from the Hall and out of the grounds.
The instant Lady Minerva entered the great house; she immediately morphed back into my Kylie. But then very quickly retired to bed. The journey had knocked all the life out of her.
Around three o'clock the following morning, I awoke to find Kylie sitting on my bed. Well I don't think it was her sitting on the bed that woke me, more the kiss she was applying to me forehead.
"What are you doing Kylie, you shouldn't be in here; it's not proper." I said, but she stilled my tongue, by planting a kiss on my lips.
I'd better point out that I found myself in a rather embarrassing position. Firstly I have always slept as nature intended, as they say. And secondly Kylie was sitting on the bed covers on one side of me, and leaning over, her elbow holding down the covers on the other side. Effectively I could not move, unless I became really violent. Neatly trapped, one might say.
"I got lonely, I can't dream of rescue anymore and... Well, I wanted to feel what it's like to have you hold me in your arms again."
"Kylie I'm not wearing..."
"That was obvious before I sat on the bed JG, I had to cover you. But I'm not shy either." She said sitting up and grabbing at her nightdress.
"Whoa, hold up there Kylie! Tanya would have my guts for garters."
"Don't be so silly. Aunt Tanya believes that we should go where our heart leads us. Besides I only want a cuddle!"
"If it's a cuddle you want, come here, lay down on me and I'll cuddle you."
"No it's cold out here. I want to come under the covers with you."
I could see that Kylie had made her mind up, but I was still worried about the delicate mental condition thing. Actually I was in a real quandary, I had no idea how Kylie would take it, if I told her no. I did some quick lateral thinking.
"I tell you what Kylie. You go out of the room for five minutes, and if you still wish to sleep in this bed with me after that five minutes is up, you may. And what's more, I promise you that I'll cuddle you real tight for the rest of the night."
She gave me a strange, curious look, then agreed to the deal and left the room, quietly closing the door behind her.
The instant the door had closed I dived out of bed, hunted down my tracksuit trousers and put them on. Then I dived back into bed and arranged the bedcovers carefully; even leaving one side open so Kylie could enter the bed easily. Then I lay on my back, my right arm outstretched so that I could envelop her with it.
"Rotten cheat, that was a sneaky thing to do." Kylie said as she cuddled up beside me. "I can understand why you did it anyway. From the eye-full I got, when first I came into the room; our honeymoon will hold no surprises for me now."
"Oh I'm sure that... if it ever comes to a honeymoon, kylie, I'll surprise you somehow. I promise you that."
"Sometimes you do talk rubbish Gilroy, of course we'll be wed... eventually. Aunt Tanya says that if I play my cards right, I've got the winning hand."
"Oh, and how does she work that one out?"
Suddenly I felt Kylie's right leg move up over my legs, she then slowly raised it until her inner thigh made contact with my groin. Which I have to admit achieved, the reaction that I have to assume Kylie had been expecting and planning it would.
"Hook, line, and sinker, JG. All I got to do is reel you in." She whispered, "That shouldn't take me too long now.
"Kylie, firstly I fear that you are recovering from your ordeal, a little too quickly. Secondly you are assuming that I'm a gentleman. I might well be the type of person who...
"Gilroy Jameson! Do I look that stupid? I have it on good authority, from the girls at the Cliff Head, who told me that you were a real gentleman about that kind of thing. At least two of them you could have had a one-night-stand with, whenever you wanted, by the way."
"How come, no bugger told me about that, at the time?"
"JG, I told you I'm not that daft. Anyway, and then, when we swam out to the headland... Well I threw myself at you and no one could see us out there, but you behaved yourself like a perfect gentleman. Rather disappointing, actually!"
"Kylie?"
"Yes darling?"
"Will you please go to sleep now?""
"If that's what you really want darling."
---- ---- ---- ----
Okay we just cuddled that night, and for many nights after. Kylie would retire to her own room each evening, but during the night she'd join me in my bed at sometime. In the end, it got so obvious that the staff would bring Kylie's breakfast straight to my room in the mornings.
However, I wore my tracksuit bottoms to bed every night, until the wedding. Mind you, that didn't stop Kylie wearing some ever more brief night attire, in an attempt to break my resolve, I believe.
Honestly I think, had it not become some kind of a game we were both playing, I might well have weakened. Odd that Kylie and I share the wish to win character. But I'm not exactly sure every other guy in the world would think that I had won that one though. Or, that I wasn't completely off my head.
---- ---- ---- ----
One might ask why I remained living at Tarrent Hall? Well I had little choice really; Kylie needed me and for many weeks my flat was under siege by the press. A couple of the Carpenters people had to move in there as house sitters. Kylie and I, being safely holed-up in Tarrent Hall and out of their reach, at least one -- presumably less reputable -- reporter had tried to break-in, looking for I don't know what. Probably some muck he could sell to the iffy Sunday papers.
It was truly remarkable how quickly Kylie recovered from her ordeal. She says it's because she spent nearly all of her... under the influence time, dreaming about me. Flattering I can assure you, but surely not the whole truth. But she would say little else about those almost four years.
Four months almost to the day after Harcourt and Sandra knocked on my door -- one day short to be precise -- Kylie and I walked out of Tarrent Hall's private chapel man and wife. Marco played my Best Man and Bernie gave Kylie away. Tanya by that time, had taken both of them onto the full-time staff at Tarrent Hall, and moved their families into tied cottages on the estate. Although both guys still work for the Carpenters sometimes, when their rather special talents are required.
One might also ask about the difference between Lady Minerva and my own financial standing. Well after Tanya got finished, legally there wasn't one. Lady Tanya took me completely by surprise by not only naming me as her heir, but formally adopting me. Much to the consternation of most of her other relatives I have to point out; with the exception of Kylie of course.
Although Lady Minerva still had her estate in Scotland -- Burgess and Fabian's father (and possibly Fabian himself, but he wasn't charged over it) had liquidated some of the Wisdom family assets; the cash had disappeared into the crooks bank accounts. And from there, to... well, no one knew for sure. Whatever Kylie was still a very rich woman, but my potential worth was the greater. Lady Tanya and I spent many hours together where she... taught me how one should handle.... living with that kind of cash in the bank.
Less than a year after our wedding Kylie and I -- along with her aunt Tanya -- moved into the manor house I'd first met Tanya in. Both Tanya and Kylie thought that the Hall was too large to bring up a modern family in.
Tarrent Hall is undergoing complete and full restoration, in readiness to be opened to the public in the near future. Lady Minerva's Scottish estate is in the process of being repaired and converted into a country hotel. It had been all but abandoned by William Burgess, while he was running things.
---- ---- ---- ----
Only the psychiatrist who set the place up, and a couple of his staff were charged with kidnapping Lady Minerva. Well all the other staff had been told that she was a very mixed-up Sarah Jessup, who thought she was Lady Minerva Wisdom.
Just about the perfect cover story actually. The odd times that Kylie did manage to speak to anyone and tell them that she was being held against her will, she was telling what they already knew. Or, what they thought she incorrectly believed, anyway; does that make sense?
Mind you, that didn't explain away that guy on reception, claiming that he'd never heard mention of a Lady Minerva. But then again, he had claimed that he'd never been anywhere near the fourth floor anyway, didn't he?
---- ---- ---- ----
As I've already told you, William Burgess was eventually picked-up in the Philippines. On his return to the UK, he faced all kinds of charges connected with his businesses empire; as well as complicity in the kidnapping and unlawful detainment of Kylie. To which -- somewhat surprisingly -- he pled guilty. But less than a year later (before he'd been brought up on the conspiracy to commit murder charges) he was found dead in his prison cell, from a heart attack. One wonders whether he knew he was on borrowed time, and that's why he had wanted the court case over as quickly as possible.
Fabian's father never did stand trial. By the time the Argentinean authorities went looking for him, he was nowhere to be found. Apparently he'd been getting up to similar tricks, in his business dealings out there, as Burgess had been pulling in the UK Europe and America. Fabian himself, served five years of a seven-year sentence, and then was shipped off out of the country. I'm not sure, somewhere in Eastern Europe I believe.
Kylie and I have three children now, and we spend quite a few weeks every summer at the Cliff Head. Jack and Grace along with Lady Tanya are godparents to all of the children, of course. Tanya actually comes along sometimes, and with Grace's connivance, she drives Aunt Gertrude potty. But I think its all a big game to them really.
That really is the whole story, as I know it anyway. Lady Minerva will add no more I'm sure. But if you can persuade Kylie to put in an appearance, then she's a little more open. It rather depends on whether she decides that you are a friend, or just another nosy undercover reporter.
Life goes on.
Sorry, posting of this story was interrupted by circumstances completely beyond my control. As most people are aware, after an unpleasant email exchange with the sites webmasters, he who is Denham Forrest, refuses to post here personally. R Ribbs
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Our thanks go to the numerous people from all around the world who have attempted to assist the author in preparing this story for posting. However like most files on his hard drive, it has been much fiddled-with since it was first posted on-line.
Some readers might find this one a little difficult to understand, but is that unusual for a Wanderer story? Anyway as the characters themselves have little idea what the devil is going on; so the reader should not feel alone. Another of DC's little tongue in cheek compositions that is not intended to be taken seriously.
Colloquial clarification: 'Gander' and 'Shufti' are both euphemisms for 'look'.
*
There are times when you should know -- right from the get-go -- that something unnatural is going on that ain't exactly kosher! Like I did the night I awoke at some unearthly hour and instantly became aware that standing beside the foot of my bed was an apparition... To-whit, one patently beautiful and very naked female!
In fact, I could only just make out her form; but I could see enough to recognise that she was completely sans apparel, and that her figure... well it went in and out in all the right places, if you get my drift.
Unfortunately, that gave me just enough information to work out exactly whom the woman had to be, as well.
The fact that I'd married the lady in question some six years previously might make you just a little curious as to why I would be so surprised by her presence. Or perhaps you're wondering why I was more than slightly perturbed to find her standing there... totally naked, bedside my bed!
Well the point is... you see... after the first few days, our marriage could not have been described as a good one. It really hadn't lasted very long -- roughly eighteen months to be precise! Before all the shouting was over, and those 'Legal Eagle tossers' had taken their exorbitant screw.
Yeah well, we can't all get it right the first time, can we? It seemed to me, that shortly after our nuptials June had turned into a right... no, lets leave that for the present, you'll get the idea as we get further along, I'm sure!
Anyway, June always claimed that it was me who had turned into a miserable old git! And to be honest, she was possibly quite correct there. But, when just a few days after you've taken your vows, you learn that you've been kept in the dark... no, not just yet!
Where was I? Oh yeah, that night in my bedroom!
After carefully studying the apparition for a short while -- as best I could, considering the lack of ambient illumination -- I convinced myself that I just had to be dreaming. So, trying my best to ignore the vision... not such a simple task when it's an incarnation of June's naked form standing before you; imaginary or otherwise!
Bugger, for a short while there, I had even been tempted to turn the bloody bedside light on; so that I could get me a better gander!
But I also figured, that putting some illumination on the scene would probably rouse me from my slumber... my dream world anyway. Consequently I discounted the idea, and then -- after getting a right-good-eyeful, as best I could -- I turned over and tried to...
Well, I'm not quite exactly sure what the hell I was trying to do really. Pretend that June was not in my dream world anymore, I suppose! And, maybe even attempting to convince that dream world to take me somewhere that I would find a little more... relaxing... conducive to a good nights rest.
"Well, that's bloody nice! I come to visit my loving husband for the first time in God knows how many years, and he turns his back on me!" June's dulcet tones suddenly filled the void of silence.
If I had been asleep, then that surely would have woken me. Hence my confusion during the next few minutes, when I wasn't too sure if I was awake or not. One has to take into account that the actual fact that it was June's apparent presence that was doing it's best to convince me that I had to be dreaming.
"You're not here June! I'm dreaming; go away!" I mumbled.
"Oh, have nice dreams about me all the time, do you, Pete? That is flattering!" That all too well remembered voice, replied.
"No I don't, June! Dreams in which you feature are usually classified under the heading 'recurring nightmares!' Now go away, please! Get off my bloody cloud, will you?" I found myself replying quite forcefully.
"Ooh, is my lover-boy still a little rattled with me? Come on lover, I'd have thought you'd have got over all that by now!"
"June... Jesus, what am I doing, talking to a sodding dream... a fantasy? Nothing but a figment of my troubled imagination. An illusion conjured up by my tormented, tortured unconscious mind. I must be going completely bleeding bonkers!"
"Hey, I'm no fantasy, lover. Although I might be an illusion! You know, I don't understand how any of this works! Turn on the light and you'll see that I won't disappear. Or at least... I don't think I will!"
The apparition... June, didn't sound too sure of herself either.
"You know, they were a little bit vague about how all this was going to work!" she went on. "They kept me there for hours, God knows how long, explaining everything. But it all came at me so fast that it's kinda hard to remember exactly what they said now. And well, they were pretty vague about just about everything really.
"But they insisted that... When it comes down to brass tracks, that you are my best bet! You know, I'm not really supposed to be here anyway, Peter; but they've bent the rules a little, just for little ol' me!"
"What the hell are you babbling on about...?
Kind-a loosing my decorum slightly; I'd got frustrated; sat up in bed and switched on the light. That light suddenly allowed to me get a far better shufti at June's... er, physical attributes, and in consequence I dropped in a couple of, involuntary, reactionary type... exclamations. That without that shock element, I'd have preferred not to have uttered.
"Jesus wept, you are here... and looking even better than I remember if anything!"
Luckily though, I quickly regained a little composure and hurriedly came up with some pertinent questions to fire at the apparition.
"Er, anyway, as I was saying, June! Just what the hell are you babbling on about, and why are you here? Come to that, how did you get in here for a start?" I demanded.
June threw me that enchanting smile of hers again, and then she did a little catwalk type twirl. In at least one respect, the woman knew exactly what she was dong!
Damn that figure of hers, and damn that ruddy smile as well! That sodding smile had captured my heart the first time she'd thrown it my way in the university library.
And, along with June's other -- all too obvious physical -- attributes, had kept me on a pretty tight-leash right up until the day they'd dropped the bomb on me, five days following our wedding.
From that day forwards we drifted apart; our arguments always centring around ... well money. And you might find it surprising when I say, not for the lack of it either!
-------
I suppose I'd better explain. When I'd met June at Uni, she was just another student struggling to pay her way through college like almost everyone else; or so I and everyone else thought. June even had a part-time job back then, and never appeared to be rolling in the readies. Consequently, I had not the slightest idea that she hailed from a much more affluent family background than myself. Albeit one that had mostly skipped one generation.
In fact -- I discovered much later -- June's parents weren't exactly well-off themselves; but her grandfather had been bleeding-well loaded!
Her grandparents had disowned June's mother when she'd insisted on marrying a man they did not approve of. I gather that June's grandparents were of the opinion that her father had been after the family assets or something along those lines anyway. So they'd disowned their daughter (June's mother) when she insisted on marrying the guy. Effectively excluding June's mother from the family, and any access to the extensive family assets.
When June and I had met -- and while we were courting -- I had not been informed that June's grandfather had bequeathed all of his worldly worth to his only grandchild; nor that that grandchild was June. Neither had I been informed that - since her grandfather had toddled-off to meet his maker, some years previously -- June was set to inherit his private empire on her thirtieth birthday, or... on the solemnisation of her marriage; whichever came first!
What came first was our bleeding wedding of course, and that inheritance brought with it the demise of a once beautiful relationship.
Now one might think, "What's this dumb-arse complaining about? After all, he married a real looker, who had a bleeding fortune tucked away in the bank!"
Hey, I had no objection to all that cash. Although I had never figured that the title of "kept man" would ever used to describe me!
No, I was fine with the cash. What got up my nose, was all the ... well, brown-nosing -- I suppose you'd could all it -- that went along with all that wealth.
Cocktail and dinner parties, formal receptions and things... and all the ruddy charity functions June was expected to attend once she got her feet under the table.
I'm not the formal dress type at the best of times; I never have been! And my inherent frankness, somewhat down-to-earth colloquial -- and all to often, very basic -- use of the English language, raised quite a few eyebrows at some of those functions.
I can't say my politics fitted in very well with that crowd either! I'm not a follower of any particular political doctrine. I suppose, if anything, I lean to the left! But I've always held strong views about the untrustworthiness of the cosy close relationships some... no sod-it, most, politicians (left, right or bleeding centre) have with those bleeding 'Types' in the City who are only interested in lining their own pockets.
And then unexpectedly, there I was, married to someone who had suddenly morphed into one of those 'Types!"
And then there all those miscellaneous people from all over the shop (June's financial empire) who were in the habit of turning up at all times of day and night, with papers for June to read and sign; or to have 'business conferences' with her.
That was the first I knew about my wife's windfall, by the way; when some stuffed-shirt tosser turned up at our honeymoon suite door with oodles of paperwork for June to read through and sign; less than halfway through our ruddy honeymoon!
There we were -- at eight o'clock that morning -- doing what honeymooners traditionally do best, when there's a knock at the bedroom door.
Yeah well, when I crawled out of bed I had thought that it was our breakfast arriving!
And then I made the mistake of letting the officious looking flunky into the room, when he explained that he needed to see June on a matter of great importance.
And that was (effectively) the last I saw (knew, in the biblical sense) of my new wife, until well after eight that evening.
I believe that same evening saw the beginning of the end of our marriage.
Oh, I never recognised it at the time. I was just as shocked and enthusiastic about June's good fortune as she was!
But then -- everyday for the rest of our honeymoon -- some character or other would turn-up wanting to see June, alone, for a while.
We'd no sooner returned home to our nice little new home in rural Bedfordshire, when June's presence was required at the offices in the City; or at some function up in London, anyway. I went along with her that first time, and we stayed-over that night in what had been her grandfather's penthouse flat in the City. A somewhat larger abode than our own dwelling, by the way.
The next day I had to return to our little house. Because of-course, I had my own job to go to. But June had more meetings on that day and eventually she stayed-over at -- what was to rapidly become -- 'her City flat' for a second night; returning to rural Bedfordshire the following day.
I should add, that I don't really believe that June had been fully aware of the extent of her grandfather's legacy before our wedding. She's always claimed -- and I have no reason not to believe her -- that she'd thought that our nuptials would herald the release of a ten, maybe twenty or even possibly, a thirty thousand pound windfall.
June told me that she had planned that it would be a nice little surprise for me when we got back from our honeymoon. She'd thought her inheritance would possibly finance a new car and help to lower our mortgage a little.
When she'd learnt the full extent of her grandfather's holdings, it had genuinely shaken her. That was patently clear to me the first day she learned of its true extent, on our honeymoon. Although she hadn't foreseen the implications it might hold.
Where the problem for us really came in was, that at university June had taken business studies, and from the instant she did fully understand what her inheritance included; June became completely fascinated by it all.
It was a fact, that June's grandfather had had little direct contact with the companies he controlled for some years preceding his demise. Knowing that his health had been failing the old boy had placed overall control and the day-to-day running of his assets into the hands of people he trusted. Those same guys had run everything up until June fulfilled the requirements of the old bugger's will.
Theoretically those guys could have gone on running the show. But as I said, June was fascinated by the whole damn kit-an'-caboodle.
And to make maters worse, those same people who had been running the show, liked the idea of having a beautiful young figurehead to publicise all the good works for which the organisation was responsible.
They saw June as a publicity asset, someone who'd definitely catch the press (and society photographers') attention at all those charity do's and the like.
I really do not believe that those guys were expecting someone with anything like as much business savvy, as June turned out to have. Nor had they expected her to want to know 'chapter and verse' of just about everything that went on within the extensive organisation.
I believe they had expected (and wanted) a nice innocent, little fluffy kitten, whom they could bend to their wishes.
They found themselves lumbered with an inquisitive killer lion. Who knew exactly what she was doing and had a heart of iron. And once she'd got her feet properly under the table, someone who took no prisoners amongst any of them!
In consequence our marriage began to fall apart rather rapidly. June always wanted to be in the thick of things at the office, so that she could keep up with developments throughout the whole organisation.
And, I had my cushy little number out in the sticks. Not exactly my dream job, but near enough. As a student of archaeology, a position with a private museum weren't the best. But they encouraged me to get involved with archaeology digs and investigations locally, and it would do me until I found something more fulfilling.
I'm sure you can imagine how it went. Monday through Thursday -- and very often Friday night as well -- June stayed-over in the City flat. Well, as I understand it most evenings she was one of the last to leave the offices. She was also -- I'm reliably told -- very often one of the first of the top floor incumbents to arrive there as well. There just weren't enough hours in the day, for June to travel out to Bedfordshire every night. Consequently our relationship developed into a kind of weekend affair.
At the beginning, we both made a conscious effort to keep things going. If June didn't come home on the Friday evening (Saturdays all-too-often as well), because there was some function or the other that she had to attend; then I would travel up to town to go with her.
But as I've already mentioned, those formal do's (almost all of them tended to be of that type) and me... well, we just didn't mix very well! I wasn't a great hit at any of the dinner parties June was invited to either. Basically because I'm a little too outspoken about my views on... well, just about anything really. I'm a spade is a spade, type person and there's no two ways about it!
Even when I was at school 'diplomat' could never have been included in a list of my possible career options, if you get my drift?
Although a royalist, I hold a rather dim view of most of the idiots who habitually frequent the Houses of Lords and Commons, and the vast majority of the folks who work in (or rather control) the City of London. Or, in general, most people who consider themselves to be part of the upper (or ruling) class.
I can't say that many of the modern (so called) 'celebrities' impress me much, either! You know, film and pop stars, or -- it seems -- any idiot who can get their face on the bloody TV or into the newspapers nowadays.
Yeah. I do mean 'idiot's', most of them. The depths some will people sink to, just to get their picture into the newspapers or on TV, really does amaze me!
The fact, that my new wife was considered part of the establishment, by that time and rapidly became a celebrity as far as the press and media were concerned; didn't help smooth the waters of our rapidly deteriorating relationship.
And, I'll happily admit to telling more than one hopeful reporter to "eff-off!" when they approached me asking for an interview. They probably really wanted an interview with June, but she had her publicity advisors gathered closely around her by then; so only approved reporters got with a hundred yards of her.
Now, I can't say that June didn't try to make it work; I have to admit that! But with hindsight, the only thing she really could have done -- to save our relationship -- was to have left those tossers' running her grandfather's empire in the first place. But June had rapidly become completely distracted by what she perceived as her new responsibilities!
When it became obvious that things were going downhill (fast), June tried to organise a job for me inside -- what was by then -- her empire. I was offered the position of historical and archaeological consultant to the whole damned organisation. On not a bad little screw, I might add!
I even went up to the City and looked over the bleeding great office that would be my domain. However, I could not discover from anyone, what my duties would actually involve. It soon became clear to me, that no one in the place knew what I would be supposed to do, either.
It was pretty obvious to me, that June had instructed some flunky to find me a job that would require me to move up to and live in the City with her full time. And her minions had promptly invented one that they thought would fit my talents. Well, a job title anyway, I doubt that any of those tossers had any idea what the job was supposed to involve anyway.
June's plan of course had been to get me living with her in the London flat. Which as I have already said was several times larger than our little 1930's house out in the wilds of Bedfordshire. However much to my wife's disappointment, I told her that the job would not be suitable.
No, I didn't tell June to stuff-it! You might not believe it, but I was still hoping that our marriage could somehow survive. But my turning the position down, did not exactly do much to enhance our rapidly faltering relationship.
Regretfully power (and money, or rather the excess of it) corrupts the mind, and June had suddenly found an excess of both dropped into her lap. What, with trying to understand every pie that her newfound empire had its fingers into. And reining-in those guys that had been pulling all the strings for the previous few years. June didn't really have the time to... placate a sulking husband.



Yeah, I'll admit it; I was sulking! Through a complete freak of nature, I'd captured the heart of the most beautiful creature in the world, and made her my wife! But then, her grandfather's empire had sneaked-up and snatched her away from me!
Nine months later, we weren't on speaking terms and the gossip columns were openly predicting an imminent divorce.
Some of them had the audacity to say, that "unnamed sources" close to June were suggesting that I'd only married June because of her impending inheritance. Bleeding cheek, before our nuptials I'd been completely ignorant of June's inheritance
As I've said, eighteen months after our wedding ceremony, it was all done and dusted! And -- until that unexpected materialisation in my bedroom -- I'd seen nothing of June (in person) since.
I had heard about her of course, on the TV, radio and in the newspapers. From the media reports I soon learnt that there were a whole collection of would-be suitors lining up to take my place. Film stars, millionaire businessmen, and even a few Peers of the Realm! Or Right Honourable -- soon to be -- Peers of the Realm anyway. Toffee nosed tossers, looking for some mug to finance their ancestral pile I figured!
Oh, June picked one of them, eventually; the wedding was all over the media. But -- that night -- I could not have told you his name. It had been upsetting enough seeing June on TV, cavorting around on red carpets on the arm of some slimy-git or the other. Once I heard the word wedding mentioned, I went out of my way... well, not to listen or watch anymore when her name was mentioned.
So that was roughly the situation that morning, when June suddenly appeared in my bedroom. Well it was still the middle of the night to be precise.
-------
"I'm not babbling lover; I'm trying to explain to you the unexplainable!" June replied.
"How did you get in here June and why aren't you wearing any clothes?" I demanded.
"Ah well, the no clothes bit was supposed to ... well, beguile you. You never could resist..."
"Yeah, yeah, I know, the little brain used to do all the thinking, June!"
"I thought he was a nice little brain, I've never found one better anyway!"
"June, I'd prefer not to discuss any of your sexual adventures, if you don't mind. Now please tell me, how did you get into my house? You can't have a key, I changed all the locks after I found that tart from your office, wandering around the place."
"She isn't a tart, Peter. She is... was my personal assistant and she was collecting some of my belongings for me!"
"She was trespassing June! We were legally separated by that time and you'd moved into the London flat fulltime. If you required anything from the house, then you should have arranged collection of it through our legal representatives; you knew that! And by the way, you're trespassing now; so will you please explain just how you got in here?"
"I sort-of materialised, Peter!" June replied, with a very strange expression on her face. It was like she didn't really believe what she was telling me, herself.
"You simply materialised ... here, in my bedroom... naked... in the middle of the night? Pull the other one, June!"
"Ah now, you see, Peter, it's true! I did just... well, materialise. I knew this was going to be more difficult than they told me it would be!"
"Who said it would be? Are you sure quite that you're alright, June? I can call you a doctor, if you wish!"
"Oh Christ, Peter, I'm fine. But I'm not fine, if you understand me! Look, Peter, I know this might be hard for you to understand, but I'm dead, and I am not dead at the same time. Or would it make more sense to you, if I said that I'm dead but June is still alive right now. But I won't be alive in seven days time!"
"No, I wouldn't understand! But it does go a long way towards convincing me that you are need of a good doctor, June! Preferably a psychologist, I would suggest... A.S.A.P!"
"Okay, you've a right to be sceptical; but you watch this; if I can get it to work! This isn't easy you know, and they were a little on the brief side, when it came to explaining everything!"
"Who were?"
"They were the ... well, the whatever-they-are's, who run that place!"
"What place are you talking about, June?"
"Oh bugger, Peter; you just watch this!"
Then she screwed up her face and instantly June was standing before me, dressed in a tiny bra and a thong.
"Not quite what I was hoping for!" She said looking down at her newly materialised apparel.
The she screwed up her face again.
So suddenly, that I really didn't perceive it happening, June was dressed in what looked like an expensive black designer cocktail dress. Somewhat like that little black number, one always hears folks referring to.
"No, not really what I was after, either. I really need something that you'll appreciate, Peter!"
June screwed up her face for a third time and instantly she was standing before me wearing a pair of skin-tight jeans and a white blouse; not buttoned, but with the tails tied together bellow her breasts.
"Ah now, that's just the biscuit. Mind you, these jeans are so damned tight, I'm not sure I can even move in the things. There'd be no slipping these buggers off, in the back of the car, Peter!" she grinned.
Through the whole of the clothes changing... pantomime, -- well, what would you call it? -- I'd sat there in my bed unable to speak; totally mesmerised.
"I, er!" Was about the some total of my words, for the next five minutes or so.
But eventually I managed to fumble out, "How did you do that?"
"I don't really know, lover; it seems that everyone can do it when they are dead!"
"But if you're dead... Well, why are you here, June? What happened anyway; how did you come to be dead, in the first place?"
"Well Peter, if I knew that, I probably wouldn't be dead, would I? I'd have done something to stop myself becoming dead. So I suppose that I wouldn't be here, anyway. But, I'm not ... well, June isn't dead, in fact. Not yet anyway!"
"But you are June!"
"No, Peter, I'm June from next week sometime. Or maybe it would make more sense to you if I explained that I'm the dead June from next week, who shouldn't be dead and I've come back in time to ask you for your help in not becoming dead, in the first place!"
"This is all sounding a bit too much like a plot for a corny Hollywood movie to me, June!"
"Yeah, don't tell me; my thought's exactly. But please let me explain, lover?"
"What's with the lover, bit anyway?"
"Well that's how I've always remembered you, lover. And what we always used to call each other before..."
"Lets not go there, June; all that was over and done with, a long time ago! Now, you were going to explain?"
"Ah, yes, well. It's like this. Last Saturday night I was sitting at home with Frank..."
"Frank?"
"My husband, lover! I got married again; didn't you know?"
"Yeah, I think I heard; but I had no idea which mug you picked. There were so many of the buggers according to the media. Eventually, I stopped taking any notice."
"Well, that was a complete waste of time and effort then!"
"Pardon?"
Don't worry lover, but I was trying to make someone... Anyway, as you say that's all done and gone now. Anyway one minute I'm sitting down to dinner with Fra... my husband, and the next thing I recall, I'm standing in line behind a gigantic queue of people. Honestly it was worse than passport control at New York."
"I've never been to New York, June!"
"Don't bother, I'm not sure it's even worth all the hassle. Anyway, for some reason I know that I've got to wait my turn in the queue and eventually I arrive at one of the desks. There was this officious looking... well, I'm not quite sure what it was, but I'll call it a him for the minute. Anyway, he taps my name into a computer and then frowns at me.
"I'd watched him deal with the people in front of me, and usually after typing their names into that terminal, he'd give them a little coloured card, then send them on through one of the many doorways in the wall behind him.
"But when he typed my name into his keyboard, he just sat there staring between the screen and me, with a really big frown on his face. Then he said 'There's been some sort of mistake young woman; you should not be here, yet!' So I asked him where 'here' was, and why was I 'there' anyway?
"But before he/she or whatever-it-was could answer, another one appears, introduces itself as my guide... No name, he... it, just said 'I'm your guide, June!' and then he asks me to follow him... it.
"He led the way through a door into a great big room... Like a massive library, where all the walls were lined with shelves all the way up as far as you could see. Those shelves were stacked with thousands and thousands of dusty old ledgers.
"The guide whatever, takes me to another... er, whatever."
"June, either they were men or they were women; they must have been one or the other!"
"You wouldn't be saying that if you'd met any of them yourself, Peter; I can assure you of that! They were dressed like... Oh, I don't know, ancient Greeks or even Romans; in sort-of frock things ... you know, like that get-up Demis Roussos bloke used to wear on stage."
"Demis who?"
"Never mind, Peter! Anyway, they all had long wavy hair and talked in tones that left you wondering what gender they possibly could be."
"So they could have been either?"
"Or neither. I don't know, but I got the idea that they were neither one nor the other."
"Perhaps they were both? That would sure put an end to all this marriage lark, wouldn't it?"
"I'm pretty sure that they aren't of this world anyway, Peter!"
"Aliens or Angels?"
"Well, I never saw any wings or... You bugger; you're taking the rise out of me, aren't you?"
"June, Aliens, spirits, ghosts or whatever you like to call them. Yeah I can accept that there might be something in them. Aliens I somehow doubt. And where the other lot comes in... Well, you know that I'm an agnostic. A particularly sceptical agnostic, at that!"
"Well, I'm not. I've just been there, wherever it was, and those whatever-they-are's, were there alright. Anyway this... new whatever, he looks in one of these great big ledgers, and then he tells me that I'm dead, but that I shouldn't be! Then he's sends yet another one of them off to find out what's going on.
"I had to hang around for hours until that whatever eventually comes back and tells the first whatever, and my guide, that, not only am I dead; but my body is in no condition for me to be returned to it. Which I believe, must have been their first intention. That made me a might perturbed, I can tell you!
"Then the first whatever, told me it that now and again things happen in the world, that don't fit into the great scheme of things. It sounded to me like he was talking about a master plan, of some sorts. Anyway, he told me that according to the great ledger, I was not supposed to die for many years. He wouldn't tell me exactly how long I was supposed to have lived for; I did ask!
"But then he went on to say that it would appear that I had died and most likely, in someone else's place. In other words, someone else was supposed to have died instead of me! I got a little irate about that..."
"As you would, June! As anyone would!"
"Please stop messing around, Peter; this is serious. I'm dead and I shouldn't be! Well, I'm not dead yet! But I will be, if you don't stop me dying."
"Hold-up? How, am I supposed to stop you dying?"
"I really do not know Peter. The whatevers' just told me that you were my best chance of not dying if I could persuade you to help me."
"Ah, does that explain the nudity? What did you think; that I'd be overcome with lust or something?"
"Not exactly, but near enough. The sight of my naked body always used to... well, lets just say that we never argued very much, when I was naked."
"When we were both naked you mean, June! But I don't understand, why me? Surely your husband should be the one for you to turn to."
"There's just a slight little hitch there, Peter! According to the whatevers', before anyone can actually see me... well, they have to be in-love with me! And if there's one thing that Frank definitely isn't, then it's in-love with me. Well, he is in-love with my cash, but not my physical self."
"And what makes you think, that I'm still in love with you, June?"
"You can see me, can't you?"
I nodded.
"Then you're in-love with me Peter, and there's nothing you can do to hide the fact! You can see me, so that means that you're in love with me!"
"And these... whatevers, they told you that I'm still in-love with you?"
"Why else would I be here, lover?"
"I'm not sure that I believe any of this June. I think that maybe you've gone a little doolally or something. Are you sure that you wouldn't like me to call a doctor for you? I know, I'll call your husband and he can take you to see a nice doctor!
"Peter, you call Frank and he'd think you've gone doolally. June is probably in her room tucked up in bed at this minute. Remember, they've sent me back seven days in time so I can persuade you to prevent me from dying next weekend."
"Why can't they just do that themselves?"
"Because they are not of the Earth, Peter. They spend eternity... Well, doing whatever they do when they aren't checking-in dead people.
"Checking all these dead people into where, June?"
"Ah that, I don't know! Heaven I suppose. All I saw was that ruddy great arrivals hall and that library place."
"So, you and Frank have separate bedrooms?"
"Yeah, Frank was one big mistake. I think I was on the rebound and... well, we can't always get it right can we?"
"So that's two mistakes you've made. First you marry one loser, and then you find Frank?
"Hey, I never made a mistake in marrying you, Peter! My mistake was in not keeping you when I had the chance. Look, I was overwhelmed with my inheritance and... I'm sorry, I forgot what was important in life!"
"So then you go and marry, Frank!"
"Yeah well... Do you remember that film 'The Graduate', when Dustin Hoffman stood in the gallery and called out to the bride to be to run off with him?"
"Yes, but I don't see the..."
"Well, where the hell were you, Peter? I bloody stood at that altar praying that any moment I'd hear your voice. Or at least you'd be banging on the window or something."
"I had no idea, June. Well, public scenes like that ... they just ain't me; you know that!"
"Yeah I do! But a girl can dream, can't she?"
"I don't know about you dreaming. I still not convinced that I'm not dreaming all this codswallop myself!"
"Well, I can soon prove to you that you're not dreaming, Peter!" June said, as her clothes vanished again, and she began to close the gap between us.
But then, just as suddenly as she'd appeared in the first place, she was gone. No flash, bang, wallop or anything; June just wasn't there anymore!
I must have sat there for half an hour or so, playing over the events of the night in my mind. But eventually, I put the whole thing down as a particularly vivid and off the wall dream.
-------
I was at my usual morning haunt, tucking into a hearty English breakfast; when I suddenly became aware of the same... I don't know, aura, I suppose.
Whatever it was it, was the same sensation that had caused me to look towards the foot of my bed during the night. At almost the same instant June's voice said.
"You'll kill yourself, Peter; eating all that fried rubbish. It's not good for the heart, you know!"
Yep she was back. The other side of my table, back wearing that revealing blouse get-up and I assumed the same skin-tight jeans. June was sitting there smiling that wicked smile of hers at me again.
"Jesus, where did you spring from, June?" I asked.
"Same place I came from this morning. My guide was a little peeved with me, he... she, said that I can touch you, but there must not be any intimate contact, or hanky panky between us."
"Define intimate?"
"Sex, Peter."
"I wasn't intending to have sex with you this morning, June!" I exclaimed. Probably a little louder than I'd intended.
"Maybe you weren't; but I certainly was intending to have sex with you!" June grinned back at me. "And, I always win at that game remember? I think that little brain of yours, takes preference when he gets aroused."
I suddenly realised that I had become the centre of attention for the whole café. Almost everyone in the place was staring over at my table -- including the two waitresses -- all with bewildered expressions on their faces.
"Oh, they can't see me remember, Peter! So they probably think, that you've lost your marbles and taken to talking to yourself!" June said with that smile on her face, again!
That smile -- as enchanting as it always had been -- was just about beginning to annoy me a little. Whatever, I steeled myself not to reply to June again, until we were somewhere a little more private. I really didn't want the world to get the idea I'd gone completely bonkers.
But -- up to a point -- that proved to be a double-edged sword, especially when you remember that the one I was trying to ignore, is my ex-wife. And, that she had an agenda in mind!
June seemed to immediately understand what I was doing, and playfully sat there trying to provoke me into reacting to her presence again. But, I won that round in the end, when -- either sensing defeat or having become bored with the game -- June, vanished again.
I was in my office when she next paid me a visit; this time walking straight through the closed door. Somehow I'd sensed her approach and I had watched the spectacle. I also got in first with a jibe at her.
"Well now. That just goes to prove that your plans for this morning, would have come to nothing; doesn't it, girl?"
"Sorry?" June replied, looking lost.
"Sex June! A woman who can walk through doors! I wouldn't think anyone could have sex with someone with that... talent."
"Wanna take a bet. I can do all sorts of tricks, Peter; you just watch this!"
Then June took my jacket from its hanger on the wall and walked across the room with it. But when she came to the edge of my desk, she just walked right through it as if it wasn't there. But my jacket didn't pass through the desk; it ended up lying on top of it. Then I found myself, with a surprisingly heavy June sitting upon my lap.
"How about that, then? I can pass through whatever I chose to and still be solid to everything else." She grinned at me; then June kissed me on the forehead.
"That doesn't make much sense, June!" I found myself replying.
"Nothing about this situation makes any sense to me, Peter! Well, how can I be dead, and not dead at the same time? I'm here with you, and at this moment I'm also in a planning meeting, up in the City."
"Can't you just go and warn yourself that you're going to die on Saturday evening?"
"I wish I could, Peter. But they tell me that I... the June that's alive that is, wont be able to see or our hear me, because I am her, and I'm dead. It's something to do with the laws of time and space. I would be able to see and hear her, because she's in the real world, but I'm not really here... there... Oh, you know what I mean! But she wouldn't be able to see or hear me, because I'm part of her future. Do you understand any of that?"
"Clear as mud, June; clear as mud!"
"Yes, my sentiment exactly! Those... whatever's are very good at telling you things. But they aren't very good at explaining anything."
"So what's your master plan then, June. I assume that you do have one?"
"Well Peter, we know that I die sometime on Saturday evening, because I can recall eating dinner that night with Frank. So you drive down to the coast during the day on Saturday and then stick to me like glue all night. Then what ever happens, you will be able to step-in and save me."



"June, you haven't really thought that one through, have you? Tell me what would happen if I walked in on that planning meeting your other self is chairing right now?"
"Oh yeah. I'd have called security and had you thrown out of the building."
"And if I knock on your door during your meal on Saturday. Alive June will call the cops, as soon as look at me!"
"Good point, Peter! I was pretty... pissed with you! I'd better be there as well then, I can go inside and watch what's going on. When I go out later, you can follow her... me and then step-in at the appropriate moment!"
"You know that you don't die in the house then?"
"Well, I can't do, or Frank would have died along with me and he wasn't in that arrivals hall place."
"Perhaps, he went to, another... the other, place!"
"Same arrivals hall Peter! Whether you go up or down, as we see it on Earth. I didn't get the impression things worked as simply as all the church people make out though. Anyway think about it, Peter; my body was... well, it was so severely damaged that the whatevers' couldn't put me back into it. If it hadn't been, I'd probably have ended up badly injured in hospital somewhere or something; but I would have been alive!
"They said that the same thing has happened one or two times in the past, and I gathered that the wrongly dead, suddenly woke-up again and reported having had an out of body experience."
"I wonder how many times those guys have messed-up over the years?"
"To be honest with you Peter, I just don't care. I just want to make sure that I wake up next Sunday morning back in my own body. Then I'll be around for a good few years. And then maybe we could..."
"Don't count your chickens, June! If we do carry this off, then the June who wakes up on Sunday morning, will not be the same June I'm talking to now. Who, by the way, appears to have had a wake-up call! She won't know anything about... well, us here now. And she won't have had the... impetus to re-evaluate her life!"
"Ah, but if you've saved her life in some way, surely..."
"Surely what June? We also have to ask ourselves the question, will my presence this weekend be the catalyst that brings about your demise in the first place?"
"I don't understand."
"Well, as I see it, that's the intrinsic problem with the theory of time travel, June. That is in essence what you have done, travelled back to this time from sometime next week."
"I still don't understand you, Peter?"
"Right where is your real self right now? The June who isn't dead, yet?"
"I told you she's in a meeting in the City; she should be breaking for lunch in about half an hour!"
"Like me! But that June, is you; correct?"
"Yes!"
"And when you yourself were sitting in that meeting last week in your time. Where was the you that's here now?"
"Here talking with you, of course!"
"My point exactly! The nature of travelling back in time, June. For the time traveller that is. Is that whatever happens has already happened and nothing you can do will change it. You were here with me, last week in your time, and we made all these arrangements... plans to try to stop you from dying. But you are still dead, so the plan couldn't have worked. If you weren't dead, you wouldn't be here, would you? I really can't see how this can work!"
"I don't understand any of it, Peter! I just know that those... whatevers'... told me that you were my best chance of not dying on Saturday evening!"
"And that's the reason you came on all lovey-dovey this morning?"
"No, it was not! Peter, when you suddenly discover that you might have lost everything. Well, it sets you to thinking! And I realised that the only thing I was going to miss, wasn't my companies, or the money; it was the one thing I'd forgotten I loved... YOU!
"And when I saw you lying there asleep, all I wanted was to feel your arms around me again. Nothing else; just you, cuddling me in the mornings. So you will please try to save my life, won't you?"
"Of course I will June. But I can't make any promises. I'm just worrying that my actually being there might... precipitate your demise, in some way. And you know, I don't know how I would be able to live with that!"
For the rest of the week, June kept popping-up all over the place. Well, pulling her mysterious appearance tricks on me when I wasn't expecting it.
Having June's disembodied head suddenly pop-up through the table when you're in conference with some bigwigs from the museum's governing body. Well, that doesn't do much for your decorum. Those guys must have thought I'd gone gaga, because June kept putting me off my stride by dropping in suggestive comments -- which only I could hear -- as we talked.
It's also a little off-putting when you're sitting on the... john (as the Yanks call it) as well; when June's head appears through the wall and grins at you.
June seemed to think the whole thing very funny and kept pulling the disembodied head trick anywhere new, that she could find me.
-------
Driving down to the coast on the Saturday was a whole new experience for me. Yeah well, we've all got so used to seatbelts that few of us have enjoyed the sensation of having beautiful woman draped over you as we drive. Yeah well, ghosts don't feature anywhere in the seat-belt legislation in the UK that I know of.
I parked in a little side turning, just along the road from June's house and my spiritual companion did her disappearing thing. Returning sometime later to tell me that June and her husband had finished their meal and were loading the dishwasher. Then she vanished again.
The next time she appeared, June had a confused expression on her face.
"It doesn't make any sense, she's sitting there watching the TV!" June informed me.
"Well, were you supposed to be going out this evening?" I asked.
"You know, Peter; I have no idea. I'm sure I hadn't made any plans, I'd remember surely. Perhaps something happens; you know, a telephone call or something? I'd better stick close to her!"
An hour later, June appeared again.
"Christ she's drinking wine now. I never drive after drinking even one glass of wine; you know that it goes to my head. Something is very wrong here, Peter!"
"I'd better move in closer, June. It might be that whatever happens, does happen inside that house. It might be your husband who goes out!"
June vanished again and I quietly -- so as not to disturb (or alert to my presence) any of the neighbours -- got out of the car and sneaked into June's garden. Hiding myself behind a large bush.
"She's asleep in the armchair!" June's voice suddenly boomed out behind me. Almost scaring the life out of me.
"And Frank?" I asked.
"Watching the TV!"
"Well it's only half-nine, there's still plenty of time for the balloon to go up, June!"
"Peter, I said that she's asleep in the chair. I don't sleep in chairs; if I'm tired, I go to bed! Something is seriously wrong here!"
"Is she breathing okay?"
"Yes, I checked! Her breathing sounds a little strange, to me. But I've only heard myself breathing from the inside before; if you understand me."
"I get your drift, sweetheart; don't worry!"
But then -- before June got around to vanishing back inside again -- the front door of the house opened and a man walked out of it.
"Frank?" I asked.
"Yes. I wonder where he's going?"
"To the garage by the look of it!" I replied.
June's husband opened the garage doors and disappeared inside. A couple of seconds later, he drove a Porsche out if the building and parked it by the still open front door. Then he walked off towards what I assumed was a garden implements shed.
I'd noted that the Porsche's personalised number plate sported just two letters JC.
"You still using that cherished plate I bought you, June?"
"It's my lucky number plate, Peter. I wouldn't be without it!"
"But your initials aren't JC anymore!"
"No, but that was a big mistake, Peter. Hopefully they might be again, one day soon."
"June that maybe what you hope; but that sleeping woman, who owns that Porsche, isn't the spectre that's hiding in the shadows here with me here... somewhere! Bugger, where are you June? I can't even see you!"
"Yeah, silly of me! I've made myself invisible, even to you at the moment. I know it's stupid when we're hiding from Frank who can't see me anyway?"
"I didn't realise that you could do that!"
"No, I know you didn't! And Peter, are you aware that you talk to yourself sometimes when you think you are alone?"
"June, have you been spy..."
"Almost every minute of every day Peter. I didn't have anything else to do!"
"Holy crap! You're dangerous June!"
"Can I help it if you talk to yourself too much Peter!" June's voice replied.
Then materialising just inches from my face, June kissed me on the lips before promptly vanishing again.
I was about to take the matter of June's clandestine observations of myself further, when her husband reappeared from the garden shed, carrying a plastic petrol container and a couple of what looked like spirit bottles.
"Oh, my Christ!" I exclaimed when the significance of both the petrol can and the spirit bottles sank home in my brain. "June your old-man's going to do you in and burn your body! With the state of your driving, no bugger will suspect a thing!"
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Peter!"
"June, you always have been the most God awful driver I've ever known. You drive much too fast for your own good; haven't I always told you that? Tell me how many accidents have you had now? I really can't believe that you haven't killed yourself already woman... in a bleeding Porsche!"
"You know, you could be right, Peter! Frank must have got tired of waiting. That's what the bastard's going to do, he'll crash the car and then set light to the thing, with me still inside it. I'll bet the bugger bought me that bloody car in the first place, hoping that I'd eventually kill myself in damned thing. But hadn't you better... well, you know, do something?"
"No, June; not yet! If I go jumping the gun, he'd walk right out of court without even getting his hand slapped! That's assuming the police would even knick the bugger in the first place. We're speculating, we can't prove that he's intending to do anything, yet. We'll have to wait until the last moment. Then when he's committed himself and there's no going back; I'll do my best Batman impression!
"You know, I'll bet those are vodka bottles. I have no idea how he's found out about it, but I recall the effect that spiked punch had on you, back at that Uni party. You went out like a bleeding light, that evening!"
"Shit! I only recounted that story to Frank, a few months back."
"You told him that they'd spiked the punch with vodka at that party and what effect it had on you?"
"Sure did, Peter!"
"June, I'd say that you as good as committed suicide! I'll bet that he spiked that wine you were drinking earlier; the bugger didn't even have to bother to drug you. Christ, I can see his story now! 'My wife was a secret drinker officer, and she never has been a very good driver!' I'll bet that there are half-empty vodka bottles stashed away all over your sodding house already."
"You think he's going to claim that I'm an alcoholic?"
"Was an alcoholic, June! That petrol can suggests that he is planning on a fire as well. Those two bottles... Well, vodka's a spirit, and spirits burn just as good as petrol, don't they? Who's going look for the difference if there are the remains of vodka bottles in the car? I should imagine they'll find plenty of evidence of alcohol in your system when they do an autopsy on what's left of you after the fire."
"Charming, but that would explain why the whatevers' couldn't put me back into my own body though, wouldn't it. There probably wasn't that much left of me!"
By that time June's husband was carrying her unconscious form out of the house. He carefully placed her in the passenger seat of the Porsche; fastened her seatbelt and closed the door. Then he looked around, probably assuring himself that he hadn't been seen from any of the neighbouring properties. After lighting a cigarette and looking around once again, he then disappeared back inside the house.
"The bastard told me, that he'd given up smoking!" June mumbled from somewhere close by.
"I'd better get back to car June, we don't know where he's intending to kill her... you; so I need to be ready to follow him."
"No, this is where I takeover, Peter! I'll drive your car, because unlike you I can see perfectly-well in the dark, so I wont need to turn the lights on. If Frank spots your headlights following him, then... well, he could-well decide not to kill me tonight; but he might try again another day!"
"You, drive my car, June!"
"Don't panic, Peter, I'll be careful; I promise. And I will be following Frank; he's not likely to want to bring any attention to himself by driving too fast, is he? Besides what good will it do me if both of us end up dead!"
Then I suddenly felt a strange sensation as June's unseen hand slid into my trouser pocket to retrieve my car keys, (not an unpleasant experience). Then I watched as my keys floated away, until they entered a large bush.
I heard June's voice exclaim, "Shit!" Then my keys floated back out of the bush again and took a detour right around it, before finally vanishing into the night.
I crouched in my hiding place and waited until Frank came back out of the house, locking the door behind him. He had yet a third bottle of Vodka in his hand, and -- after taking swig from it himself, and taking another furtive look around -- he went to the passenger side of the car and quite literally poured some of it's contents down June's throat. I could clearly heard her cough and splutter a little. It was all I could do to refrain from intervening at that time. But I knew that I had to wait until June's husband's intentions would become obvious to the world.
Almost before I realised what was going on, Frank had started the Porsche and it was disappearing through the gateway.
The instant the vehicle was out of sight, I ran after it and found my own car skidding to a halt just outside on the road; with apparently no one at the wheel.
Quite a disconcerting experience, but not as bad as sitting in the front passenger seat, beside an apparently empty driver's seat, as your car races along country roads at breakneck speed.
"Would you mind materialising for me please, June?" I found myself asking.
"Sorry, lover; I forgot about that." June replied, an instant after she had acquiesced to my request.
I'm afraid that June's definition of careful driving, doesn't quite match my own. But then again, 'slow' for a Porsche, is probably rather fast for a modest family vehicle like my car. I chose to keep my eyes firmly closed for the vast majority on that journey.
"You do realise where he's going, don't you Peter?" June asked after we'd been travelling for a good half-hour or so.
"The cliffs at..."
"Yeah. I took the bugger there once, to show him the view. And I told him that we'd spent a lot of time up there during our courting days."
"Ah, he's been doing some joined-up thinking, just in case you've told anyone that you're marriage isn't quite as happy as it should be!
"I can see the headlines now, 'Troubled alcoholic millionairess, commits suicide by driving off cliff at popular beauty spot!'"
"My thought's exactly, Peter!"
The place in question is quite well known. There's a road that runs along the cliff, maybe a hundred yards or so back from the edge. In the summer months during the daytime, there are usually a lot of tourists cars (and even to odd coach or two) parked on the grass just off the road. From where their occupants can stroll to the cliff edge, or even just sit in their vehicles, and enjoy the vista.
Even at night-time -- all the year round -- courting couple's cars were often to be found parked there; but usually a little further from the road, away from prying eyes.
Frank's choice of murder venue, was an awkward one as far as I was concerned. The ground was open on the cliff top, with little vegetation to hide my car behind, or cover my approach.
I began to fear that I might have pulled a booboo, and mentally chastised myself for not having acted earlier; even if it had meant that Frank would get away with it. On this occasion!
But that night was a very dark one and Frank -- probably fearing that there might be some courting couples parked out in the middle of the heath -- turned off the road at his earliest opportunity. The road was closer to the cliff edge there, beside the hedge that marked the edge of the open heath land.
June parked on the road just before it entered the open ground; we sneaked out and crept along the road until we... Well, June anyway, could see her car and what Frank was doing. There was some moonlight that night, but for most of the time, it was obscured by broken cloud.
June and I slowly moved closer. Me flattening myself to the ground every time the moon came out from behind a cloud. June, standing there as bold as brass -- knowing that Frank couldn't see her -- and looking down at me as if I'd gone nuts!
After what seemed to be an age, the driver's door of the Porsche opened; Frank got out and surveyed all around carefully. I felt sure that he'd see me lying there, not twenty feet away. And I still found it disconcerting that June was standing there, right beside where I was lying.
Having assured himself that there were no other vehicles parked close by (June informed me later that actually there were several other vehicles parked on the heath that night; but I never noticed any of them). Frank opened the Porsche's boot, retrieved the fuel can he'd stashed in there previously and placed it on the ground.
That was as far as I was prepared to let him take it, so -- jumping to my feet -- I raced towards him. But June (who'd had apparently decided to hide herself from my view again) beat me to it. I suddenly noticed the fuel container rise from the ground and begin to float away towards the cliff edge.
I really do not know what Frank intentions were, after that point. I was racing towards him howling like a banshee (whatever that is) or so I'm told. So he might have decided to run away from me. Or on the other hand -- and just as likely -- Frank could have been running after his magical flying petrol can.
Whatever it made no never mind to anyone; because in his haste Frank ran straight off the edge of the cliff and fell to his certain death... maybe two or three hundred feet below.
Mind you, if June hadn't managed to physically stop me, I might well have followed him! I hadn't seen that we were approaching the cliff edge, either. And, I discovered another talent that June had in her spiritual condition; she could obviously fly!
"Is he dead, do you think?" June asked, as we stood on the cliff edge together, staring down at the dark sea below.
"I should imagine so, sweetheart; it's a bleeding long way down there girl!"
"Better check." June said quipped and promptly vanished.
"He's dead!" She confirmed, on reappearing a couple of seconds later. "What do we do now, call the police? Or should I say, are you going to call the police?"
"You must be joking, girl. I wouldn't want to have to explain this little lot away to anyone. No, you drive the Porsche back to her... your house and park it somewhere where no one will find it until she's woken up on her own account. There's no need for anyone to know that she or I was here at all."
"I'll drive back home and... well, if anyone asks, which I doubt they will, I'll tell them that I didn't feel too well today, so I went to bed early."
"Anyway, it turns out that you didn't need me here at all, June. You could have done it all on your own!"



"Oh, I needed you, alright, lover! I still do if it comes to that! But those whatevers' have their silly rules. We'll meet again soon, I'm sure!" June replied, then she kissed me full on the lips and bloody vanished again.
Almost at the same instant that she had disappeared, the Porsche's engine roared into life and it took off at breakneck speed; without any lights on.
"Yeah, and that won't draw attention to yourself, will it June?" I found myself saying to the empty heath.
Getting back to my car I drove back home, but left the vehicle hidden away in the staff cark park behind the museum where I work. It was my habit to leave it there if I as going out drinking during the evening, and sometimes when I went up to town on weekends. So I figured that no one would remember whether it had been there all that weekend or not.
Then I walked the three miles to my home, via every back cut and double I could think of; in the hope that no one would see me passing.
Well think about it? A millionairess' current, and her ex husband are together on the cliff top at a popular beauty spot. One of them, the millionairess' current husband, somehow ends-up dead at the bottom of the cliff! Add to that, the fact that the ex-husband had reportedly been behaving very strangely during the previous week.
Now you tell me, what are the courts are going to make of that little collection of unfortunate coincidences? Maybe they couldn't prove murder; but I'll bet that they'd have a bloody good shot at manslaughter! Consequently, I had good reason to keep my movements as secret as possible on my way home that evening... morning.
When I did arrive home, spiritual June was waiting for me. She informed me that her other self was beginning to show signs of regaining her composure. I translated that into 'regaining consciousness!' June had always insisted that that spiked drink back at the Uni party, had just... un-phased her for a while. I'd carried her back to her flat that night; she was out cold and/or in cloud-cuckoo-land at least, most of the time!
Anyway, after assuring me that June was safe, spiritual June gave me a kiss that made my toes curl and quite literally lifted me off of my feet. Then she said "Bye, Peter! See you soon!" and was gone.
I never laid eyes on the spiritual manifestation of June again.
-------
It was almost three weeks before the story hit the newspapers in a big way. There had been mention of Frank's disappearance, no more than a few lines on the inside pages of the dailies. But then, his body was discovered lying hidden in amongst the rocks at the bottom of the cliff.
I hadn't got the newspaper headlines quite right. They went along the lines of, 'Troubled husband, of society millionairess, commits suicide by throwing himself from cliffs at popular beauty spot!' or variations that ran on a very similar theme, anyway.
It had taken the authorities considerably longer than I'd expected, for them to locate Frank's remains. They'd discovered a hire car first -- one that had been rented in Franks name several weeks before -- hidden in a field about a mile or so inland, back from the cliff. I would suppose that the official search had fanned out from there.
I have to admit, that I had wondered how Frank had been planning to get away from the scene, after he'd committed his dirty deed.
Unlike the situation I'd been in for the previous few years, I wanted to read every word the papers had to say about June. June being the more famous of the two, no story or news bulletin ever failed to mention June first, when reporting fact or fiction concerning Frank, and/or his life and death.
It would appear that following someone like Frank's demise, the media felt free to print just about any accusations about the man, they saw fit.
One of the first things that was reported (besides his actual death) was that his marriage to June was rumoured to be on the rocks and apparently had been for some considerable time. Probably sensing that an acrimonious divorce had been on the cards, I believe the papers assumed that June wouldn't sue over anything nasty they printed about Frank
There were plenty accusations made that Frank had only married June in order to gain access to some financial support from her. Always made by an unidentified person, who supposedly was close to June and/or Frank.
Those accusations were remarkably similar to the ones made about myself around the time of June and my divorce.
But after reading numerous newspaper articles, I gathered that Frank was considered by some pundits to be a bit of a con-artist. It was said that he was either that, or the worst businessman since creation. No one seemed to know for sure; but they did say that whatever companies Frank got involved with -- business wise -- rapidly crashed and burned. Although somehow Frank always appeared to land (roughly) on his feet... financially!
But those same articles also reported that Frank was a very handsome man. Who'd reputedly been blessed with a personality that could charm the birds from the trees! Hence the various, con-artist or business failure labels. I really don't think any of the media knew for sure which way the wind blew!
I, of course, was trawling though those articles, looking for any detailed information they had about Frank's death. I still did not know if anyone had spotted mine or June's cars, or even myself on the cliff top that evening. But it soon became apparent that if anyone had, they weren't talking to the police or newspapers about it.
There wasn't even mention of the petrol can that the Spiritual June had dropped on the cliff edge as she stopped me following her late husband. But, with the price of fuel nowadays, I didn't find that too surprising.
It was said that on the night Frank disappeared. June herself claimed that she had fallen asleep in a chair while watching television. When she awoke later that evening June found that her husband was no longer in the house. When he had not reappeared by the following morning, and after finding his car in the garage; June had called the police to report him missing. There appeared to be no suggestion that June had anything to do with Frank's disappearance or death.
It was variously suggested -- by a few of the newspapers -- that Frank had probably met with either a lady friend, or a business associate on the cliff top that evening. But at the inquest the police report said they thought he'd made his way there alone, and that he had committed suicide.
The coroner was informed that several large creditors had been pressuring Frank of late for the immediate repayment of loans. They also said that June's companies had refused to settle those accounts on his behalf, or extend Frank any more credit themselves.
The inquest verdict was, that Frank had taken his own life, "while the balance of his mind was disturbed" and the case was effectively closed.
I saw mention of a private funeral, but I didn't 'push my luck' by attending.
I suppose I figured that was the end of the incident and I very much doubted that I'd see or hear from June again.
-------
It was almost three months after the inquest. Having stopped off on the way home at the pub for a pint and a bite to eat, saving myself bothering to cook. I arrived home around nine fifteen PM. I'd just settled myself in front of the TV when the doorbell rang.
On opening the front door I was confronted by June; who stood there staring at me.
"Hi June, long time no see! Would you like to come in?" I asked.
I wasn't really sure how to play things, because the June on my doorstep didn't have that 'devil may care' aura about her that the 'Spiritual' June had had.
"Thank you, Peter; I would if you don't mind." She replied and stomped past me going went straight into the lounge.
Of course, June knew her way around the house; it had been our house at one time.
"It's about time you up-dated some of this furniture, Peter!" She commented, taking a seat on what had always been her armchair. "Some of it's looking a little dated..."
"June, you didn't come here this evening to advise me on the condition of my décor. Now, what can I do for you?" I interrupted her.
Well, this was the serious June. The June whom I'd happily (if acrimoniously) divorced some years before. Not that scatterbrain fun loving June (much, much closer to the woman I'd married) who'd made a naked appearance in my bedroom some months previous. You know, I'd really missed that June since she'd been gone again.
"My husband killed himself a while back, Peter!"
"I could not fail to notice that fact, June. It was plastered all over the TV and newspapers for weeks on end!"
"Yes, I found it quite embarrassing!"
"I don't doubt you would, June. But what has that got to do with me and why your unexpected arrival here this evening?"
"Do you have dreams, Peter?"
"Sure I do; everyone does, don't they?"
"Well, since Frank's death I've been having some very vivid and confusing dreams. And I'm not one for dreaming, Peter; I never have been!"
"Oh, everyone dreams June. It's just that some people don't recall what they've dreamed about when they wake-up."
"Well, I have been recalling my dreams since Frank's death, Peter!"
"Anything significant?"
"To do with you, you mean! And yes, you do seem to feature in nearly all of them."
June looked me straight in the eye.
"And I have reason to believe that you know why you're in my dreams, and I've also come to believe that you might be able to explain them to me!"
"Oh come-on June! How could I know about your dreams?"
"Well, I suppose you could start, by explaining to me exactly what you were doing on that cliff top the night Frank died, Peter!"
"I have no idea what you are talking about June!"
"Peter, before we were married I watched you play rugby, more times than I care to remember.
"It was cold, wet and often extremely boring. But there was a part of every match that is burned into my memory. That was when my fiancé got hold of the ball and... well, charged towards the opposing teams goal thingy, wailing like a banshee."
"I didn't wail, June! I... yelled at the top of my voice. Not strictly politically correct, but it was supposed to instil fear and confusion in the opposition; and disorientate them. Sometimes I'd even rush at them yelling, when one of the others members of our team had the ball; that really did confuse the buggers."
"Peter, on the night my husband disappeared, I told the police I was at home sleeping in a chair. And to be honest with you, for a while I did believe that I was speaking the truth. However, I had a strange dream that night while I was sleeping in that chair. I heard you making that noise again. And, I seem to recall seeing you run past, quite close by me, to be precise. You were dressed in that same get-up you're wearing now."
"This is my best archaeological consultant gear, June! I wear it most of the time."
"Peter, I'm now convinced that I didn't sleep in the chair all evening. I don't sleep in chairs anyway and I'm not completely out of my mind. That night I saw and heard you! Now will you please explain to me what you were doing there and how I came to be on that cliff top as well? I'd also like an explanation of how I got home again. I have a vague recollection of getting out of the passenger seat of my Porsche, so I'd like to know who drove it, was it you? It will go no further than these four walls, Peter; I promise you!"
"You promised me lots of things once June, only to withdraw those promises eighteen months later!"
"I think it better that we keep this conversation away from the mistakes we've both made in our lives, Peter."
"Okay, I was there that night to save your life; but as it turned out, you saved mine!"
June just stared at me for several minutes and then said. "Yes I know I did! But I dreamed about that much later; I stopped you tumbling over the cliff that night! But how could I if I was all but..."
"There were two of you there that evening June! The you, who was almost comatose sitting in the front seat of your Porsche, and another spiritual version of yourself! Who was there for the sole purpose of ensuring that Frank did not succeed in his plan to murder you!
"The spiritual June dragged me along -- kicking and screaming, I might add -- just in case she needed any help.
"Silly really, she was you! When have you ever needed anyone's help but your own?"
Once again June sat there staring back at me. Her body language told me that she was thinking, but it couldn't tell me what she was thinking. June was obviously turning something over in her mind.
Then -- after what seemed an age -- she apparently came to a decision. June, needed to use the loo!
"Peter. May I use your bathroom, please?" she suddenly asked
"Sure, you can June. You know where it is; nothing has changed up there either." I replied with a grin. "Would you like a cup of tea or coffee or something? I can make while you're er... well, I can make it..."
"Yes, I think maybe I would like something... have you any wine?"
"Oh yeah, June. I've had it on the rack in there for some years now? I never was partial to drinking wine alone; you know that!"
"Yes, I remember, Peter. I think a small glass would be much appreciated right now. Perhaps you'll have one too?"
"I'll stick to scotch, June; I haven't got to drive home later, remember!"
June smiled -- that bleeding smile of hers -- then -- picking up the large carrier bag she'd brought with her -- she headed for the bathroom.
I nipped into the kitchen to locate where I'd stashed those bloody bottles of plonk. I'd failed completely to read any... ambiguity of intention, in June's request for a glass of wine.
After an inordinately long wait in the kitchen -- I'd planned to meet June as she came back down the stairs -- I heard her call my name from the landing.
"Yeah, I'm here June. Is there something wrong?" I asked moving to the bottom step.
"I've got something for you here, Peter!" She replied, and her hand appeared over the landing balustrade holding a manila envelope."
"What is it?" I asked, fearing another court summons.
Oh yeah, our divorce had been pretty acrimonious and June had been forever having me served with one summons or another. It had really slowed down the divorce procedure.
"And of course, I got this for you, as well!" June said moving into my view on the top step, wearing nothing but -- a very familiar looking -- tiny bra and thong. In one hand she held that envelope, in the other, what looked like a pair of jeans and a white blouse."
I found myself in a surreal situation, standing at the bottom of the stairs staring up at June and wondering... Well, that bra and thong were surely the ones the Spiritual June had magicked herself into that first day. And the jeans and blouse... Well, I was wondering, how the hell could this be happening?
"I didn't bother to struggle into the jeans, Peter." June giggled, "I'm sure you wouldn't want to wait while I took the things off again."
"June, you say you dreamed about stopping me going over the cliff?"
"Yes!"
"How much else have you been dreaming about?"
"Oh, I should imagine... Just about everything, Peter! You know in a lot of my dreams you didn't even realise that I was there with you."
"And you've had all of these dreams since your husband died?"
"They started that night I had that dream sitting in the chair, Peter. The night that Frank disappeared! I really can't be sure exactly when Frank died. But I believe that maybe you can be!"
"Anyway, I've been having those dreams somewhat repeatedly ever since. Mostly the same dreams over and over again. Finally I realised that someone... or something, has been trying to tell me something. And I've only just realised what they were trying to tell me!"
"Well, to be honest with you, Peter; that isn't strictly true! I believe I worked it out a couple of months ago; and I dearly hope I haven't got it wrong. But I had a lot of preparation to do before I tested the waters, so to speak! I sort-of suspected that I'd only get one chance at this, so I thought it best to get everything prepared, first!"
"Some of those dreams were great fun though. Embarrassing you when you forgot yourself... remember that café where you have breakfast everyday. All that fried food, Peter; surely it can't be good for you! And then that head through desk game as well, you should have seen your face. And there were the other times when you were talking to yourself.
"It all was such great fun, Peter; just like we always had together when we were at university. You know, I'd forgotten that you have to have fun in your life."
All the while she'd been speaking, June seemed to be waving that envelope; as if she was trying to draw my attention to it.
"What's in the envelope June!" I eventually asked; quite sternly I think.
"Plane tickets to Florida! There, we can board my grandfather's motor yacht and then the worlds our oyster!"
"June, you are kidding me?"
"Oh no Peter, I am not. I don't understand what happened and I can't begin to comprehend why it happened. I wasn't even sure that my dreams were making any sense at all. But the fact that somehow, I actually did spend that week... tormenting you. Well, shall we say, I realised that beneath it all, you still loved me. And I, Peter; I still love you!"
"So you say, June. As you did, at the altar that day! And you know, for a while, I actually did believe that you really did love me! But then you got lost in your business empire and you began to think of me, as some kind of ornament."
"Yes I know that I did, Peter, and I'm sorry. But I'm not lost in it anymore, I've got people I know and can trust running everything. They'll have to keep me briefed of course... I calculate that it'll take up about one day of my time every month or so. The rest of the time, it'll be just you and me Peter. And those ancient ruins and things you were always saying that you wanted to visit."
"Are you serious, June?"
"Peter, I've never been more serious about anything in my whole life. If I have my way it's going to be just you and me from now on, Peter. Plus a few ancient ruins and eventually the children of course!
"Now, am I going to stand here all night and catch my death of cold? Or is that little brain of yours going start making some sensible decisions?"
The little brain took precedence -- as June knew it eventually would -- and I began to climb the stairs. But only after, I'd returned to the kitchen to collect the rest of that bottle of plonk. That way I could be sure that someone wasn't going to be driving home that night!
-------
Our lives have progressed predictively since that evening. We did get married again, and we've visited ancient ruins all around the world. Now that we have settled down in Kent and the two-point-four children are next on the agenda.
As the time passed, June related quite a few of her dreams to me in detail; but curiously she has never mentioned the Whatevers. You know, I very much suspect, that if I mentioned them to June; she'd have no idea what I was talking about!
Life goes on.
Please note, this story has been posted on this site by R.B. (December 2012) with the author's kind permission.
The author informs me that the inspiration for this yarn came from a re-showing of the 1946 film "A matter of Life and Death" ("Stairway to Heaven" in the USA) on daytime television
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A few clarifications that might assist the uninitiated and/or those from foreign parts.
Emmet: A Cornish (and West country) term for holidaymakers or seasonal visitors. Punter: A person who is (unwittingly) gambling on the services he/she has paid for being successfully provided. In this particular example, paying to be taken out on a boat to see some basking sharks and/or dolphins, doesn't necessarily guarantee that the "punter" will see anything but the bottom of a sick bucket. Stroppy: bad tempered and/or argumentative. Bill/Ol'-Bill; Police


In Dreams, Chapter 01

The human brain is a strange and wonderful thing; buried inside it somewhere is our consciousness... our mind, or even our soul, if you like to call it that. Every second of each day our brain monitors the most complex machine known to man and keeps it all running tickety-boo; heart rate, breathing, temperature and many other bodily functions are all monitored and maintained at the optimum.
Along with the former, the brain stores our memories... if sometimes not as fully or accurately as we'd like. Now memories are even stranger because although we believe that we remember everything about our lives; in fact we can recall very little in detail. Some parts of our life, which I suppose our brains have decided are poignant we find we can remember in great detail, but regretfully these recollections are often but very short episodes... recordings, if you like; usually only of the highlights of the more significant occasions. Still more of our memories are but mere snapshots that our brain (in it's wisdom) somehow reassembles into what we believe are proper memories.
I'm only explaining this to you now, so that you might understand, that the following are my memories; my recollections of the significant events of those few months, what actually happened between the described... poignant events, I really can't recall now.
My story starts on a sunny afternoon in mid July, 2010. It had been a good day for me really. I'd taken a group of ten people out on the boat and we'd found three Basking Sharks, one of them a real big bugger. That's what the punters were paying for to see; the sharks up close and personal. I'd earned my money that day and back at the landing stage the party had climbed off "Quiet Times" (my boat), a group of happy Emmets (Summer visitors, holidaymakers and the like from up-country and/or foreign parts. Emmits all, to us local country bumpkins).
As usual after I'd disembarked the party at the charter boys' landing stage, and having topped up the fuel tank, I moved Quiet Times over by the quay wall. There I could refill her water tank, generally tidy everything away and swab the decks down a bit, before I took her back up river to my mooring.
I was almost finished making her all ship shape and Bristol fashion, and had stopped for a moment to stare at the water; checking the state of the tide, when.
"Excuse me, but are you Mr Carson?" A rather young sounding female voice, somewhat tentatively, asked from somewhere high above me on the quay.
"That I be Miss!" I replied in my best Cornish nautical, and I'll add without lifting my gaze from the waters surface.
By the way, I'm not Cornish by a long chalk; but I've been living down here for a good few year and had been pretty well accepted as one by the locals. And of course the punters sort-of expect that I should be; consequently one has to play the part as best one can.
"Are you Mr Taylor Carson?" The voice asked.
Now that caught my attention! No one addressed me as Taylor anymore. I'd been plain old Carson to everyone around those parts (including the Emmets) ever since I'd settled in that neck of the woods! Except that some of the punters would call me Captain Carson or even skipper... on occasion.
I looked up to see whom I was addressing and the sight before me took my breath away. Gazing back down at me was an extremely familiar looking -- rather shapely and very attractive -- young woman.
But no, she wasn't a young woman, she couldn't be; your the mind can play some devious tricks on you sometimes.
Oh, she was familiar all right; too bloody familiar looking by a long chalk. And she even had the look about her or of a young woman. But from the sound of her voice – and maybe more so my unconscious mind speedily fumbling through a few complicated calculations which had their roots in long discarded memories -- I figured that it was far more likely that she was a mere child. My high speed mental gymnastics led me to the conclusion that she could be no more than thirteen years old... roughly; mental maths ain't ever been a strong point of mine. Unless I'm calculating dart scores that is; which is a subtraction exercise anyway.
Whatever, I had to admit to myself that the younger was certainly well developed for her age, and could easily have passed for being somewhat older.
It should be obvious to you though, that my estimate of her age, was influenced by the fact that -- on that first glance -- I'd very much suspected... Well I was positive when it comes down to it, that I knew exactly whose offspring my unexpected visitor was.
But I had no clue as to what her name was or as to what possible reason she could have had for being on the quay that day.
I also had no intention of letting-on to the youngster that I did recognise her. That's called... well self-preservation, I think?
"You have me at a disadvantage Miss?" I said prompting her to introduce herself. But she'd obviously decided to play her cards close to her chest. Suspiciously close to her chest from my point of view.
Hey, I'll add, that by the look of it, that was going to be one impressive chest one day, once it had developed to it's full potential. Yeah well, the youngster was definitely taking after her mother; that was something I was definitely sure about. The one thing I suspected was going to lead naturally to the other, as nature dictates.
"Tara," she replied, "May I come aboard your boat please Mr Carson, there's something I need to discus with you."
The name Tara immediately brought final confirmation to my suspicion of whose offspring this particular young lady had to be; not that I'd needed any. The young woman I'd immediately pictured in my memory was a little more than... fixated on the film "Gone With The Wind". I'd been obliged to sit through all 238 minutes on it's on... too many occasions for my personal taste.
But for the life of me, I still could not figure-out the why or wherefore, of what Tara was doing in my neck of the woods. Or of rather more concern was, why she would feel the need to search me out.
But, being the gentleman that I am, (A description of myself not wholeheartedly shared by the rest of the world, I'll admit!) I could do no less than acquiesce to her request.
"Be my guest young lady! But be careful on that old metal ladder; it tends to get a little slippery at low tide. Although I do still have some chores to finish here, so if you don't mind I'll be working while we talk. And then I've got to get Quiet Times to her moorings, before the tide turns. So if you stay aboard for too long, then you'll probably find yourself shanghaied into a trip up river."
"That's fine with me, I can help you clean-up if you wish. I'm in no hurry to do anything but talk to you this evening." Tara replied, then holding her arm out, she called out "Catch!" as she dropped the jacket she'd been holding down to me, swung herself onto the ladder and shimmied down onto the deck beside me.
Then she turned to face me again, and smiled, picked up the deck brush -- that I'd been forced to drop, to facilitate the catching her jacket -- and the bucket, before asking. "Where do I start?" .
Probably with a bewildered expression on my face, I gestured towards the foredeck out in front of the wheelhouse.
Tara smiled back at me yet again, then I watched as she carefully negotiated her way around the side of the deckhouse and out onto said foredeck.
"Water?" she asked, then added. "Oh, that's a silly question isn't it?" When after I'd looked back at her and then glanced over the side at the harbour waters all around us.
I've got to admit, whilst she lowered the bucket into the harbour to fill it, I did take a long look at the way her... well, her pert derriere filled those tight fitting jeans she was wearing.
"God," I thought "The girl has wonderful figure even at her age; she is definitely going to grow into the image of her mother."
I had to remind myself that whatever age Tara looked, my in-built radar was telling me that she was not yet fifteen years old. She had to be a lot less than half my years and that the wicked thoughts that were trying to wangle their way inside my perverted brain, were quite definitely illegal!
But in my defence, I must say that they might not have been thought's; they quite possibly could have been memories. If you do not understand where I'm coming from here, I'm afraid there's nothing I can add that might make it any clearer at this time.
I finished up topping-off the water tank from the hose that hung from the quayside, then ran the engine up and let it tick-over for a while to warm-up a little.
"Are we going up the river now?" Tara asked as she re-entered the well deck, where I had been waiting for her.
"Yeah, to my mooring, only about a mile or so. The tide is just about to turn shortly and it's easier to pick up the mooring during the slack... that's if I can time it exactly right. I'll bring you back in the Rib after; if you'd like to come along for the ride." I replied.
"Please," she said, "it'll give us time to talk."
Casting off the single line that attached Quiet Times to the quay, I reversed her away from it in preparation for the turn to run up river.
The Boys on the regular charter boats (who were still undertaking their crafts evening ablutions) waved, but were uncharacteristically quiet as we passed them.
Usually, if I still had a... female passenger aboard when I went up river after a charter... Well, we'd be greeted with a volley of wolf whistles and the like, and very often with a few – luckily completely unintelligible to the uninitiated -- suggestive or ribald remarks thrown in for good measure.
But to my surprise, that day the guys just waved or respectfully touched their caps.
The ebb tide was still slowly running, so I was sure that with luck on my side, we would arrive at the mooring on the slack. Thereby making picking it up far easier and safer to do single-handed. Once the tide started to flow, it moved very fast on that river and Quiet Times would have been a real bugger to hold steady while mooring her.
Tara had made a fair job of scrubbing the foredeck, but that didn't make her a sailor. From her body language I somehow doubted that she had ever been on a boat before, let alone handled one. I doubted she'd be of much assistance in picking up the mooring.
Because Tara was looking at me expectantly -- which I found a little... well, disconcerting -- I told her where to find the coffee making gear and she quickly disappeared below into the galley; returning shortly with two steaming mugs.
It was obvious that someone had taught Tara how to make a decent mug of coffee, if nothing else. But I had to wonder how she had managed to know exactly how much sugar I was in the habit of using. I somehow doubted that she could have guessed that right first time.
After I'd complemented Tara on her coffee making skills and she'd seated herself near me on the bench that runs all around Quiet Times well deck, I asked. "So what's all these important things that you need to discus with me?"
"This is a very nice boat?" She replied, obviously chickening-out of explaining the reason for her visit as long as she could.
"Hmm, need time to compose yourself, do you young lady?" I wonder what you are up too? I thought to myself. "Right lets scotch that one as quickly as we can and get down to brass tacks." Tara then got the standard holiday charter speech. Well part of the usual banter anyway.
"Yes, she's a retired Royal Navy pinnace. Quiet Times was built for the admiralty in 1956; out of Larch, on oak frames. She's forty-one feet long, eleven-and-a-half feet wide, and she draws roughly around four-and-a-half feet of water, near enough anyway. That helps to make her pretty stable when things get choppy out there. The noise and the vibration you are aware of, is her Kelvin diesel engine down under our feet here; she'll plug on like this for just about forever, providing you treat her respectfully.
"Oh, and there's two berths and a head, plus the little galley down in the for'ard there. But you've already acquainted yourself with the galley, and there are another four berths jammed into those two cabins back there.
"I mostly use Quiet Times for personal recreational purposes; but she is licensed to carry fare-paying passengers should the need arise. Consequently when the charter boys get a little over-busy with the holiday makers in the summer, I can help them out; it brings in a bob or two as well."
"Right Tara , that's the boat sorted. Now lets get down to the why and wherefore you looked me out, and what it is that you really wanted to talk to me about?"
I looked over at her and I could see a sort-of confused expression in the child's eyes. She promptly averted those eyes from mine for a few moments -- to compose herself I assumed -- then after taking a deep breath she turned to stare right back at me.
"I think that you are possibly my father!" Tara announced.
For a moment I couldn't think what to say to her. I'm going to admit I wasn't expecting her to say anything like that. But I didn't need to have to think on the subject, for very long.
"So you are Ottilie Thorn's daughter, I am correct, aren't I?
She replied with an almost imperceptible nod of her head.
"I had the feeling that you were; you have your mother's beautiful eyes. But I'm sorry to have to tell you young lady, that there is no possible way that I could be your father! I'm afraid that the time line just couldn't be mangled enough to fit into the timeframe." I replied, hoping that I hadn't confused her any more than she already was. But then I went straight on to add. "I will say though, that I'm sorry, because I would really love be the proud father of a daughter as beautiful as you are, Tara."
Tara blushed a little
"But... I... You... How can you be so sure?" Tara finally managed to ask.
"Tara, one look at you, tells me that you do not carry my genes."
Okay, I was being a little more than economical with the truth there. Tara looked so much like her mother when she had been the same age that no other features were apparent; except for Ottilie's.
"Ottilie yes! You have your mother's eyes and you are definitely developing her fine figure, if you don't mind me saying? Christ, Tara, you are the spitting image of your mother when she was your age. But unfortunately there's nothing of me, or my family about you."
Which should be no surprise to anyone, because Tara could really have been mistaken for her mother's twin. Wasn't that how I'd known who she was.... Sorry whose daughter Tara had to be, in the first place.
"I would suggest, Tara; that Bill Morris is your father. I'm right there aren't I; your full name is Ottilie Morris?" I asked her.
"How did you know that, mother told me that you left the country some time before she married Bill Morris?"
Lets just say that I knew that Bill Morris was your grandfather's chosen candidate as prospective son-in-law, shall we; well before Ottilie and I stopped keeping company. And your grandfather always has had the habit of getting his own way. But isn't that a rather informal... disrespectful even, way to talk about your father?"
"Some father!" She commented casually.
I'm afraid that I failed to read any significance into Tara's comment, and let it slip right past me. Bill Morris was no concern of mine and I was more curious as to what reason the child could have to think that I might be her father in the first place.
"Tell me Tara what in heavens name, gave you the idea that I could possibly be your father? And why did you bother coming all this way down here to confront me about the ludicrous notion... you know nothing about me after all. Come to that, how did you know where to find me anyway?"
"Google of course, and your boat here!" She replied,
I think I saw a hint of a smile, on what had become a very sad looking face.
"I Googled you on the Internet last week and up you popped, just like that. Some of your passengers have some very nice things to say about you on their websites."
"I'm on the internet?"
"Sure you are! And some people have written all about how much they enjoyed themselves when you took them out on your boat."
"Well that doesn't say much; we put on an act for the punters."
"Okay!" she grinned, "Taylor Carson... Almost universally known around these parts as Carson. You arrived in the harbour here about seven years ago on this boat. After living on your boat for most of that first summer, you bought a derelict building beside the river; an old Victorian brickworks or something. Anyway you lived on Quiet Times... moored to the brickworks quay, while you had the building repaired and converted into a cottage. But it looks a little large to me, to be called a cottage. You did some of the work on the cottage yourself, but a local builder did most of it.
"There's some conjecture about where you get your money from; it's generally agreed locally that the few charters you undertake would not bring in enough to run Quiet Times, let alone live on. Consequently some people think that you're an eccentric millionaire; others think you won the lottery. But maybe the one equals the other.
"You're generally well liked locally, and you are known for paying your bills promptly; but not for being extravagant. You drink quite frequently, usually in one of three different pubs... two fishermen's pubs in town and one public house and restaurant that is over there, on the hillside; quite close to your cottage. But you are not known to overindulge on alcohol.
You are single, but not celibate. Rumour has it that you prefer one-night stands. Most often your partners are visiting holidaymakers, or they come from amongst the seasonal staff who work in the local hotels during the summer months. You appear to steer clear of any of the eligible females who live locally."
"Jesus Christ, you got all that from the Internet?"
"No, of course I didn't! I arrived down here a couple days ago. I wanted to get to know something about who my father is today, before I set about meeting him; so I asked around town. Once I'd explained to them that I was your daughter and that you probably were unaware that I even existed... and I'd showed them some photos of you and mother together... My resemblance to mother proved very convincing there, and you haven't changed very much; except for that beard."
As she was speaking Tara had reached for her jacket and retrieved an envelope from a pocket. From which she extracted a few snapshots of her mother and I together when we were about Tara's own age.
"Anyway, having heard my story and seen those pictures, most people couldn't have been more obliging. Oh, they all sing your praises by the way."
"Holy Christ, you've told everyone that I am your father? But I'm not! what gave you the ridiculous idea that I could be your father in the first place?" I insisted.



That kind of disappointed expression returned to Tara's face again and she remained silent for a while staring down at the deck. Then she looked up at me again
"Promise you will never tell, father?"
"Stop calling me that, I'm not your father young lady. Not tell who, what, anyway?"
"Whom father! My mother of course! You promise that you will never tell her how I found out that... Sorry, why, I thought you were my father. Are you really so sure that there's no possible chance that you could be?"
Confusingly for me Tara was back to smiling at me as she spoke. I kind-a got the idea it might have been because she'd been able to correct my grammar.
But she didn't make a habit of doing so after that. No bugger could do that, even if they wanted to; because it would probably prove to be a full-time occupation.
"Tara, I'm absolutely positive that there is not the slightest chance in hell that I could be your father. But I can assure you that I'm deeply saddened by that fact; you are a most strikingly beautiful young woman. Whom... I'm sure any father would be proud of!" I assured her.
Oddly I thought, Tara grinned back at me.
Have you ever had the suspicion that someone knows... or thinks they know, something that you don't? Well at that instant I got that suspicion about Tara. However I knew categorically that I could not be her father; so... whatever the child thought she knew... I knew that she was wrong. And I was just a little unsure how I was going to be able to let her down gently; if you get my drift.
-----
The reason that I was so sure of myself, was because -- when I'd left the country for Canada some years before, I had not seen -- or had any... er intimate relations with – Tara's mother Ottilie, for the better part of eight months.
We'd been childhood friends and sweethearts on and off, since we'd first met at our primary school. However as we grew into our teenagers, Ottilie's parents had made it painfully clear to us that they did not consider that I was suitable company for their daughter to be keeping; I'm sure you get the idea.
If I remember correctly, it was just after Ottilie's seventeenth birthday that they took positive action on the matter. Of course it have might been that Ottilie's parents had discovered that our relationship had... well, moved onto a higher level. Or at least they had suspected that it might do in the near future.
Whatever, they set about separating us permanently, by shipping Ottilie off to some public school somewhere where I could not get in contact with her. Their plan had worked.
I was completely unaware that she was even going away to that school, until after Ottilie had gone. The fact that Ottilie had kept that information from me had injured my pride and pained me very much.
Because I was aware of Ottilie's parent's disapproval of our relationship, it was no surprise when they kept me in the dark as to the school's name and location. Effectively as far as I -- and all of our mutual friends -- were concerned, Ottilie had vanished from the face of the earth.
But rumour had it, that Ottilie had been sent to one of those exclusive Swiss finishing schools that you used to hear talked about at the time. The rumour sounded about right to me, because -- in my considered opinion -- Ottilie's parents had always had delusions of grandeur.
The disappointment at Ottilie's sudden disappearance from my life had the immediate effect of leaving me kind of rudderless. I really didn't know what to do with myself most of the time and turned into a bit of a loose cannon. That led me to getting involved in a few ruckuses that I still can't fathom the reason for, and becoming reacquainted with the local authorities.
I had no idea if I was on my head or my heels for a good few months. Not knowing the what or the why of Ottilie's going seemed bad enough to start with, and then when I received no word... telephone calls or even letters from Ottilie... well, I began to get very seriously depressed as well as in trouble. So much so, that my family began to get very worried about my mental health.
It was around that time that I first heard mention of a distant relative of ours in Canada, Uncle Percy. Uncle Percy was childless and he had always been inviting any young male members of the family - who fell so inclined -- to join him out there and become a partner in his mining operation. No one seemed to know exactly what doing so would involve, but it had always been assumed that Uncle Percy worked the mine himself and was looking for extra labour.
Eventually it was suggested that I might take him up his offer -- even if only for a short while -- to get away from things and my mind off of Ottilie.
I declined the idea to start with, although I did discuss it with a few of my close friends.
But then rumours began to circulate that something was (and had been for sometime) going-on between Ottilie and a guy called Bill Morris.
Bill Morris was a local lad who had always been a near neighbour of the Thorns. I knew that Ottilie had been friendly with him all of her life, but very few other youngsters I was familiar with, knew him at all. You see, Bill Morris had attended public schools and he didn't make a habit of mixing with us hoi polloi when he was home during the holidays.
Like all rumours, tracing the definitive origins of the ones concerning Ottilie proved to be impossible. I know; my friends and I tried. But it appeared that they nearly all -- and there were several variations of those rumours -- could all be traced back to the few local youngsters who could be classified as being friends or acquaintances of Bill Morris.
Those rumours ranged from "Bill and Ottilie are residing and studying at the same public school and having been dating each other." Which I thought was vaguely plausible; but somehow didn't quite fit in with the Swiss finishing school scenario.
To "Bill and Ottilie had got married in Paris and are living in France somewhere." Which I found totally unconvincing.
However there were several other rumours that suggested that Bill Morris was courting Ottilie, and which -- over time, having not heard from Ottilie myself -- I did find I was beginning to believe.
Then came the bombshell, the announcement in the local weekly newspaper that William Morris and Ottilie Thorn were engaged to be married. I didn't have to see the thing myself; the morning the paper was published my telephone nearly caught fire as one after the other, all of my friends called to give me the news and commiserate with me.
Without my involvement my parents made arrangements for me to fly over to Canada as soon as possible. I believe they were hopping that I would have flown out of the country before Ottilie's wedding date was announced. They didn't beat the announcement but I was gone before the wedding service actually took place.
It was on the first Saturday of that August, three days before I was due to fly board a flight to Canada, that I'd caught one last glimpse of Ottilie. And by coincidence I was flying out of the country some four days before Ottilie's much-advertised nuptials with Bill Morris were due to take place.
She was out in town with her parents and prospective spouse that morning. Actually Ottilie appeared to look directly at me for an instant, but gave no sign that she had recognised me. Mind you, I was inside a passing bus at the time, so it is possible that she didn't actually see me.
However, her father and Bill Morris certainly did spot me – or maybe even heard me shouting at least – and they had manoeuvred themselves to ensure that Ottilie did not get a second opportunity to spot me. Regretfully I could not persuade the bus driver to stop the bus and let me off at that point in the High Street. By the time I'd run back to the area where I'd seen them, they had all disappeared.
For all I know, Ottilie could well have been pregnant at that time, but from what I did see of her, there was no way in hell that she was eight months gone -- If you understand where I'm coming from there? -- when I'd last clapped eyes upon her.
I suppose that you're wondering why I did not take "The Graduate" approach to the situation.
Well, yeah I did think about it, but my airline ticket was paid for. And after all, Ottilie had not written me even one letter in all the time she'd been away, or called me on the telephone to tell me that she had returned to the area. Ottilie had known where to find me if she'd wanted to and she must have known that I'd had no idea how to find her. And... I don't know. Maybe I was sulking a little as well. And maybe a little of the "You've made your bloody bed girl. Now you go lie in the bugger!" Mentality has to be added into the equation as well.
Who knows why we do anything when we're young?
-----
Tara had fallen silent; I could almost hear the cogs grinding in her brain as she sat there thinking. Then finally she said. "I discovered where mother hides her diaries and things. In one of them..."
"Woe-up there girl, you stop just there." I butted in. "Are you telling me that you've been reading your mother's private diaries?"
"Yes, I found them when I was nosing around, looking for stuff to take to grandfather's house. Well, mother didn't actually keep a diary as such; she just wrote down her feelings about things that happened in her life in the back of some old school exercise books. Clever really, she could hide them by leaving them in plain sight; who looks at old school books?"
"Proud parents do! Oh shit, I wonder..." I was saying but Tara was still gabbling on.
"Oh I should imagine that she hid them better than that, when she lived with my grandparents. Mother wrote a lot about when you and her were together at school, you know... and what you did after school as well!"
I wasn't so sure that I liked what I was hearing. Especially if when added in the suspicion I had, that Ottilie's parents might possibly have come across those diaries. That would explain their sudden determination to permanently separate us.
"Hold on, Tara! You are telling me that Ottilie wrote some of those diaries or whatever, after we had left school, when we were at college?
Tara smiled, and nodded.
"Exactly how much detail did your mother go into?"
Tara blushed a little. "Intimate and detailed, I'm afraid father!"
"Very detailed?" I enquired. Letting the father comment slide for the time being.
"Very!" Tara assured me, with a rather wicked grin on her young face.
"Oh shit!" I said. It was my turn to blush!
"Bouncer, it was obvious from those diaries that you and my mother were so very much in love with each other. What happened, why did you break up?"
-----
Damn it, I knew there wasn't a chance in hell that Tara had been pulling my leg about reading those diaries; when out of the blue like that she used my old nickname, "Bouncer!" The name I was known by during my latter school and college years. But no one had called me Bouncer in many years, by then.
Why Bouncer, well I was the guy who bounced the school bullies and anyone else who came on all stroppy, or tried to play the tough guy. It wasn't that I was particularly good at fighting or anything like that, or even very tough when it came down to it. It was more that I had always been able take a punch or two and still be around to deliver a reply.
You've heard of boxers with glass jaw's who go down the moment someone lands a punch on them. Well I was the opposite; I could take just about anything that was thrown my way and still be standing there hitting back. I didn't always come out of it unscathed of course, but I was... nearly always, the last man standing.
Regretfully my abilities to absorb so much punishment and then finish up the victor -- in fact, if not on points -- didn't do much for my reputation. I was a pretty good scholar, but I became infamous for my fighting abilities. By my teenage years I was on first name terms with most of the local constabulary and the majority of the local magistrates.
Ain't it funny, how some right little twerp of a kid, who goes around beating-up the littler kids all the time, goes crying home to mummy when he meets his match? (Mind you, I've come across some adults who act the same way.) Anyway I was up before the headmaster and then in Juvenile and latterly the Magistrates court, more times than I care to remember now.
Of course I always had plenty of witnesses who would say that I didn't start the ruckus. But unfortunately there were a lot of bullying types in the world, and only one of me. Consequently it was my face that became familiar, and I got the bad reputation. And somehow, picked-up nickname Bouncer along the way.
But I've digressed. Tara had just asked me why her mother and I had stopped seeing each other.
-----
"I really think you should ask your mother that question Tara." I suggested. "Now slip this on, we're coming up to the mooring." I said, handing her a life jacket; I still had a boat to get safely moored.
"I don't need a life jacket, I can swim!" She retorted.
"So can I young lady; but what d'you think this thing is?" I said, opening my jacket and showing her the slim-line lifejacket that I always wear when on my boat. "If I can wear one so can you, we're going to change to the Rib in a minute. Picking up the mooring and transferring to the rib can be a dangerous business. Now please be a good girl and do as I ask. What would Ottilie say to me, if you fell into the river and got drowned or something?"
"She can't say anything." Tara mumbled, as she took the lifejacket from me and began making a pig's ear of putting it on.
"Why can she not?" I asked helping her sort the straps out.
"My mother is in a coma, she has been for almost a year now!"
"Holy cow, what happened? Was she in an accident or something?"
"William Morris happened! He turned up and beat her up... again!"
"Oh my god, that's awful. But wait a minute, lets get the boat moored and then you must tell me all about it."
Cutting the engine at the right moment, I managed to hook the rib on the first try and -- after pulling it alongside and passing the painter to Tara to hold -- I climbed into the inflatable to retrieve Quite Times mooring chain. Then I made my way to her bow and made her fast.
"Again, you said. How many times has Morris knocked Ottilie about in the past?"
"Too many; more than I can count! Mother divorced him years ago after the first time he put her in hospital. But every time he gets out of prison, eventually he comes back and beats her up again; I don't think he's all-there! Bill Morris seems to think that it's mother fault that he was sent to prison in the first place."
"Sounds like a complete nutter; I always did think Morris was a sandwich short of a picnic. But your grandparents thought the sun shone out of his... backside."
"I can assure you that my grandfather has changed his opinion of Bill Morris now. Actually, granddad has changed his opinion about a lot of things... especially people!" She said, with an implied tone to her voice.
"I can't believe what you're alluding too there, young lady. Although I can understand your grandfather wanting to castrate Bill Morris, if he knocked Ottilie about. I'd have come and sorted the bugger out myself, had I known about it."
"I'll bet you would have too!" she smiled, "But I'm not joking, Mr Carson."
"It's just plain simple Carson, Tara. Or uncle Taylor if you want to be formal."
"Uncle? I'd much prefer to call you, dad!"
"Well I'm afraid that you can't do that young lady, because I'm not your father. Look, just what are you doing here anyway, Tara?"
"I came to get my father to come to town and talk to my mother."
"I thought you said that Ottilie was in a coma." I figured I'd let the father bit slide again; for the time being.
"She is, but her doctor said that what she needs is for the people who love her... and whom she loves, to talk to her. He says that that might help mother wake up."
"I've heard of the theory, but I really can't see how it would work. Besides... although I did love your mother once, she ditched me for Bill Morris."
"My grandfather can have a very domineering personality when he wants to... Uncle Taylor."
"Don't I know it!" I replied.
"Yes well, my mother isn't so strong-minded; you must have known that, as well?"
"Yeah well, what her daddy wanted he usually got with your mother. Except where I was concerned."
"So I understand."
"The ol' sod battled for years to get us apart and eventually he sent Ottilie away to some flash finishing school to get her away from me. Unfortunately his plan worked, the next thing I hear, she was getting hitched to Bill Morris."
"Some flash finishing School!" Tara commented with a strange tone to her voice and expression on her face.
"Well, it was a Swiss finishing school, wasn't it?"
"Not exactly, no dad!
It was proving to be a little annoying, but I let the "dad" bit go over my head yet again, because I was more interested in finding out exactly what Tara was trying to tell me.
"Can you recall when mother went away; or more importantly when she came back?"
"I could probably quote you the exact date, well almost. It has to have been about one month before I flew out to Canada. I was due to go out there to work for a relative for a couple of years when I discovered that Ottilie had to be back home, although I had no idea where that was because her parents had moved. Anyway I read the announcement of her impending wedding in the local newspaper."
"But what year."
"Ah now, let me think. Dates and numbers aren't my strong point."
"Well, let's cut to the chase then, Uncle Taylor. I can tell you that you flew out to Canada in late August,1996; exactly fifteen years ago next month."
"Yeah probably, that's about right."
"Well here's some news that might possibly surprise you. I celebrated my fifteenth birthday on the third of this month... father!"
It took second or two for the words Tara had spoken to sink through my thick scull. So I sat staring back at the grinning child for god knows how long.
"Well?" she demanded.
My mind was in turmoil; I was angry I suppose! What man wouldn't be when he had just been given the information I had. But I realised that there was little point in being... or showing that anger towards the child; she was only the messenger, after all. And I knew that blowing my top was not the best way to go about building a relationship with anyone; let alone a daughter you had never known... no realised even existed. And in the back of my mind somewhere was the suspicion that maybe I hadn't... I don't know... asked all the right questions I suppose, before I'd shot off to Canada. But hey, I had been just a snotty teenager back then. Not a good excuse I know; but the best I can come up with.
Anyway there was the chance that young Tara -- a teenager I'll add -- had... well, got it all upside-down and backwards, if you get my drift. Some teenagers do make a habit of getting hold of the wrong end of the stick. In this particular instance, possibly a stick of dynamite!
"Are you sure?"
"Daddy, I wouldn't be here if I wasn't! When mother discovered that she was pregnant she made the mistake of confessing to her mother first; she thought her mother might be a little more sympathetic than she knew grandfather would be. But my grandmother wasn't; both of them went ape-shit of course, and they promptly shipped mother off to an unmarried mothers home, a bit sharpish."
"Do those places still exist?" I asked, not really knowing what else I was expected to say. The full... implications of Tara's announcement had not fully sunk home at the time. Actually I was still trying to get my head around all the misconceptions that had guided... and controlled the previous fifteen... almost sixteen years of my existence.



"They did sixteen years ago; well, one did at least!" She assured me. "Mother told me once, that it was like being in a prison camp. She said that although she'd tried, she could not get a message out to her boyfriend. I knew that mother wasn't talking about Bill Morris by the way.
"Neither could she get out of that place herself; she tried doing that as well. I wonder if we could sue them for false imprisonment or something? Probably there's a statute of limitations or something now.
"Anyway the next thing that mother heard, you had emigrated to America. So when William Morris asked her to marry him, she accepted. Mother had no idea where you had gone, or if you were ever coming back. I only discovered that you had returned to the UK a few days ago, through the Internet."
"I hadn't gone. I saw Ottilie in town with her parents a few days before I was due to fly out. Mind you, I'd already read about her impending nuptials with Bill Morris in the local paper. And I weren't best pleased."
"Yeah I know that now, but mother still has no idea. My grandfather admitted to me last week that he was a little more than economical with the truth concerning actual date you had left... were leaving, when he told mother you had emigrated.
"She never saw you in town that day, you know; but Granddad did. He told me all about it few days ago. Actually he said that they made damned sure that mother didn't catch sight of you that day, because they knew that she would never have married Bill Morris if she known that you were still in the country."
"Why would your grandfather come clean with you about all of this now?"
"Because granddad didn't know how to find you in the first place, and even if he had known he couldn't come to find you himself, well not alone anyway. He suggested that that might be tantamount to attempting suicide. Granddad seems to be under the impression that you can be violent when you choose to be. Mind you, he tempers that a little, by claiming that you are only violent towards people who... well, he said, asked for everything they got! And he admitted to me that he has given you more than enough cause to want to kill him."
"He has done! But I'm not a violent person by nature, Tara."
"I didn't think you were, I'm sure mother would have told me; she told me so much about her old boyfriend. But I had to be careful. That's why I wanted to talk to you first; before I proved to you that I am your daughter. Just to make sure that you are the man my mother used to tell me about. And the man I read about in her diaries."
"I'm still a little confused here Tara. You said that your grandfather told you about what he did to keep your mother and me apart, why now?"
"Well, you see father... mother is in a coma, like I told you. But her doctor said that it's not a normal coma. A-typical I think he called it.
"As I understand it, my mother is in a very deep sleep and the doctor said that she does not want to wake from it. The doctor can't be sure but believes... suggested that she's possibly in a dream world and she likes it there; so she doesn't want to wake up. I think I've got that right! But he was probably simplifying things a little; he always treats me like a child, which I'm not!"
"Oh my, my poor little Ottilie."
"Anyway... mother does mumble quite a lot sometimes; but you can't understand what she's saying most of the time. Well, what she says usually does not make any sense anyway. That is except for a couple weeks ago when grandfather swears blind that he heard her asking where Bouncer was.
"Something like that anyway, granddad was a little emotional when he told me about it. My grandfather... my pillar of strength, broke down and told me that it was all his fault! My mother was lying there in a coma because of his arrogant behaviour years before, in ignoring her wishes and deciding that he knew what was in the best interests of his daughter and grandchild... Me that is!"
"I kind-a gathered that, Tar... daughter."
Tara looked me in the eyes and smiled. Then she came over, put her arms around my neck and kissed me on the forehead.
"Hi dad."
"Hello my daughter. You do realise that I'm going to have some trouble getting my head around all this, don't you?"
"It's to be expected. You had no idea that you had a daughter. I've always known that I had a father out there somewhere, who wasn't Bill Morris. I just didn't know what your name was."
"But surely in Ottilie's diaries..."
"Nope, you were only ever referred to in those diaries by three stars, mother trying to be secretive I should imagine. And after she'd kicked Bill Morris out of our lives... Well, you have to try to understand it from mother's perspective. Mother had been told, by my grandfather that when you had learnt that she was pregnant with your child... Well dad, Grandfather told her that you had run away to America, with your tail between your legs; instead of standing up to your responsibilities.
"Mother never could understand you doing that, by the way. It confused her and caused her great anguish.
"All she knew for sure was... or maybe I should say that she believed, that you were not there anymore and that Bill Morris was. So when he offered to marry her she accepted. But she confided in me more than once after he had gone, that she'd had serious reservations about marrying him in the first place. Unfortunately her parents kept on harping about me needing a father, in consequence mother made what she has always considered the second biggest mistake of her life."
"What was the first?"
"I really wish you hadn't asked me that father. And before I tell you, I must ask you to bear in mind that my mother did believe that you had deserted her in her hour of need."
"Oh, I see, but surely she didn't think that I could..."
"Unfortunately mother did come to believe that you had. What else was she supposed to think? She did forgive you though, if that's any consolation. I always thought you skipped out on us as well, until my grandfather broke down the other day and confessed all to me. Had we been having this conversation a couple of years ago... Well, I think we'd better not talk about how angry I would have been with you.
"Very often when the two of us were alone, mother talked about you... actually her one time boyfriend she always referred to you as; the great love of her life. But she would never tell me your name. Mother said that it wouldn't be fair on you, because you had probably married someone else in America and she knew that I'd go searching for you on the Internet. So up until my grandfather told me last week, I only knew that you had been known by the nickname Bouncer."
"If your mother would not tell you my name, how did you work that out?"
"Ah, right from when I was little, I realised that the name Bouncer had to hold some significance. It doesn't take even a young child long to put two and two together. Especially if, when her father and mother were arguing... Her supposed father... Bill Morris... was repeatedly referring to me as "Bouncer's bastard." He even did that sometimes just when he'd got drunk. Which is not an uncommon condition for Bill Morris's to be in, by the way. Anyway I had it sussed that he couldn't be my real father, before I can even remember.
"Actually that is why I investigated your drinking habits, by the way. Sorry, but mother doesn't need another weirdo in her life.
"Actually I kind assumed for a long time that your surname had to be Bouncer or something like it. Don't try doing a Google search on Bouncer by the way dad, you get millions of hits!"
"You tried?"
"Of course I did, I've been looking for my father for years!"
Suddenly I noticed Tara shiver.
"Put your jacket on, you're getting cold; and besides we'd better get ashore before the sun goes down."
"Where are we going; back to town?" Tara asked over the noise of the outboard motor, after we'd pulled clear of Quiet Times."
"No, I thought we'd go to my cottage first, so that I can change; then we'll have something to eat up at the... Hold on, if you've been down here long enough to snoop around and thoroughly vet me. How did you get down here and where have you been staying?"
"Grandfather drove me down, he and uncle George are waiting back at the hotel in town. But I told them not to worry; all going well, I'd probably stopover at your house tonight."
"You better call the hotel when we get to the house and confirm those arrangements though."
"I'll use my mobile."
"No you wont, not down here anyway; you'll not get a signal. So good old Frank brought his brother along did he? I assume that you're referring to your mother's uncle?"
Tara nodded.
"So Frank was coming mob handed, was he? Taking precautions just in case I got all-unnecessary with him? It's just what I'd expect of the old sod, but I wouldn't waste my breath on the bugger!"
"I've always known him as Uncle George. But he didn't come along to protect grandfather. Uncle George is along with us to drive grandfather and me back, after you've punched my granddads lights out!" She grinned.
"Do what?" I exclaimed, as I ran the rib up onto the riverbank beside the old brickworks quay that served as my landing point. From there we could step onto some planks that allowed us to get ashore without getting caked in mud.
"Well grandfather says that he deserves anything that choose to dish out to him. And he promised me that he won't take any legal action against you, if you do."
"I'm afraid I wouldn't trust anything that Frank Thorn said as far as I could throw him, young lady. Anyway, I don't go around knocking old men about; no matter how much I believe they deserve it. I told you, I'm not a violent person by nature. Now you'd better get inside and call the old bugger, before he brings the ol'-bill down on me.
"And while you're at it, you'd better tell him that although I'd love too, I wont be breaking his neck. But you can also tell him that I never want to... well; he is never to address me personally. Anything he feels to need to discuss with me, will be said through a third party. George would suffice, he weren't a bad old stick by my recollection."
Tara made the call, but there was nothing that Frank Thorn and I needed to discuss that evening. Then after I'd showered and changed, my daughter and I walked up the pub to have dinner.
We didn't stay very long though; after we'd eaten we took a long walk through the trees along by the riverbank. It was a whole new experience for me, strolling along with my daughter hanging on my arm, listening as she talked about her mother, and their life together.
Back at my cottage, after a cup of tea, I showed Tara to one of the spare bedrooms and she helped me make up the bed for her. Those spare rooms had never been used before, so it was quite an operation. Then I offered her one of my clean tee-shirts to use as a nightdress, but Tara insisted on using the one I had been wearing that evening.
It's a little... I don't know... disconcerting I suppose you could say, when your brand new daughter insists in sleeping in the tee-shirt you've been wearing that evening so that she could enjoy your smell. Actually the fragrance of my aftershave, I suspect. And that isn't how Tara had put it, but it was in fact what she insisted on doing. I was too new at this fathering lark, to know how to talk her out of the idea.
During the night something woke me and when I went to investigate, I found Tara kneeling beside my filing cabinet in the darkened lounge. She'd moved the lamp from my desk so that she could see what she was doing.
I discovered that Tara was so absorbed in whatever she'd found, that she was totally oblivious to my presence until I was almost standing right over her.
Apparently not at all surprised or perturbed that I'd caught her snooping about in my private papers Tara looked up at me and smiled.
"I knew that you were still in love with mother. You have many more pictures of the pair of you together than she does. I couldn't find any old dairies though."
"That's because I've never kept a diary, Tara. And you have to understand that those pictures are just fond memories!"
"Don't be so defensive dad. From what I've been hearing You only ever had one night stands, now that tells me something as well."
"That I'm yet to find a woman with whom I've shared the right chemistry, Tara!"
"Oh yes you have, but she's lying in a hospital bed right now."
"Tara please go don't getting your hopes up. Of course I'll go up there and do everything in my power to help Ottilie wake from her coma. But when she does, please don't expect us to fall into each other's arms. Dreams like that are what fairy tales are made of; they are not real life. Possibly in her coma your mother is dreaming of the times we were together. But when she wakes, she'll be in today's world, fifteen years later."
"She'll still be in love with you, I know it!"
"Tara there's nothing else in there that will interest you. Go back to bed now, please?"
After placing another kiss on my forehead, my child left me and went back up to her room. I put everything back as it should be, and then returned to bed myself.
The next time I awoke, I was aware of the daylight trying to break through my bedroom curtains and some unusual pressure upon my chest. I also discovered that I had more than a little difficulty moving my arms.
When I was fully awake I realised that the reason I could not move was that my daughter was all but lying on top of me, her arms entwined around my neck. Albeit, she was on top of the duvet and I was under it.
As I struggled gently to disentangle myself from her, Tara awoke. She lifted her head and smiled at me and then moving slightly kissed me on the forehead again.
"I really don't think this is appropriate way for you to sleep, Tara." I suggested.
"Why not? I am your daughter, aren't I? You have accepted that as fact now?"
"Yes I have, but you are also your mother's daughter, in every respect and almost a young woman. Daughters sleep in their parent's bed when they are little children, Tara. They do not usually share their father's bed when they've reached your age."
"Yeah well, but we've got some catching up to do dad. I've missed out on having a father up until now. I intend to make up for lost time.
Tara meant what she said as well. It was about all I could do to stop her sharing my shower with me that morning. Christ, it takes some getting used to, remembering to lock the bathroom door every time you go in there. Well, I had lived alone for many years and suddenly it seemed to me that wherever I went in the house that morning; Tara would very soon show up looking for me.
George Thorn arrived at the front door of my cottage uninvited at around eight-thirty, his excuse for calling was that he was delivering Tara's suitcase, which proved handy. He wasn't invited inside because, frankly, I had no interest in talking to him or his brother.
Having heard and then seen him driving into my yard; Tara decided that it would be... more diplomatic, if she went to the door. George also brought the news that he and Frank Thorn would returning up-country that day. Tara must have told her grandfather that I'd agreed that I would go up to see if my presence... Well, the sound of my voice would have any effect on Ottilie.
After George Thorn had left, Tara took her suitcase up to her room, then returned extremely quickly -- for a member of the female gender -- looking more alluring than ever dressed in fresh form hugging jeans and a remarkably tight jumper.
From a father's point of view – especially one new to the job description – excessively form hugging and too damned tight! But I figured I'd better not voice my concerns at that early stage in our relationship. Well, I had missed out on fifteen years of training, hadn't I?
Tara stood there for a few seconds, I think enjoying my stare. Then she crossed the room and putting both arms around my neck kissed me; on the cheek that time.
I figured that it was about time I returned the complement, or the child might start to develop a complex or something. So taking her head gently in my hands I -- tentatively -- kissed her on the forehead. That brought the biggest smile I'd seen thus far to Tara's face and she hugged me so tightly that I could hardly breathe.
It took me far longer to prepare for my unexpected trip up country than I'd thought it would. Besides packing my gear, I had to call numerous people to postpone various appointments and find a couple of the lads to take on the bookings I had for Quiet Times.
What made it more of a problem was that I had no idea how long I would be away. So other friends had to be roped-in to keep an eye on the boat and the house. And of course -- as briefly as I could -- I had to repeatedly and explain why I was going.
Finally I remembered to call Mrs Clegg my cleaner, and tell her that I wouldn't be around for a while. Regretfully Maud Clegg -- as I had feared she would -- wanted full chapter and verse. That call took far longer than I'd hoped it would. However I was sure that on my return, half of Cornwall... the other half – everybody that Tara hadn't already spoken too -- would know that I was now an unmarried parent.
It must have been almost twelve o'clock before I could finally lock the front door. Tara had walked over to the old – battered and very muddy -- SWB Landrover pick-up that I use as a day-to-day run-around. Having dropped her bag in the back, Tara was in the process of trying to persuade the passenger side door to open, when I redirected her to the garage.
With a shrug, she retrieved her bag and carried it along after me.
"A Range Rover!" Tara exclaimed, as I'd opened the garage door.
"Yeah, I don't use her much. The old Landey does a far better job of clearing the Emmets from the middle of the narrow lanes down here. That mangled front end hers scares the life out the buggers."
"Emmets?" Tara queried.
"Yeah Holidaymakers, they're as numerous as ant's down here in the summer. And an Emmet means an ant in this part of the world. Probably old Cornish."
"Anyway the Rangey here, don't get used much; so a nice run up country wont do her any harm. It's a little more comfortable as well."
On the drive out of Cornwall and across a good part of Devon, Tara didn't say much, probably because she had music blasting through those earphones she had on. But I was aware that she kept looking across at me and I have to admit that I kept glancing across at her as well; not the safest way to drive. I know I keep saying it, but I was still getting used to the idea that the angel sat beside me was... well, of my own issue.
We were passing the Tiverton turn I think, when I was jogged from my musing by Tara saying "Da---ady?"
I'd overheard the word being pronounced in the same way so many times before -- by the punters on Quiet Times, children -- that I instantly recognised that it was the precursor to a request that was about to flow from my daughter's lips.
It felt really strange to hear myself answering, "Yes sweetheart!"
"When did you come back from America?"
Actually, I lived in Canada, Tara. And I came back... Oh must be almost eight years ago now. I'd bought Quiet Times over the Internet from some guy in Maidstone. After spending the winter months sorting her out at a boatyard on the Thames; I set out to circumnavigate the United Kingdom. Cornwall was as far as I got.
"What did you do in Canada?"
"Ah now, that was some party! Turned out that my Uncle Percy was a bit of a nutcase. Well, a little eccentric to say the least. He lived, literally, in the middle of nowhere, really out in the back of beyond, the quickest and easiest way to get in and out, was to fly in a floatplane in the summer, ski-plane in the winter.



"But Percy didn't live a Spartan life. He had the biggest log cabin that I've ever seen. With air-conditioning, and central heating for the cold winters; it had its own generator and everything. Fuel and supplies were trucked regularly during the summer months by a couple of real characters.
"Percy and I were looked after by two very attractive young women who did all the house keeping and cooking. It was all an act to keep Percy happy, but the two girls were supposed to be Native American Indian. Percy always kept harping on about Canadian heritage and that kind of thing. They both had long black hair and fairly... well dark complexions; but I happen to know that one of the girls was Mexican and the other originated from Eastern Europe somewhere.
"There were several guy's who I think were real Indians, they looked after the stock that I rarely clapped eyes on, unless I was out riding in the summer."
"Horses?"
"Yeah, or one of the trail-bikes. There were some of those skidoo things for the winter as well. But I preferred to stay hunkered down in the house during the winter months, it got bloody cold over there in the winter. Snow ten feet deep and more!"
"You liked it there though?"
"Loved it, but you never saw a soul. The nearest neighbours lived miles away. I think I only met them a couple of times in all the time I was out there."
"What about the miners, surely someone had to work the mine?"
"Ah now, the mines were hundreds of miles away. Uncle Percy owned the land and had the rights; but some big conglomerate did the actually mining. Percy got a healthy dividend on every ton of ore they extracted."
"But I thought you went out there to help in the mine?"
"So did I, when I went out there. I was expecting to be working underground and digging the stuff out of the ground by hand. But it appears that my eccentric great uncle, several times removed, had really been looking for an heir and not... as he used to put it, god rest his soul, a freeloader. On my arrival I discovered that Uncle Percy was the last leaf on the Canadian branch of my... our family tree. He'd inherited the mines, the ranch and things as his relatives died off one by one.
Being unmarried and without issue..."
"Issue?" Tara queried.
"He had no children of his own, that he knew of, Tara. Anyway, that left him with the problem of who to bequeath his assets to. He wanted them to go to someone who had the same Carson blood running in their veins as he had. Percy was into that kind of thing. He said he'd been looking for someone who shared the quest for adventure, living off the land out in the wilds. Well, eventually he got me! Not the best of deals, but Percy appeared quite happy about it!
"When he'd contacted my family years before to invite any of my young cousins who craved some adventure and excitement in their lives, to go out and join him. Percy had painted a picture of hard work and Spartan living. In fact, I did almost nothing at all while I was out there, except live in isolated luxury and enjoy myself. Very isolated luxury, but Mina and Totto were always there as well and they weren't much older than I was."
"The two housekeepers?"
"Yeah... the housekeepers. They were company of sorts." I assured her, remembering exactly whom I was relating the tale too.
"So I assume that your uncle must have passed away and that's why you came back to the UK."
"Spot-on Tara! Canada was very nice, but I prefer... Cornwall actually. Only I didn't know that when I did come back, I just stumbled across the county.
"In his will, Percy bequeathed Mina and Totto a lump sum each, invested wisely I believe; the interest it makes should keep them comfortable for the rest of their lives. And I got the rest of his capital and receive the dividends from the mines. The hands got the ranch and the cabin to share between them. I'm not excessively rich, but I'll get by."
I was being a little less than frank with Tara there. I've seen the effect overindulgence financially can have on some people, especially children. I'd decided that whatever happened I'd make sure that Tara would get everything she needed in the future; I'd make sure of that. But I had no intention of spoiling the child, if I could help it.
Three hours after we'd left my home in Cornwall I parked the Range Rover in the hospital car park and my daughter led the way to Ottilie's room. Tara entered first alone, to ensure that her grandfather was not present.
Tara discovered later – from a nurse -- that her grandfather had seen us crossing the car park from Ottilie's hospital room window and promptly made himself scarce. But before going he had informed the doctors and nursing staff that I was coming, and told them that I should have unlimited access to Ottilie and be advised and/or consulted about her care in the same way they did himself.
Ottilie did look a little different than I remembered her; but she was some sixteen years older, so that was not really a surprise to me. She was just as beautiful as she'd ever been.
However almost immediately I discerned a couple of scars on her face that should not have been there. No one said, but I assumed that they must have been the result of Bill Morris' actions during the previous fifteen years.
I made a mental note to find the bugger after he was released from prison and extract my own personal reprisal for those blemishes.
Now if you thought -- like I think my daughter might have done -- that there was going to be that Snow-White scene, where the handsome Prince swept in and awoke his sleeping beauty with one kiss... Well you got it wrong!
I did gently introduce myself to the comatose Ottilie that day and I kissed her on the forehead, twice. Once, shortly after we arrived and a second time just before Tara and I left. But Ottilie did not stir a muscle all the time we were in the room.
Except for the fact that we could see that her chest was rising and falling to prove that she was breathing unassisted; Ottilie might well have been dead for all I could tell.
Tara was well-versed in the procedure and quite blasé about it, but I had to learn the art of talking to a comatose patient. Eventually -- after listening to Tara at work for a while -- I realised that one has to have a one-sided conversation with the patient. Of course some people would probably find it far easier to get the hang of than I did. You should not talk to yourself (which I'm sure we all do); you have to talk to the patient.
During our visit a doctor came in to see me. He gave me chapter and verse on Ottilie's condition, going into minute detail. I'll be honest, besides learning that Bill Morris had fractured Ottilie's skull in several places and the doctors appeared to have been surprised that she'd survived the attack. I'd got more information -- that I could understand anyway -- out of Tara's explanation.
One thing he said that did register though, was that they had no idea how much long-term brain damage had Ottilie incurred. The guy implied that Ottilie -- if she ever did regain consciousness -- might be just confused for a while, at one extreme; or her brain function could be seriously impaired, at the other.
"We'll only know what the scenario is going to be, when and if she does regain full consciousness!" The doctor said.
"By full consciousness, do I take it that she..." I began to asked
"Oh yes, several times we thought that Ottilie was about to regain consciousness, but then she relapsed into deep coma again. She can become quite vocal on occasion." He informed me.
From the way he had phrased it, I got the impression that it was when Ottilie did do her muttering act that I... everyone was supposed to... well, try to talk her into coming back to us.
Listening to two people talking at the same time is not a strong point of mine. But as the doctor was speaking to me – and possibly the reason that I didn't understand half of the medical gobbledegook he had sprouted -- Tara had been relating to her mother, her recent adventures in Cornwall. How she'd successfully tracked down her father, and all about the ocean liner called Quiet Times he owned and the mansion that he lived in. She even mentioned my Range Rover and added a vivid description of the old Landey.
But what really caught my attention was when I heard Tara say.
"Daddy's still in love with you mother, you really need to come back to claim him now. Before he starts to think that you don't want him again!"
Should I have said something to Tara about it later? I don't know! By the time the doctor had left I figured it was too late anyway. Whether Tara gave her mother the same speech subsequently when I was not within earshot, I have no idea. I didn't hear her repeat it, if she did.
My daughter and I had our first... disagreement as we left the hospital that day. Tara wanted me to stay in Ottilie's house; back to where she implied, she was intending to move to be with me.
But after the previous nights experiences, I insisted that she remained living at her grandfather's house. I figured that I needed a lot more time, to ease myself into this daddying lark.
Oh by the way, somewhere along the line I'd come by the knowledge that Tara's grandmother... Ottilie's mother, had passed away several years before. Under what circumstance she had died, I know not and I have never enquired.
Whatever, Tara and I exchanged a few heated words, before I reminded her that I was her father and told her that she should humour me. But I added the bribe that I would take her out for dinner later that evening.
However Tara did insist on coming to the hotel with me while I booked in. Then I dropped her at her grandfather's house before returning to the hotel to wash and change. As I entered the hotel foyer on my way to collect Tara for dinner, I found her already there waiting for me there. She had talked her grandfather into dropping her off on his way to the hospital.
We enjoyed a leisurely meal together, then I dropped her back at her grandfather's house before returning to the hospital myself. Tara living with the old sod, turned out to be useful in a way; because I knew that if his car was there, then it was odds-on that he wouldn't be at the hospital. I really was not looking forward to our first physical confrontation; I feared that I might do something that would shame me forever.
Over the next few days and weeks, my life fell into a rough routine. Up for breakfast around eight AM. At the hospital just after nine where Tara would already be in her mother's room. Tara and I would have lunch together, then around three I'd drop her back home. Why three o'clock? Because that was when Tara's grandfather would take over. During the evening Tara and I would eat together and I'd usually drop her home again before returning to the hospital for the night shift. I'd usually leave to go back to my hotel around four in the morning, although sometimes I'd pass-out in the chair beside Ottilie's bed. The nurses would never wake me unless they wanted me out of their way for some reason.
The first thing of real significance that occurred was while Tara and I were sitting there with Ottilie one morning a week or so after I'd got up there. One of the nurses came into the room and attracted Tara's attention by calling her Miss Carson. This made me look up and I immediately noticed that both the nurse and Tara were grinning back at me.
"What's so funny?" I asked.
"Oh Miss Carson! Thinks it's terribly funny that you haven't noticed." The nurse replied.
Because the nurse had repeated it, it struck home. "You mean Miss Morris." I told her.
"No she means Miss Carson, dad." Tara replied, "I've had my name changed by deed pole. Well to tell you the truth grandfather organised it for me. Now everyone will realise who my father is and we shouldn't get any more of those strange looks."
I hadn't noticed any strange looks. But perhaps I'm not as observant as my daughter. Or maybe I didn't dash around like a dervish introducing Tara to everyone I vaguely knew that we happened to run into. Literally anyone Tara could think of an excuse to introduce me to, to be precise.
A week or so later, when the time came for Tara to return to school for the autumn term. She even wangled it for me to go to her school one morning and be introduced to her teachers so that they could inform me of her progress. I had never had the opportunity to attend any of the school open evenings. Anyway, another new experience for a totally unprepared parent.
It appeared that most of her teachers were fully aware of the circumstance of my sudden appearance on the scene and didn't appear at all phased by Tara's change of surname. Neither did any of Tara's school friends she introduced me to when the opportunity presented itself. I was finding everyone's reaction that morning quite confusing until Tara led into her English teacher's classroom.
To my complete astonishment Mrs Carter turned out to be Sylvia Carter one of Ottilie and my childhood friends. Much to my consternation and the amusement of her class, and Tara. Sylvia she didn't formally shake my hand as Tara's other teachers had done; Sylvia embraced me, kissed me on the cheek, and addressed me as Bouncer.
She further embarrassed me by announcing to her students -- I suspect aimed at the more unrulier of them -- that as a young boy I had gained a reputation for teaching ignorant fellow pupils a few manners and how they should behave in the classroom. That probably explained why I'd never found myself getting expelled from school for fighting.
It soon became obvious to me that Sylvia, on hearing of Tara's name change, had put two and two together and promptly briefed Tara's other teachers on the full situation in the school staff room. I didn't mind that really, because it had saved me from a lot of repetitive and unnecessary explanations that morning.
After singing my daughter's praises, and assuring me that Tara was a model student. Sylvia suggest that we should have dinner together one evening; when -- she added -- she would be able to reintroduce me to her husband; another of my old school buddies.
It was painfully obvious to me that Sylvia and Ottilie had not been on good terms when they'd last met, probably at a school open evening. I came to that conclusion, because Sylvia did not mention Ottilie by name, habitually she referred to her as Tara's mother.
I had had some experience with a few one parent, divorced passengers on Quiet Times. In my experience one parent referring to their ex-spouse as the child's mother or father, tended to indicate a certain amount of animosity. Sylvia having grown up, as I had, with Ottilie; I figured that something had to have driven a wedge between them.
Of course at the time I wasn't savvy enough to realise that that wedge would turn out to be me. But I'll come to that shortly.
A couple of days later Sylvia got in contact with me to invite me out for a meal with some of our old friends. In fact I found a brief message waiting for me at the hotel reception desk when I arrived back there at five AM that morning. The message made it patently clear that the invitation was for me and that Tara was not included. I sort-of figured that was for teacher student reasons, but that assumption was subsequently proved wrong
The night of the meal, I walked into the restaurant to find that almost the whole gang of our old school friends were present; including their respective spouses, many of whom I did not know.
Introductions were made all round and then getting on for thirty of us sat down to eat. During the meal I was questioned about all my experiences in the wilds of Canada. They got the exaggerated flowery version. Once again it became obvious that everyone was purposely avoiding mentioning Ottilie.
As we adjourned to the bar, I realised that there was hidden agenda behind the evening. Sylvia and Mavis Burton (nee Crouch) steered me to a table at the far end of the small bar. I was all but pushed in behind it, then all of the girls and a couple of my old school mates seated themselves around the rest of the table as best they could fit in. All their spouses headed for the other end of the room, as far away as they could get. They only came near to keep everyone around the table's glasses well filled.
"Okay Taylor what's the real story!" Toby, One of my old mates asked.
"I'm Tara's father and that's all there is to it!"
"No, come on mate! What are you doing back here, running around her; after what Ottilie did to you?"
"She ditched you without a word of explanation and then decided to marry Bill Morris and made him the father of your child." Sylvia joined in. "That's not just callous, that's evil... calculated cruelty. We know that you didn't know about the child when you left, but Ottilie ditching you without explanation and marrying Bill Morris was what drove you into leaving the country in the first place."
"Ah now, for many years that's what I thought as well. But then my daughter tracked me down."
"Yeah well, learning that you did have a child that you didn't even know existed... I would have thought that would have made you even angrier, I know that I'd have blown my bloody top." Toby replied.
"Funny thing Toby. The news that I had been a daddy for years and hadn't known, did piss me off some. But then, when you've got an angel like my Tara bringing you the news. Well, it kind-a tempers that anger a little. Then she told me that Bill Morris had been knocking Ottilie about... well I think a lot of my anger transferred onto him. And Ottilie's father of course, he was behind everything that happened back then, as someone sitting around this table well knows."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Toby asked.
"Well Toby. My daughter can be one hell of a chatterbox when she gets started. And it seems... and I'm not completely sure why, that Frank Thorn confessed all to Tara a few weeks back. Following something that Ottilie had apparently muttered during one or her vocal sessions. And guess what, I came to the conclusion that someone sitting around this table, related the story to Frank Thorn that I might be thinking about heading to Canada for a few years; well before I'd actually made up my mind to go."
"But it was common knowledge that you were going." Sylvia pointed out.
"It was Sylvia, but only for less than a month before I went. My family wanted me to go, but I hadn't agreed to, until that announcement that Morris and Ottilie were engaged appeared in the local paper. And my Tara insists that her mother never agreed to marry Bill Morris until after she'd been told that I had already left the country. Now, besides my family, the only other people who were aware that I was even contemplating the trip are sat around this table this evening. So I have to ask which of you..."
I was interrupted by Mavis Burton... um, well, her husband Peter who had been seated beside Mavis had suddenly disappeared backwards, crashing to the ground. I hadn't been watching them, but there was no mistaking the fact that Mavis had to have... well, thumped him. And I'll point out that Mavis -- had she been a boxer -- would have been fighting in the heavyweight class. Super-heavyweight, more like; if you get my drift? Mavis had always been, what is known in polite society, as a big girl!
You bastard, Taylor was our friend!" Mavis shouted down at her dazed and prostrate husband.
Pete Burton made no attempt to get up. I think he was utterly shocked by his wife's sudden outburst. As we all were.
Mavis looked around the table and then said. "Well... didn't we all wonder how Peter swung that bloody apprenticeship at Ballard's. Christ nearly all the boys went after it, and they took Peter?"



"Well, Pete was never the brightest light in the class, but he weren't exactly dumb, Mavis." Jimmy Morgan replied.
"But you did wonder why Ballard's picked Peter over the likes of... well, yourself even? You went for it and so did Mickie there. I can remember you bitching about it at the time, saying that you were both better qualified and better suited to the job than Peter was."
"Yeah, but what does that prove, Mavis?" Jimmy asked
"Nothing in itself. Until Taylor tells us that someone was spying on him for Ottilie's parents and you add in the fact that Peter's father was a member of the golf club. You know thinking back I'm sure I saw Ottilie's dad playing golf with Peter's father more than once.
"But what's that got to do with Ballard's?"
"Frank Thorn is... well he was, a director at Ballard's." I informed everyone.
All eyes moved to Peter Burton who was still sat in the chair, which was lying flat on its back on the floor.
"I didn't know what was going to happen!" He exclaimed, old man Thorn just asked..."
"Shut up, Peter I'm not interested!" I said, "Just get the hell out of here, will you?"
Pete struggled up and set the chair back on its legs. He didn't reposition it because one of the other guys snatched it from his hand and took the vacant slot beside Mavis.
"May I stay?" Mavis asked.
"Course you can, gorgeous!" I replied. I had no beef with Mavis.
"Oh this is awful, I feel so ashamed of myself." Sylvia said, taking me somewhat by surprise.
"Why, what did you do behind my back, Sylvia?" I found myself asking.
"Oh god, nothing to you Taylor. But I've wronged Ottilie something rotten. We all have!"
"How?"
"By blanking her, we all did, didn't we?"
Nods and murmurs of embarrassed agreement were returned from around the table.
"Taylor when you went off to Canada, we blamed Ottilie for you going. We had no idea that she was pregnant with your child. Well she must have had Tara by then, only we didn't know it. But we all thought... as you did, that Ottilie had been two-timing you with William Morris. We didn't know how, when or where, but it seemed obvious to us at the time. Hey, it weren't as if any of us were welcome at her house, anymore than you were. We figured that she had had plenty of opportunity, if you know what I mean. Then she goes off to that exclusive private school and...
That exclusive School Sylvia, turns out to have been a bleeding unmarried mothers home.
"Shit. I should have worked that part out at least. Christ I've been teaching Tara English for three years, she's just too damned old to be... Well, I suppose she could have been Bill Morris' child."
"Bill Morris is not Tara's father, of that I'm sure. I'm her father!"
"I'm sorry! But why are you so sure?"
"Tara told me and I believe her. Besides she found Ottilie's diaries; apparently in them Ottilie wrote all!"
"Including Sam's seventeenth birthday party?"
"Including Sam's party!"
"Oh bugger, I bet it was embarrassing when Tara told you about that."
"Tara's very diplomatic, but the little tyke knows how to hint at what she has read. Now let's get back to Ottilie herself, may we? You were saying..."
"Yes well, we thought that Ottilie had done the dirty on you, so we all made a pact to blank her if and when we ever saw her again. Not that any of us did see much of her, I don't think. Until Tara started at the school that is."
"Yeah Tara told me that Ottilie and Morris lived out Faversham way until she separated from him. Morris was a piss-artist and knocked her about a bit."
"We read about that in the local paper; they said that he nearly killed her. Tara disappeared from school for awhile and the head told us not to question her about it when she came back."
"So what happens now?" Mavis asked. "Do we all go and apologise to Ottilie when she wakes up?"
"No, you go tomorrow while she's still in her coma. Well, some of you do at least. Look guys and girls the quacks reckon that Tara needs to be talked to while she's still unconscious. Kind-a reminded of her life when it was good. They say that it might help her come out of it. That's why I've come up here and I want you guy's to help in... well, we'll bombard Ottilie with memories of when we were all together; twenty-four hours a day. Or as much as we can anyway."
"All the embarrassed faces around the table had disappeared, everyone was looking and sounding enthusiastic about my plan, even though some of them were confused about what I had been saying. In short, utter chaos, as those who did understand explained to those who didn't; while others appeared to be sorting out a rota. I'm afraid I couldn't follow who was saying what to whom!"
The party broke up well after chucking-out time, the restaurant staff were looking quite peeved when we finally dispersed. I suppose discussion of who would be visiting Ottilie and when, must have gone on all evening, but the girls didn't think I needed to be included in their rota. Some of the guys were roped in as well, but it was considered that I'd be around anyway. Consequently I spent the rest of the evening relating more tales of my adventures in Canada and Cornwall.
I really don't think that I... we... our old gang that is, were on the hospital managements' favourite people list. Because of Ottilie's unique condition, all visiting hour restrictions had gone by the wayside months before I arrived on the scene. After that evening though, the two visitors to a bed restriction was ignored as well. And Ottilie was moved to a more secluded room pretty smartly.
When I arrived at the hospital the next morning, I found three of the girl's -- including Mavis Burton -- sitting around Ottilie's bed. I was graciously given access so that I could kiss her on the forehead as I did every time I visited Ottilie. But then I was pushed aside, as the girls carried on reminiscing about some outing they'd all been on together. I learnt some things that morning, I can tell you! Actually I learnt a lot of things over the next few weeks that I'm sure should never have seen the light of day again.
All three girls had been replaced by other old friends by three o'clock when I was due leave owing to Frank Thorn's imminent arrival.
But a guy called John something-or-the-other, a serving police officer (never a close friend of mine, but he courted one of the girls for a bit), stuck his nose in while at the hospital on official business. He talked to me about Bill Morris and said he'd try to discover where he was incarcerated and when he was due to be released. John did not enquire why I would be interested in such information.
And one of the guys -- who's a postman -- joined the group around the bed when he'd completed his rounds for the day. Christ, I really couldn't keep up with those girls myself.
That was the measure of things for the next couple of months. Some of our old friends, seemingly being beside Ottilie's bed talking to her, almost twenty-four hours a day. I mostly did the night shift twelve till seven AM alone, getting out a bit sharpish when I saw Frank Thorn walking across the car park with Tara.
I'd have breakfast in the café down the road and then take Tara on to school, before returning to my hotel to get my head down for the day. In the evening I'd meet Tara at the hospital and usually take her somewhere to eat. Sometimes we'd eat at Sylvia's or one of the other girl's houses, and then I'd drop Tara home and return to the hospital. Although I wasn't what you might like to describe as "on shift" until midnight.
There was some excitement, like the first time Ottilie returned to one of her states of higher consciousness and started babbling. The girls by her bed thought that she was awakening and a couple of them dashed outside to call everyone on their mobile phones. It was pandemonium in that ward when a dozen or so of our friends (including me) came dashing in. Only to be let down when Tara informed us what had actually happened.
I must say, that I thought that those periods of higher consciousness were getting more frequent during November and early December. But the medical staff -- whom I assume kept records -- insisted that they weren't when you averaged them out. Remember that Ottilie had been in her coma for almost twice as long as I'd been around and the girls had been visiting.
It was a Sunday about ten days short of Christmas. I have no recollection of why now but Frank Thorn wasn't there that day, so I was at the hospital mid afternoon along with Tara, Sylvia and a girl called Joan Harper. I remember it vividly; Sylvia and I were sat on one side of Ottilie's bed, Joan and Tara on the other.
The stories of the gang's miscreant behaviour in our younger days having been repeated so often that they were driving us all nuts. Even though I found it fascinating how different people recalled remarkably conflicting versions of the same event, interesting as well when two of the girls disagreed on a point or two.
Anyway I was thrilling my audience of four by relating an incident I'd had on one of Quiet Times' charters. Where some guy was so intent on getting a close-up of a Basking Shark he lent over the gunwale too far, and -- when a swell caught Quiet Times – he went base over apex into the drink. Discarding his camera the guy screamed for help, apparently believing that all sharks were of the man-eating variety.
I'd better mention that Basking Sharks are filter eaters and only consume plankton; just in case, like the poor guy in the drink that day, you didn't know.
Having finished my tale, I headed off toward the visitors facilities to empty my bladder. I will admit that I'd had partaken of a little light liquid lunch in a nearby public house, with Sylvia's husband Mark. For some reason that little room, the only one us visitors were supposed to use, was right down at the entrance to the ward.
As I exited the ablutions the first thing that grabbed my attention, was a red light flashing urgently over the door to Ottilie's room. Then two nurses appeared and started hurrying along the corridor pushing the crash wagon between them. I'd seen it often, parked opposite the nurses' station. A small trolley, that had a defibrillator and some other miscellaneous medical equipment sat on top of it.
I found that I couldn't move, I seemed to be rooted to the spot as other nurses and a doctors rushed passed me all heading in the same direction; towards Ottilie's room!
Then to my surprise and confusion several of the nurses backed out of her room again and stood staring back into it through the open door. Eventually one of the nurses turned to look down the corridor at me, and started frantically signalling to me to join them. Then Tara's face appeared around the doorframe and she started waving as well.
I knew what the Crash Wagon would have been needed for and -- to be frank with you -- it had frightened the crap out of me! But the obvious grin on Tara's face was implying the opposite of what I'd at first feared.
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Regaining my composure I walked back to Ottilie's room.
"See Ottilie he's here, Taylor only went to the loo." Sylvia was saying to the comatose Ottilie as I entered the room. "Ottilie, Ottilie," she repeated, "Taylor's here now. Ottilie..."
"It's no good, she's gone again by the look of it." Sylvia said with tears running down her face.
The nurses and doctors fussed around Ottilie for a few minutes but very soon most of them left except a staff nurse who took Ottilie's pulse and temperature and then made copious notes on her file. Eventually she said, "I'm sorry. But it is a good sign." and then she left the five of us alone.
Apparently the three girls were chatting after I'd gone off to the toilet and Ottilie had suddenly asked them where I'd gone. For an instant all three had been so shocked that they hadn't even replied to her. Then Joan had realised that something significant had just happened and thought she had to do something, pushed the big red button that had a sign saying "Do not touch!" fixed above it.
Regretfully "Where has Taylor gone?" Were the only four words Ottilie uttered that day.
But then the following evening I definitely heard her say "Hello Sylvia." Ottilie's voice was weak, hardly more than a whisper and somewhat croaky as one might expect if you haven't used you larynx for a while. Actu-ally she'd sounded very similar to how she sounded when she talked or mumbled in her sleep, but a lot... I don't know... more distinct I suppose you might call it. There was no mistaking that she had to be awake.
And the day after that, Ottilie asked where I was again. But of course I wasn't there to witness it that time either.
That night Tara positively refused to go home to her grandfather's house and insisted that she stay at the hospital with me. I still wasn't experienced enough as a father to argue the point without the possibility of that confrontation deteriorating into a shouting match. We were in the wrong place and the time wasn't right for me to risk that happening. Besides she didn't have to go to school the next day because of the holidays.
I was sat in the armchair, supposedly supplied for the patients use only; but experience had proved it to be the best one for dozing in. For a long time Tara had sat by her mother's bed in the darkened room. Leaning forward. her arms resting on the bed as she chatted away to the unconscious form before her. I'm afraid that I didn't listen to what she was actually saying to her mother.
Probably I did doze or fall asleep for a while, it had been an eventful few days. So at what time Tara plonked herself on my lap I'm not sure; but she was soon fast asleep her arms draped around my neck, her head resting on my shoulder.
I assume that I fell asleep shortly after Tara had.
"Are you awake, Taylor?" Ottilie's croaky voice roused me from my slumber.
Opening my eyes I could only just make out that Ottilie's head was no longer pointing straight up as if looking at the ceiling. It had to be turned towards me, for I could just make out her eyes gazing back into mine.
"Yes Ottilie I'm awake." I replied quietly, for some inexplicable reason not wanting to disturb Tara.
"Thank you for coming Taylor. Our daughter's beautiful, isn't she?"
"Like her mother!" I replied.
"You always were so sweet. I'm sorry Taylor, I made such a mess of things, didn't I?"
"Now don't be hard on yourself Ottie. If anyone's' to blame its..."
I stopped speaking as I realised that Ottilie was no longer looking back at me. I could clearly make out the outline of her profile; her head was looking up towards the ceiling again. Suddenly I wasn't at all sure her head had moved at all.
"Did I just dream that?" I was forced to ask myself.
The next thing I was aware of was Tara fidgeting on my lap as she woke. It was light by then and patently obvious that the nurses had been tippy-toeing around us while they administered Ottilie her morning ablu-tions and breakfast.
Actually Ottilie was fed a milky looking substance by a machine connected directly into her stomach; through her abdomen somewhere, I think. Breakfast, lunch a dinner, it was always the same milky white substance. Ottilie's bodily waste products drained into regularly emptied receptacle tucked away under her bed. I only tell you this in case you were wondering why she didn't have all kinds of tubes and things coming out of her nose and mouth, like folks tend to have in films and on TV.
At first glance, all anyone would ever notice were a few wires connected to a machine that kept an eye on Ottilie's heart rate and breathing. It had a little oscilloscope screen, on which you could watch her heartbeats and it could go beep, beep, beep! But for the majority of the time, the sound -- in her room -- was switched off. Only making a noise -- automatically -- should her heart rate vary beyond the norm (for Ottilie's condition that is). I was told that the sound coming back on, set off an alarm at the nurses' station as well. But I never witnessed the equipment work in anger, although some of the others did.
Anyway we'd no sooner awoke, than the Staff Nurse looked at me and tapped her watch. This was my re-minder that Frank Thorn was due to arrive (or he had arrived and was in-hiding somewhere). I have no idea how much the nurses knew of the situation; probably all of it, if they'd overheard Ottilie's visitors talking to her. Yeah, nothing was taboo, we'd been told by Ottilie's specialists.
But I believe that some of the doctors didn't know the full story, because more than one of them referred to him as my father-in-law when they mentioned Frank Thorn to me. But even they were aware that Frank and I... avoided each other like the plague. Probably complicating life for the hospital staff some. Well they were (at his request) forever having to repeat things to me, that they'd already explained to Frank Thorn.
Not being sure that my short conversation with Ottilie hadn't been a dream, I didn't mention it to Tara as we went to a nearby cafe to find some breakfast ourselves.
My daughter was due to be taken Christmas shopping by Sylvia and Joan (and their children) that morning, so I then drove her to Frank's place where she washed and changed; I waited in my car, before dropping her at Sylvia's house.
Sylvia and her husband, had become my mentors where Tara was concerned. It was Sylvia who advised me on Christmas presents for my daughter, and Ottilie. Frank I'd try to ignore but Sylvia's husband had pur-chased a bottle of Scotch for the old sod, without my knowledge. Or financial input I might add.
Christmas Eve was a complete mad-house at the hospital, well in Ottilie's room at least. It appeared that everyone on her visitor rota had bought her presents. Now ask yourself what do you buy a comatose woman who you haven't spoken to when she had been unconscious for getting on for sixteen years? Well it seems that between them they'd worked that one out... clothes! They were all convinced that very soon Ottilie was going to be needing a new wardrobe. Anyway I kind-a figured that Tara was going to have a busy Christmas morning opening all of her mother's presents or at least... Oh shit I can't recall now what I thought was going to happen that day; I wasn't intending to be there anyway!
We had this very diplomatically worked out plan in place. While some of the rota girls sat with Ottilie Christ-mas Eve, I was eating that night with Joan and her family. Tara went to out to dinner with Frank, who then took her back at the hospital to sit by her mother until 10 PM, when I was due to takeover. Tara would see me when she came down in the lift...
Oh yeah well, Frank and I worked to an unwritten rule, lift up, stairs down! Tara or one of the other girls rid-ing down in the lift would indicate that the other one of us could go up in it, because the other had started down the stairs; simple, if difficult to explain! I'm not quite sure who worked the system out, but it worked.
Anyway that night it was planned that Tara would ride back up with me so she could say hello, then she would take the same lift back down again and go home with Frank. I was to be alone with Ottilie all night; but things didn't work out that way.
Any hospital on Christmas Eve is a strange place. All the patients who could be, were allowed home to be with their families, even for just a day or so, are. So a good half of the beds are empty. Most of the nurses, doctors and ancillary staff on duty are volunteers. Although the Accident and Emergency had to be kept fully functioning; just about every other department runs on a skeleton staff.
Consequently any loose bodies around, can find themselves roped in if things get a little hectic. I'd had plenty of time to kill -- while Frank had been in Ottilie's room -- over the previous few months so in a way, I'd become a sort of occasional volunteer porter. Providing that those portering tasks did not require me to enter Ottilie's ward.
I'll add that my reputation from my younger days, had led to me being asked to assist hospital security on occasions. And members of the local constabulary when circumstance had required their presence; usually evicting drunks from the A and E department. My job had basically been to (unofficially) persuade the bug-gers not to return; but no-one ever (officially) knew who I was. Security and the police are required to handle brainless idiots with kid-gloves, if you get my drift?
Okay, so I'd took a couple of hits over the months, but nothing serious!
Where was I? Oh yeah!
Anyway I hadn't been beside Ottilie's bed for long when my presence was requested down in A and E. The lone security guard had an inebriated patient's two even more inebriated friends to cope with. They weren't being violent; they were just trying to spread a little Christmas cheer. However they couldn't understand that they were in the wrong place to give a very loud -- and out of tune -- rendition of "God rest you merry gen-tlemen!"
The police were somewhat busy that evening, so their arrival on the scene was delayed some. Eventually our entertainers were bundled into a police van and transported to, I don't know where. Either their home or a police cell for the night; I suppose that depended on how full of the Christmas spirit those two officers felt.
It was gone midnight when the security guy and I sat down for a well-earned mug of tea made by one of the A and E nurses. However mine didn't get drunk because another nurse dashed in and told me I should get back to Ottilie's room, a bit lively.
As I dashed up the stairs -- quicker than waiting for the lift -- The Staff Nurse -- obviously waiting for me at the top -- told me "Not to run!"
"You'll be no good to anyone with a broken ankle Taylor!" She scolded.
"What's happened?" I panted back at her.
"She woke up and asked for you about an hour ago. She scared the life out Nurse Watson, she went in Ot-tilie's room to change her waste container and Ottilie suddenly asked her where you had gone. Nurse Wat-son hadn't even noticed that Ottilie's eyes were open."
"Are they open now; is she properly awake?"
"I'm sorry, but she drifted back into coma again before I got there. But she did wake and ask for you again about fifteen minutes ago; but then she went again. But Taylor, the doctor's here and he's been looking at the records of her brain activity this evening. He believes that she's coming out of it! He thinks that she is in the process of waking up properly."
At first sight I could see no sign that anything had had changed in Ottilie's room. Of course there was doctor and nurse Watson in there, The doctor was examining Ottilie, -- repeatedly shining a little torch into her eyes and then moving it away again -- when I entered the room.
"Hmm" and "That's good." He kept mumbling as he did so.
Then after gazing at a long strip of paper -- I believe a printout form that monitoring machine -- he turned and addressed me.
"Well I can't be sure Mr er..."
"Carson!" the nurse prompted him
"Mr Carson; it's not really my field. But I do believe that Ottilie is in the process of joining us again. I've spo-ken to her consultant and he'll be here first thing in the morning. He'll be able to assess the situation far bet-ter than I can. I'm sorry but I have to go now, I'm needed elsewhere according to my little friend here." He said, waving what looked like a pager at me.
"Thank you, doctor." I found myself saying as he swiftly left the room.
"Taylor's here now Ottilie, are you going to say hello to him?" Nurse Watson said confidently. Actually as if she was expecting Ottilie to reply.
"Okay, he's a patient one. I'm sure he'll be here sitting by your bed when you want him. But just in case he has to leave for a minute or two, I'll give you this."
Nurse Watson took the patient call button of its hook on the wall and pressed it into Ottilie's right hand.
"Now all you need to do Ottilie, is press this button and I'll be here and so will Taylor! Just press it, like this!" She repeated pushing Ottilie's thumb onto the call button."
"Can she hear you?" I asked.
"I have no idea Taylor, but we have to hope that she can. There's no mistake about it though Ottilie has woken and spoken to me twice this evening; she even moved her head."
"She did the other night as well, but I thought I'd dreamed it." I informed her and that got me chastised for not reporting the incident.
Nurse Watson left us then and I took one of the uncom... less comfortable chairs and placed it as close to Ottilie's bed as I could. Sitting on the chair, I lent forward and took hold of her left hand, then I talked my heart out for god knows how long. Telling her that I was there and... Oh bugger. I really can't recall what gibberish I told her.
Eventually though, the excitement of the evenings events having worn off I must have fallen asleep.
For I was suddenly aware that the ward lights were up and that I could hear Nurse Watson explaining to her relief about Ottilie speaking to her during the night.
I kind a gathered that they figured... well, nurses are usually pretty quiet as they go about their duties, but lets say they had developed a method of informing me that it was time to get out of the way and let them get with Ottilie's morning ablutions.
I said "Good morning!" to the angels of mercy and wished them "Happy Christmas!"
Then nurse Watson suggest that I should take an extra half hour over my morning coffee because the physiotherapy girls were coming early to pull and push Ottilie around. They usually spent some time every-day keeping her limbs exercised and massaging Ottilie's face muscles. All visitors were encouraged to leave the room while they did so; although Tara was in the habit of helping them. I suppose that -- had I actually been Ottilie's husband, I'd have been roped in as well.
Whatever at that moment a third nurse wished us all happy Christmas and apologised for being late as she entered the room. That was obviously nurse Watson's signal that she could finally consider herself off-duty. A quick glance from her invited me to join her for a little breakfast down in the hospital staff cafeteria.
Yeah well, I'd had breakfasted in there with some of the nurses numerous times before. Well I told you, I was sort-of considered an unofficial member of the volunteer staff by then.
As was my routine, I lent down to kiss Ottilie on the forehead and say goodbye. But one of the nurses said.
"On her lips, Taylor; it is Christmas, after all!"
Since I'd started visiting Ottilie, only once that I could recall, had I kissed her on the lips. I'd been tempted to many a time, but had to keep reminding myself that I was -- in effect -- kissing a sixteen year old memory. Who Ottilie was going to be when... if she did awake, was anyone's guess, so I'd stuck to respectful kisses on her forehead... and sometimes her cheek.
But as Nurse Clarke had said it was Christmas so I took the liberty of staring at Ottilie's closed eyes was I gently placed my lips upon hers.
I suppose you've guessed it, but the instant my lips touched Ottilie's her eyes flicked wide open and stared back at me.
I have no recollection of how I reacted to Ottilie's eyes suddenly opening as they did, besides probably jump-ing a couple of feet into the air. But in the next instant all three nurses were around the bed all gabbling at Ottilie at the same time. While I stood there in shock, Ottilie was moving her head and... well talking to the girls; admittedly in that croaky voice of hers. And then the staff nurse, followed by the duty Ward Sister came into the room. Eventually the doctor (from the evening before) all seemingly magically appeared. I have to assume that one of the nurses had to have pushed Ottilie's call button.
Organised chaos appeared to reign for a while, but I soon realised that everyone knew exactly what they were about. In fact I was ushered out of the room while the doctor gave Ottilie a full examination. Although I was allowed to say goodbye to her and tell Ottilie that I'd be back shortly.
I was a little confused by Ottilie's reaction when I did so though. She kind-a gave a half smile. More suc-cinctly a rather embarrassed looking smile, as if she had no idea she how she was supposed to react. One has to remember that I'd been warned in advance that all of Ottilie's muscles (including her facial ones) would have atrophied a little, despite the valiant efforts of the physios'. So I really had little idea what to make of Ottilie's smile. Less so the, "Thanks Taylor." She managed to mumble out.
Nurse Watson and I went down to the Staff cafeteria and she had breakfast. I couldn't bring myself to even contemplate eating, and sat there drinking coffee.
As she ate Nurse Watson spelt out what was going to happen with Ottilie during the next few days and pos-sibly weeks. Operations to remove Ottilie's feeding tube and reconnect her... colon. Then lots of physio-therapy and psychological assessments. The doctors still had little idea if Ottilie's brain function had been impaired by her ordeal. It turned out that Nurse Watson had been involved with long term Coma patents previously and knew the ropes well, if you get my drift.
Then our conversation sort of drifted back to Nurse Watson's love life -- a regular topic of ours -- for while. Before Tara came bouncing into the cafeteria complaining that they wouldn't let her it to see her mother yet because Ottilie's consultant was with her.
Nurse Watson assured Tara that he wouldn't stay long (on Christmas day) and that she'd be able to be with her mother for the rest of the day.
He had to be in the hospital somewhere because he'd driven Tara there and I suppose Frank must have been up to the ward, seen Ottilie and her Consultant (before he'd left); but there was no sign of him when Tara and I arrived back at Ottilie's room.
My daughter rushed across the room and virtually launched herself at her mother's bed. How she didn't do Ottilie some kind of bodily injury I really don't know. But after smothering her mother with kisses and excited chatter for god knows how long a she eventually ran out of steam and allowed Ottilie to... well, whisper a few words back to her.
I didn't hear what Ottilie said, but it caused Tara to slip off the bed, sit in one of the chairs beside it and then turn to glance at me, before looking back at her mother.
I'd kind-a progressed very slowly across the room, most likely I'd stopped to watch the tableau of mother and daughter together. I'm not really sure that I knew what I was doing; I fear that I'd lost my nerve and found that I was doubting myself... or maybe I was doubting Ottilie. Whatever I was totally confused about what I should do.
However Tara's glance in my direction had prompted her mother to look at me as well... and confused about how to handle things or not, that was my cue to approach Ottilie's bed.



I cannot explain the reason why I did what I did next, it was all spur of the moment thing governed I think by the -- what I can only describe as -- apprehensive expression in Ottilie's eyes.
I crossed the room took gentle hold of Ottilie's left hand -- that definitely flinched at my touch -- and kissed the back of it. Then, pulling a chair close to the bed, said "Hello Ottilie!" as I sat on it.
Then I sat there staring at her expectantly.
"Hi Taylor! I wasn't expecting to see you here." Ottilie replied.
"Oh you know me, kiddo; I'm like a bad penny you never know when I'm going to put in an appearance." I found myself replying. "How are you feeling anyway?"
"Tired and confused. They tell me I've been in a coma for a long time." Ottilie replied with more than a shade of difficulty.
"Well over a year mum!" Tara interjected and then she rolled straight on to quoting exact dates. And from there... Well, whether intentionally or not, it all poured out of my daughter. About how Bill Morris had shown up at their house and after arguing with Ottilie, he had beaten her senseless. And I might add done some-thing I had been unaware of up until that time, attacked and knocked Tara out cold as well, when she'd tried to go to her mother's defence.
A lot of mutual (mother and daughter) crying and commiseration went on, that I wasn't really a party to. I might have felt close to my daughter, but Ottilie was still an enigma to me. Well the one who'd woken from a Coma that morning was. The night before she could still be that young woman I recalled from our teenage... romance.
As Tara kept talking, I began to get the suspicion that my daughter might have bearing a cross that I had been totally unaware of. When I reflected on it later, it seemed obvious to me that Tara had misguidedly been blaming herself for Ottilie's injuries. Possibly because -- from Tara's perspective -- she had not called the police the instant she had become aware that Bill Morris was in the house.
I figured that I'd better mention that to someone, I had no idea what to do about it myself; except maybe talk to Tara. But I still wasn't comfortable in my new position as Tara's father, and had no idea how I should ap-proach that kind of a problem. I vowed to address the problem with my muses Sylvia and her husband.
Whether for good or worse, I was effectively -- if unintentionally -- sidelined by my daughter who monopolised Ottilie for the next hour or so. In a way I'd sort-of expected that would happen, if not welcomed it. I had known for some time that when she woke up there was going to have to be a frank exchange of views be-tween Ottilie and myself on numerous subjects and I had it figured, that that would best happen in private. What that ultimate result of that exchange bring, I had no idea... I hadn't been thinking that far ahead for some months by then.
But as I sat there that morning -- half -- listening to what the two women were saying to each other, I began to feel more than a little apprehensive about the outcome of that exchange when it did come.
I had grown to like the idea of having a doting daughter, and I had become more and more convinced that I really would like to try to make a go of it with Ottilie. Although I understood that there were going to be a lot of hurdles to leap in that one. Firstly I had no idea how Ottilie felt about me... or if she still felt anything for me. After all, the long lost boyfriend Ottilie had described to Tara, had -- in fact -- been a self-centred hormo-nal teenager; a half forgotten memory probably seen through rose tinted spectacles in Ottilie's mind as well.
I haven't ever claimed to be perfect... and, as they say, a bloody lot of water had flowed under the proverbial bridge since Ottilie and I had last been together; whilst she had been conscious of the fact that is.
As they chatted... or rather Tara gabbled away at Ottilie, who managed to fit in an acknowledgment or nod of understanding here and there. Ottilie would cast the odd brief glance in my direction. When she did so I could definitely recognise the flicker of a nervous expression in it... or maybe a concerned expression in Ot-tilie's eyes.
So when the Staff nurse -- apparently checking the readout on Ottilie's monitoring machine -- subtly tapped her watch to tell me that Frank Thorn was around and wished to see his daughter. I announced that I really should be heading to Sylvia's house; where I was supposed to be sharing their Christmas dinner.
Tara and Ottilie both made a show of not wishing me to leave. I was sure I could trust Tara's reaction, but I was unsure whether Ottilie wanted me to stay, just because our daughter did. However there was no way I was sharing the same air, as Frank Thorn and Tara understood that when I explained that he was on the ward.
However there was no mistaking the completely mystified expression that Ottilie had on her face when I left the room. Or the mystified expression that came over Tara's face as she watched me kiss her mother's hand again.
Frank Thorn was waiting by the nurses' station and he tried wish me a happy Christmas as I passed him... Well, I assume it was me he was addressing! However I blanked him and carried on walking as fast as my legs could carry me.
"God Taylor, Ottilie still doesn't know!" Sylvia said, as I explained the morning's events to her.
Oh, I had called Sylvia early on in the day and informed her that Ottilie had regained consciousness. Sylvia was the first link in the chain that was set to very quickly inform all of our old friends.
"She doesn't know what?"
"Anything! Why you really went... or even when you left the country. Ottilie probably still thinks you ran off the moment you heard that she was pregnant. She's been unconscious remember; Ottie probably wont even remember that we've all been trying to apologise for blanking her."
"But she's been semi-conscious or whatever that quack called it, sometimes while we've been there and eve-ryone's apologised and explained enough, haven't they?"
"That doctor said that Ottilie would probably be in a dream world, Taylor. If she heard and remembers any of it, she'll probably think that she dreamed it all anyway."
"Oh god, I didn't think! I was to busy trying to read her facial expressions this morning."
"No, obviously you didn't. Ottilie was probably trying to figure-out where you'd suddenly popped-up from. To Ottilie, the last god knows how many months just haven't existed."
I did not get back to the hospital until quite late. Surprisingly Tara and her grandfather had already left. Things had done an about face; the medical staff were trying to ensure that Ottilie got enough rest.
"If she's asleep, you can stay as long as you like." Nurse Watson informed me. "But If Ottilie's wakes-up, then I might have to ask you to leave; she's got a lot of recovering to do. And boy your daughter has worn her mother out today. Once she gets started that kid of yours doesn't stop for breath."
Besides the decorations Tara and I had been allowed to put up. Ottilie's room was dotted with an amount of detritus one would expect to see lying around on Christmas day; all somewhat unusual for a hospital room. Including what looked like a large stack of unopened presents, but I had to assume that Ottilie had been too tired to witness opening of them all; I was pretty sure that our daughter would have undertaken the physical task on her mother's behalf.
As Nurse Watson had implied Ottilie was asleep, looking almost as serene as she had for the preceding few months. Although, the monitoring machine was conspicuous by its absence, Ottilie's feeding machine was still there as was that container under her bed.
I found myself looking through a few of her Christmas cards and realised that they were nearly all new -- wel-come back to us -- cards, that I'd never seen before. For an instant I felt annoyed with myself because there wasn't one from me amongst them.
Then feeling uncommonly tired, myself, I settled in a chair and gently took hold of Ottilie's left hand again. How long I sat there before I drifted off to sleep myself I do not know.
-----
As I struggled out of my sleep, I first became aware that I had the mother of all headaches, and secondly that I could hear someone talking.
"I would have expected him to have shown some sign of consciousness by now. We'll do another blood test and see what the concentration's like; perhaps he isn't clearing sedative out of his system." A male voice was saying.
"Oh he's showing signs all right, Doctor. He's been fidgeting and mumbling away to himself all night!" A fe-male voice replied. "There, he just moved his head again!"
Because, I had just moved my head slightly -- although still not opened my eyes -- I'd instinctively feared the effect the obviously bright lights in the room were going to have -- so that I could hear what the nurse was saying more clearly; a quick bit of mental fumbling assured me that the two voices had to be talking about me.
That caused me to do a quick bit of general reassessment and I realised that I could be no longer sitting be-side Ottilie's bed. I was lying flat out on my back on a bed, myself.
Okay, that called for a little more... mental gymnastics. In my time... well, I did tell you that I had been in a few more scrapes than the average youngster, and -- although I hate to admit it -- I had been knocked clean out, on more than one occasion. Consequently I was more than a little prepared for the mental confusion that usually follows such an incident.
That "What the hell happened?" and "Where the hell am I?" moment! The two questions your brain tries to work-on at the same instant, and that adds to its general confusion
Maybe I recognised the distinctive pounding in my head as well; that doesn't quite equate with the after-effects of the excessive consumption of falling-down water. A night on the binge!
And I was also well aware, that generally, one tends to forget exactly what has happened in the preceding few hours'... days sometimes.
After daring to risk opening my eyes just a tiny fraction -- to kind-a test the waters -- I screwed them tightly shut again. Jesus that room was brightly lit.
"Did anyone get the number of that ruddy bus?" I found myself asking.
"Ah, good morning you've decided to join us at last!" The doctor said. "You've been keeping us waiting you know. How are you feeling?"
"Like crap! The lights a little bright in here!"
"Sorry, close the blinds for a while nurse, that should make Mr Carson a little more comfortable."
A few seconds later the light forcing it's way through my eyelids dimmed so I opened my eyes to test the wa-ters again.
Above me stood a doctor, dressed in the ubiquitous white coat, a stethoscope hanging from his neck. And a moment later an enchanting nurse appeared at the other side of the bed. At that time I wasn't risking move-ment, or my built in radar might have spotted her first.
"Hospital?" I asked.
"Royal Cornwall, Trelisk." The doctor replied.
"And the bus?"
"A car actually. Some old biddy made a bit of a pigs-ear of parking on the quay. The story goes, that she hit the accelerator instead of the brake pedal or something. Anyway she ended up parking in the harbour. The car hit you and your boat on the way in."
"How's Quiet Times?" I found myself asking.
The doctor couldn't answer that one; possibly he had no idea what I was talking about.
Okay, so I knew I was in hospital and why I was there; but the information had confused me more than I'd been when I awoke. Simple questions were racing around in my head that I somehow doubted the doctor or nurse could answer. Like, "What the hell was I doing back in Cornwall?" and "What had happened with Ot-tilie when she woke up from her...?"
"Doctor how long have I been out?"
"Three, nearly four weeks. You took one hefty knock on the head my lad; we had to keep you sedated until your brain healed itself. You know, you've got one tough skull there my friend, you only suffered a hairline fracture."
I forced a glance at the closed blinds. "The date today?"
"August the Twenty-fifth!" The doctor replied.
"Year?"
"Are you that confused? 2010 anyway. You've only been out for a little under four weeks."
"Bugger!" I found myself saying, unintentionally. I'm not exactly dumb, the doctor's revelations could only mean on thing. I'd dreamed everything about Tara, Ottilie and the others while I'd been in a drug induced Coma myself. Quite a let down, I can tell you!
"Sorry, Mr Carson?"
"Doc what would you say if I told you that I was celebrating Christmas 2010 last evening."
"I'd say that the sedatives we've had to keep you on, have caused you to hallucinate in your dreams."
"I thought dreams were hallucinations anyway."
"Yes well, I suppose they are; sleep disorders aren't really my field. Whatever, Christmas is still some months away yet my friend! Good party, was it?"
"No party doc, just... well things are a little vague, you know how it is."
Disappointed I might have been, but I didn't want the doctor to start to think I'd gone off my trolley; so I de-cided to play down the subject.
"Yes, I find dreams confusing myself, as well. Never mind, I should imagine that you'll have forgotten them by tomorrow."
Then the doctor proceeded to put me through a thorough examination. Standard stuff, basically making sure that everything that should be working, was!
Then he smiled and told me that they would probably discharge me after a day or so's observation and left. The charming nurse proceeded to make me comfortable, both physically and mentally, as only pretty young nurses can do.
"So have any of the boys been in?" I asked her.
"Oh several times from what I hear. But I'd have thought you'd be more interested in your female visitors." She replied with a cheeky grin that told me that she noticed that I'd been subtly checking her... No. Let's leave that shall we.
"Female visitors?" I queried.
"Yes. Mrs Clegg and four other ladies."
Mrs Clegg, well I suppose I could understand her coming in to visit me; she was just about the closest thing I had to family in the county. But four other ladies the nurse had said and I had no idea who they could be.
"Four other ladies; I wonder who they could possibly be?" I found myself expressing my thought's out-loud.
"Well two women and two teenagers. I'm sorry, the only visitor I've seen by your bed whom I know by sight is Maud Clegg; I looked after her husband for some time before he passed on. I can't tell you much about the others I'm afraid; except that they aren't local. We're a little short staffed here nowadays, Staff might know something, as she's spoken to them I'm sure."
"How often have they been coming in?"
"I really can't tell you Mr Carson. I'm on the agency, a spare-broom, I fill in where I'm needed. I'm rarely on the same ward two days in a row. I'll see what I can find out for if you like?"
"Thank you nurse. I'm really a little confused about all this."
"You're not the first by a long chalk Mr Carson. A lot of people have those dreams while in a coma you know. From what I understand some of them can be really convincing. And of course there's always the chance you'll have a little amnesia as well. That can be very confusing."
Then the nurse... bounced out of the ward, throwing me an... er, interesting glance as she went.
I looked around the other five beds in the little ward. At first glance it looked like only mine was occupied. But the nurses must have been tidying things away because -- on closer inspection -- two others looked like they could be in use. I was still wondering where their occupants could be when that smiling nurse's face reappeared.
"If I'm not mistaken," I thought to myself, "That pretty young nurse was tipping her hat in my direction. You'd better make sure you get her name and telephone number before she goes off duty."
"Sorry Mr Carson." The nurse said. "Staff can't tell you very much either. Mrs Clegg is listed as your next of kin and besides passing the time of day with the other ladies, Staff hasn't spoken to them. But Staff believes that one of them might be called, Sylvia and thinks that they refer to one of the younger ones, as Tara."
"Chatterbox?"
"I don't know I'm afraid. Maybe George and Tony will be able to tell you."
I must have looked even more confused.
"Your roommates. They're either watching the TV in the dayroom or having coffee downstairs, or more likely perhaps they're outside having a crafty puff. Probably both of the latter two, at the same excuse." She winked and was gone again.
I lay there half-listening to the noises of people moving around in the greater ward and half trying to get something to make a little sense of everything. You have to remember that in July when the doctor inferred that I'd been struck on the head, I'd didn't even know that Tara had ever existed. Consequently, I could not understand how the Tara the nurse had just mentioned, could be my Tara. In which case, who in heavens name was she?
And then who could the woman called Sylvia be. I'd er... been acquainted with a few Sylvia's over the years and... well, I had been more than a little acquainted with a few of them, if you get my drift. But there hadn't been a Sylvia around for... well, lets just say that they wouldn't have come rushing to my bedside, anyway.
Sylvia and Tara! No, confusing as it was, the only two that I could come up with was the two from my dream. But surely that was impossible!
Eventually just as lunch was in the process of being served. Two reprobates wondered into my enclave, one of which I recalled, was a regular client of one of the local pubs I sometimes frequented.
Besides a brief exchange of smiles and nods when they first entered the ward, we didn't speak while we consumed our meal. Well, not to each other anyway, a few racy comments were exchanged with the nurses and auxiliaries who served us; until Staff paid us a brief visit, then decorum returned. Possibly the other two guys had got a little loud.
"Carson you ol' bugger, you back with us for good?" Tony said walking over to my bedside as the remains of my meal were being cleared away.
"I hope so, Tony."
"Jesus mate, you took a real bash on the noggin. If it hadn't been for that bleeding lifejacket you habitually wear, you'd 'ave been a gonna!"
"Do you know what happened? The doc told me some silly bugger drove off the quay."
"Yeah that's about it, I didn't see it 'appen. I was in the Fisherman's when someone rushed in and shouted that a car had gone into the drink. By the time I got down there some of the lads were in the water dragging the old biddies from out of the car, which had ended up under your boat, onto it. Then some bugger spots you, in your lifejacket floating around, so they dragged you back onto your boat as well. They realised that you were right out of it. We had to clear the quay for the air-ambulance to land."
"What about the old ladies?"
Wet and cold, but otherwise they were fine I think. They might have drunk half the harbour though. Anyway they were taken away by a land ambulance and released from hospital the following morning. You made the TV news you know... or rather the ol' biddies did."
"Tony, you been in here long?"
"A week; had a little problem." He replied, pointing down at his private parts. "Alright now though; so my sentence is up tomorrow morning."
I decided to enquire no more about the reason Tony's hospitalisation.
"I've been told Maud Clegg has been in to visit me."
"Yeah, every evening regular as clockwork; you could set your watch by her."
"Anyone else?"
"Yeah, two of your conquests, I should imagine. And two teenaged girls, pretty little things! Say Carson, what do you get up to when you're not out on that boat of yours?"



"Did you manage to overhear any names mentioned by any chance?" I asked; ignoring the question.
"See George, I told you he was dangerous. I wouldn't let my misses loose in the same pub with the bugger." Tony directed at George, who had remained silent during the exchange so far.
Actually that was an odd statement for Tony to make because I was sure he was not married. Well I knew that he was single anyway.
"Sylvia, Katie, Ottilie and Tara. Mother and daughters by the look and sound of it." George offered.
"But that's impossible!" I found myself saying.
"Sorry Mr Carson... it might be worse than you think!"
"It's just Carson, George. Or Taylor, makes no never-mind."
"Cheers Carson, but it might be a little more worrying for you to learn that that Tara child..."
"Yes?"
"Well, she says... or seems to think that she is anyway... your daughter!"
"George, as confusing as all this is, she's quite possibly correct. But I can't understand how I could know that! I can't even understand how those women knew I was in here in the first place."
"Oh that's easy to explain." George replied. "That Sylvia woman was down here on holiday with her family and she saw the accident reported on the local TV news. They must have mentioned your name and the next morning she was in here looking for you. She created quite a fuss and hung around all day until they let her in to see if you were the Carson Taylor she'd been looking for.
"She's come in to visit you everyday since, usually she has her daughter with her. Then a day or so after your accident the other two turned up with her. They met the older lady.... Mrs Clegg in the ward here when she came into visit and since then they've all been coming together. I think the other four are staying with Mrs Clegg now."
"Cheers fella's, a nurse mentioned my mysterious visitors earlier and I was getting just a little concerned."
"So our Carson has had a secret family that no one has ever heard of, tucked away all along!" Tony com-mented.
"Tony, you might not believe this, but I had no idea I had a daughter until..."
"Until when."
"Would you believe, that I had I no idea that I did have a daughter when that car came off the quay that day. I'm having a little difficulty understanding it myself, but when I woke up today I find that I know that I have a daughter! I know, it don't make much sense to you, it makes even less sense to me. But it is fact!"
"I think you need a little more time to get your mind straight my friend." George smiled at me. "I've heard some people can be a little confused about all sorts of things when they wake-up after a long coma."
"George, I don't think three weeks can be classed as a long coma." I assured both my companions who were staring back at me with... yeah all right I think they both thought that I was still a little on the doolally side, after my ordeal. Their sympathetic expressions, I found annoying.
"Right, you see when they... if they turn up again today. You ask Tara's mother; she'll tell you that I had no knowledge that the child is mine."
"Yes of course we'll do that, if you wish Carson. Now how d'you fancy a nice cup of tea?" Tony suggested, obviously noting my... demeanour and doing his best to pour a little calming oil.
Most of that rest of our afternoon was spent discussing... Nope, with my two roommates discussing the finer details of what should have been long-forgotten premier league football matches. No, I don't share the fas-cination that some have for the game.
In fact, I spent most of the time trying to ignore their prattling and recall my dream more clearly. I kind of couldn't understand the time-scale of that dream, if that's what it had been. To me it seemed like I'd been living in another world... another dimension maybe.
But even that didn't make any sense, because the timeframes didn't match. In my dream I'd been living a good four months ahead of myself. In all the books that I'd ever read, when someone supposedly jumped from one dimension to another, the time and date were always the same.
Sometime later a couple of nurses arrived and told me that I had been deemed fit enough to get out of bed. Good timing actually, because (the doctor and nurse having removed my catheter that morning) nature was beginning to get a little insistent. The nurses also suggested that a nice shower wouldn't do me any harm.
What they didn't say, was that they'd have to supervise me during my shower because I had just woken from a coma. I'll admit that for a minute or two there, I was somewhat unsteady on my feet; but the sensation didn't last long.
The boys had drifted off to one of the other beds by the time I returned. So I lay on top of my bed and closed my eyes to pretend that I was taking a nap. I had a lot of things to think about.
In fact I must have dosed between my musings because I suddenly noticed that Tony was missing and that George had visitors. I guessed, George's wife and children.
I must have dozed a little more, until I was aroused by a voice quietly asking "Mr Carson?"
The boy I'd assumed was George's son, was stood nervously by my bed. Instantly I recalled that I'd seen the lad around the town now and again, one of the local urchins who hang around the boats during the sum-mer.
I must have had a questioning expression on my face, because without further ado he went on.
"Mr Carson. My dad told me that you were... well, asking about... your visitors." He said.
Then the lad went silent, I got the feeling that he had lost his nerve.
"It's just Carson lad, what's your name?"
"John sir... er Mr Carson!"
"Jesus lad I don't bite! Oh yeah well, I have to admit that I can be a little sharp with you lads sometimes. But you have to admit that you can be a bloody nuisance when you want to be. Anyway we're not on the quay here and you're not getting in the punters way. So what are you trying to tell me? Or should I really be ask-ing, is it Kate or Tara who's caught your eye?"
Tara 's too upset to talk to anyone Mr Carson. But I had a long talk with Kate outside Parson's boatyard the other day. Tara was inside inspecting the damage to your boat."
"Quiet Times, in Parson's place; how did it get there?"
"I don't know sir. I think it was taken there on the day of your accident. But the Parson's man said that the damage was only cosmetic, if that means anything to you."
"Thank you John, I was more than a little concerned about her. You'd better pencil yourself in for a trip out on her when I'm back on my feet.
"Thank you sir."
"John, its Carson got it? He nodded "Right, so what did you learn from young Kate during your conversa-tion. Pretty little thing isn't she?"
"Oh, I wasn't..."
"No my lad, of course you weren't. But please remember that I and your mother and father were all teenag-ers once; we know why handsome young boys like yourself find themselves in conversation with pretty young ladies.
"Well sir, Kate told...."
"John, lets try a change of tack. How about you call me skipper; will you find that any easier?"
A confused expression came over the lads face for a second or two and then it sank home.
"Yes... Skipper, I think I understand." He grinned.
"Right lad, what gems of wisdom have you got for me?"
"Well Skipper, it didn't make any sense to me, but Kate told me that they're down here because you're Tara's father."
"I should imagine that that is correct, John."
"But Kate said that you're not supposed to know that you're Tara's father. They're all a little...
"Concerned." I suggested.
"Yeah, worried. They said that you didn't know that Tara had been born and they are... concerned about how you're going to react when they tell you."
"This evening should be fun for everyone then. Because John, I do know that Tara is my daughter.... Mind you, I can't begin to try to explain how I know. Or how I know that young Kate, who appears to have caught your eye, is such a pretty young thing. You do realise that I have never seen Kate or Tara in my life, and I haven't seen hide nor hair of their mothers for the last sixteen years."
"I knew it was a long time... Skipper, Kate told me."
"Anything else you can tell me?"
"Not much Skipper. They are staying at old Mrs Clegg's house, and Kate's mother drives them all around in one of those people carrier things."
"Sylvia, Kate's mother's husband?"
"He took Kate's brother home with him. They were down here on holiday and saw the accident on TV. Kate stayed when Tara came down because they are friends at school."
"And Tara's mother, any mention of a husband?"
"Er, no Skipper, I thought at first that you were... But Tara's mother's name is Thorn so..."
"John, better you don't try to get your head around that one. But do you happen know what Tara's surname is?"
"Oh yeah, Carson sir!"
"Okay John, thank you for the information. I owe you a couple of trips out on Quiet Times at least. Oh and as a matter of self-preservation, you don't go mentioning to Kate that you've spoken to me today."
"Why Skipper?"
"Trust me son! If you've got any designs on young Kate, then you keep-schtum about our conversation to-day."
The lad smiled and then returned to his father's bedside. I pretended to be asleep again while my brain ru-minated on what the lad had told me.
George's visitors had left by the time I was disturbed again by a nurse doing the rounds and updating my chart. Apparently right after she'd gone our evening meal arrived, but I might have dozed for a while again.
At half-six Betty -- barmaid at the Rose and Crown -- strolled in and made straight for Tony's bed. It didn't take me long to understand why Tony always seemed to be in that particular pub.
A brief kiss and quiet talk to Tony lead to Betty looking my way. She smiled, waved and called out, "Hi Car-son, feeling better?"
I think I replied with a thumbs-up and smile.
Then the two of them dropped into what I can only describe as furtive conversation. Punctuated by Betty glancing my way. Then Tony and Betty went over to George's bed and had a few quiet words with him.
George glanced up at the ward clock and then he was on his feet. Making a show of retrieving his cigarettes from his bedside locker, George waved them at me and then all three of them left the ward.
For an instant I wondered what they were doing, then I recalled one of the guys mentioning that Maud ar-rived at the same time every evening. "You could set your watch by her!" they'd implied.
I found myself checking the ward clock and found that it was ten to seven. Then I tried to recall what time they said Maud and the others habitually arrived. I came up blank on that one, and cursed myself for really not concentrating on what the guys had been telling.
It was dead on seven o'clock when I heard Maud Clegg's... dulcet tones echoing down the ward. Maud's voice is not loud. But it is uniquely distinctive, and it... carries. I think everyone in our town knows Maud Clegg; if not by sight, then by sound!
Maud was very obviously talking to a couple of different nurses, possibly at the nurse's station.
But it wasn't Maud who first walked into my little side ward. Tara rushed into the room and then stopped dead in her tracks when she saw that I was staring back at her. Less than a second or so later Kate followed Tara into the room almost crashing into her. Then the two girls stood there, mouths open, staring at me.
Although I had a general plan for the evenings visit, I didn't have any kind of a script worked out in my head. So I was really flying by the seat of my pants.
"Hello Tara. Hi Kate. Now, I don't look that frightening do I? Come sit on the bed?"
Yeah I know, but what was I supposed to say?
Tara moved first, I think possibly, Kate was letting her lead. Tara walked slowly over to the bed, took hold of the hand I had outstretched and eventually settled serenely onto the edge of the bed. Or rather she tried too, but I literally had to help her up; hospital beds are pretty high. Then I helped Kate up onto the other side of the bed. All pretty helpful, in a way, because it broke the formality of the occasion.
"You know? Don't you?" Tara asked.
"That you are my daughter? Well I think I do. It's all a little confusing Tara, I appear to know a lot of things that by rights, I shouldn't and couldn't know. I just have no idea how I know."
"Both girls looked confused.
"Lets see what I know shall we. You are Ottilie Thorn's daughter and you are fifteen years old, yes?
"Yes."
"Then that has got to make me your father then, doesn't it?"
"Yes but you weren't supposed to..."
"And I can assure you that I didn't know anything about you Tara, when I had my recent accident. But for some reason I do now. I also know.... Or think I know that you two are best friends at school, and that Kate's mother is your English teacher, Tara. Is that right?
"Yes." Both girls replied in unison.
"Right, let's not dwell on what I know or how I know it, for the moment. Because there are just couple of things, that don't really make any sense to me. I'll need to speak to your mothers about them. But I really would appreciate it if my daughter at least would give her father a hug."
I was still hugging Tara when Maud, Sylvia and Ottilie appeared at the end of the bed.
I exchanged a brief non-verbal greeting with Maud; smiles and knowing nods of the head. Then I locked eyes with Ottilie and was surprised to see tears running down her face.
"You'll have to excuse me Tara, I think a hug is needed elsewhere."
Oh I'll add that I'd decided that it would be best for me to be sitting up on my bed during this encounter, or at least the first part of it. I kind-a had it figured doing so would allow... well both Tara and Ottilie would be able to... well control the distance between us. They could decide how close or how far they were away from me, during the exchange.
Both Tara and Kate slid off the bed while Sylvia guided Ottilie to Kate's side of it. Tara noticing her friend had vacated a space for her mother, climbed back up again.
Ottilie sat on the side of the bed and I put my arms around her and pulled her close. Tara did her best to cuddle up to both of us.
"Taylor, I'm..."
Ottilie began to say, but I put my finger against her lips, to silence her.
"Later Ottie, I'm confused enough as it is. You're here with me and that's really all that matters. Oh and Tara of course, but she's a bright girl; I'm sure she wont object to us all just cuddling for a while."
I'm not sure how long we sat like that, but eventually Sylvia must have decided that we needed to talk.
"Taylor, you don't appear to be at all surprised that we're here?"
"I'm not, the nurses told me that I've had four... Sorry Maud, five enchanting women visiting my unconscious form everyday."
"But they wouldn't have known who we are!"
"No, I'll give you that. For now, lets just say that it was an inspired guess on my account."
"Bloody inspired! We haven't seen hide nor..."
"Sylvia, some people say that dreams are wishes, and maybe sometimes those wishes come true. Well some of them do anyway." I replied.
But as I spoke Ottilie... well, she reacted. She disentangled herself from my arms and raised her head so that she could look me in eyes.
"Taylor, did you dream while you were unconscious?"
"Well yeah. Sort of!"
"Vivid dreams?" Ottilie insisted.
"Yeah, pretty life-like."
Ottilie turned away to glance at Sylvia for a second or two. I couldn't see Ottilie's face but that glance had caused Sylvia's eyes to grow as large as saucers.
"Taylor, do you know a man who dresses like one of those mountain men from the cowboy films?" Sylvia asked.
I used to. My Uncle...
"Percy!" Ottilie and Sylvia said in unison, before I had a chance to get the word out.
"That's right, but he's dead now. He was the guy I went out to live in Canada with. But you knew that Syl-via."
"No we didn't. All anyone knew was that you went off to America..."
"Canada! Sylvie,"
"Is there a difference?"
"Try asking a Canadian that one. Or your Geography colleagues at school."
"Anyway we never did know exactly where you went, you weren't very communicative with anyone at the time, if you remember?"
"I remember too well, Sylvia. But to be honest I had no idea where I was going when I flew out. If I had I might not have gone. So... where does Uncle Percy fit in to this anyway?"
"Ottilie knows him very well. He popped up in her dreams when she was in a coma last year."
Oh no, don't tell me that Morris actually did..." I didn't have to complete the question, Ottilie was nodding at me.
"Last October?" I ventured.
"Ottilie nodded again."
"How long were you in cloud-cuckoo-land?"
"I woke up on Christmas morning."
"You didn't happen to see anyone else there; you know, before you woke up properly, Ottilie?"
"Well I thought I saw you a couple of times."
"Ottie, you did! I was there.... Well, yesterday. I had Tara sat on my lap, asleep."
Things got a little... er, confusing after that. It was pretty soon obvious that Ottilie had confided all of her dreams to Sylvia; probably in far better detail than I've managed to explain mine here to you. I wont go into any of that at the moment, I'll leave it until Ottilie told me about them herself.
And no -- what you might call -- "clearing the air" conversation went-on between Ottilie and myself. I think we both thought that would come later when we were in private. Actually after those in the know, Ottilie, Sylvia and myself, realised we thought we had a good idea what had happened the subject was promptly dropped. Well, the two youngsters and Maud were looking at us as if we gone crazy.
Somehow the conversation switched to accommodation, and plans were made for the four visitors to move from Maud's little house into mine. Where they'd all managed to find to sleep in Maud's place, I'll never know. It's just a one up, one down, fisherman's cottage; okay with a little modern extension out the back.
When the nurses dimmed the lights that night, to tell the remaining visitors that it was time they left. Ottilie was still sitting on my bed, very firmly attached to me. The others left, leaving her alone with me for a few minutes.
"Taylor, this isn't another dream is it?" She asked.
"I bloody hope not Ottie, I've had enough disappointments in my life"
"Thanks for not..."
"Ottilie, sixteen years ago I lost you. For gods sake please still be here when I wake tomorrow."
"I will be back in the morning, right after we've moved to your house, Taylor; I promise!" She replied and then kissed me on the lips.
Yeah well, technically it was a kiss, but it would be more properly described as a snog, I think. It went on until the Staff Nurse came in and cleared her throat loudly several times.
-----
The morning brought a disagreement between my nurses, the doctor on duty and myself. I felt fine and de-cided that I wanted to be at home with Ottilie and Tara. The doctor wanted me to remain under observation for another day or so. Eventually I vetoed that plan, something I knew I had to do before the doctor got rein-forcements in the shape of my family. My new family!
Luckily Tony was going home early that morning, so I cadged a lift off of him and Betty. I very quickly discov-ered -- much to Tony's amusement -- that Betty, it appears, is a frustrated racing driver.
The girls were still in the process of unloading Sylvia's car, when Betty roared into the yard in front of my house. I must admit I was somewhat surprised to discover that we'd made the journey in one piece and vowed, "Never again!"
Considering the excitement of our arrival, I was surprised to find that none of the girls were aware of my presence. I found them all in the lounge with Maud, looking through the pictures on the mantelpiece.



"And that's got to be Mini and Toto." Sylvia was saying as I entered the room.
"And the one on the right, is Ottilie and me together at the fun fair." I volunteered (loudly) as quickly as I could. Making them all start, by the way.
But in my mind, I was wondering exactly what Percy had told Ottilie about the two young women in her dream. It had dawned on me by then, that by whatever means those weird dreams had been created in our minds, they were proving to be uncannily accurate in their... er details.
Well, mine were anyway. All four women were the image of the people I'd dreamed about, so much so that I felt I knew my daughter Tara even better than I did her mother. Which was going to prove confusing to the child over the following weeks.
The confusion started for her that day, when I carried Ottilie and Sylvia's cases upstairs to show them to their rooms. Tara and Kate had gone up first carrying their own luggage and I directed Tara into the first room on the right, describing it as Tara's room.
"I thought you said that they could choose what room they wanted to use?" Maud commented.
"They can Maud, and Tara did choose that room!"
"But they've never been here before."
"Trust me Maud. Maybe Tara hasn't, but her presence has. That's the room Tara will prefer." I said reaching the landing myself. "Kate, there're two beds in there; you can share or pick a room of your own.
Kate grinned and said that she'd share, if Tara didn't mind.
Whether Tara realised what I had been implying or not; I'm not sure. But she looked back at me and asked, "What bed did I prefer then, father?"
"The one by the window Tara. You can see Quiet Times from there when she's on her mornings. And it's dad, okay?"
"You're the boss... Dad!" She grinned and threw herself onto the bed.
"Did we choose rooms?" Ottilie asked.
"No sweetheart. You were unconscious and Sylvia has never been here before."
"Which is your room, Taylor?" Ottilie asked with a strange expression her face.
"Third on the right!"
"Okay, I'll take the one opposite. Not so far to move."
I ignored the comment and placed Ottilie's case in said room. Sylvia decided to take the room between the children and mine. Mainly I think because it had a double bed and she implied that her husband Mark would be coming down to visit that weekend. She kind of hinted that she'd have to think about getting back up country before the school year started.
I left the ladies to sort their beds, with Maud's assistance. Remember those rooms although fully furnished and equipped had never been used in anger. Maud Clegg had had some fun seeing to that over the years, buying most of the soft furnishings and stuff when she saw them on special offer somewhere.
I took a shower and changed. Undertook an operation that took surprisingly longer than I expected it would, or remembered. And one which led to me being greeted by grinning stares on everyone's faces when I ap-peared in the kitchen.
"Oh yes, Taylor. So much more civilised." Maud was the first to make comment.
"Daddy, your beard!" Tara ventured next.
"Yeah well, Maud is always complaining about it, so I figured that it better, go before you lot felt at home enough to comment."
"But I liked your beard." Tara replied.
"No you didn't Tara! After the... novelty of your new father having a beard wore off, anyway."
"Makes you look ten years younger, Taylor!" Sylvia commented.
Ottilie just sat there and smiled at me.
Maud announced that my cupboards were looking very bare, so she'd have to make a run to the supermar-ket. She refused all the offered assistance, and told us our time would be better spent getting to know each other. Then she left, driving my battered old Landey.
Noting that lunchtime would soon be upon us, I suggested a brief tour of my estate (the old brickworks). Fol-lowed by a stroll up the hill for a spot of lunch. And well, actually, I fancied the idea of a decent pint; I felt that I was in need of one. Suddenly I was in the company of four females -- and dream or not -- I was not quite used to the situation.
And besides, telling them about all the construction and changes I'd had made... and about the history of the place, saved me from confronting any of the issues that I should have been. You might call it cowardice! I'll call it stalling for time, if you don't mind.
At the pub the landlady and her husband greeted me like a returning hero. And then I had the problem of introducing my visitors to them. I chose to simply introduce Sylvia and Kate as friends of mine, but Tara I introduced as my daughter. I figured some noses would be put right out of joint if I didn't. Well I figured it wouldn't take very long for the information to become knowledge.
Ottilie, I introduced as Tara's mother. Somewhat to my surprise, neither revelation drew a raised eyebrow out of either of them or any of the pubs other customers.
When we sat down to eat, I realised why. Tara and Kate listed their order without consulting the menu. It appeared that my introductions might have come a little late.
Obvious really, Maud Clegg's house was but fifty yards away from the pub. I should imagine that all five of them had been in for a meal together numerous times before. And locals being what locals are, they would have wanted to know who Maud's visitors were.
While we ate a couple of the regulars came over to... you know, enquire about my health, and assure me that the damage to Quiet Times had not been serious. One guy insisted that Parson's were making a good job of fixing her, but -- like me -- he had no real idea who had arranged and/or authorised the repairs. I did glance around my companions, but they looked like they had no idea what I'd been discussing with the guy.
As we left the pub Tara wrapped her arm around mine and asked me if I fancied a nice walk back through the woods and along the riverbank. A much longer way around, I'll point out.
Walking into her trap with my eyes wide open -- to humour my child -- I said that I thought it would be a nice idea.
"Right, you and mum go that way then; the rest of us will meet you back at the house. But I'll need a key, dad. You'll be hours!"
Ottilie looked as bewildered as I felt, as Tara -- quite forcefully entwined her mother's arm around my own.
"You two need to talk!" Tara said, as the three of them made off at a cracking pace, back down the hill to-wards my house.
"Where are we going?" Ottilie asked.
"Along the road aways; there's a footpath that leads down through the woods to the river. Haven't you been exploring?"
"No, we only ever walked up to the pub from Maud's."
"Well obviously Tara has!"
"No Taylor, I'm sure she's hasn't been along here. Kate and Tara have walked down to the town a few times. But I've never seen them go off this way."
"Odd, she must have been talking to some of the local kids then. It's a regular spooning haunt for the teen-agers around here. The riverbank is a public footpath and runs right through the brickworks yard. I'm sure the path down through the woods isn't official though; but everyone uses it."
"So what are we supposed to talk about do you think?" Ottilie asked as we began strolling along the road.
"I'm not sure, there's so many things. Christ it's been a long time girl."
"Yes, I suppose I should start by saying, sorry."
"What for?"
"Not believing in you, I would have thought that was obvious."
"Oh that. Yeah well, I'm more sorry that I've missed sixteen years of my daughter."
"She's only fifteen years old Taylor."
"Yeah but I missed watching the fun part... you know you getting all fat, then calling me those nasty names as you gave birth to her."
"You should be pleased that you didn't experience the sleepless nights though; Tara was a terror. But I don't understand... why aren't you angry, Taylor."
I stopped, so Ottilie had to turn and look me in the eye.
"Ottie, I've lost far too much time out of our child's life to waste anymore of it being angry. Especially with you! Tell me, how many years of your life have you wasted with the misplaced anger you felt towards me?"
"But... you know?"
"No buts Ottilie, dreams! Now tell me, exactly what did you dream about while you were in your coma?"
"Okay me first, but then you have to explain your dream to me."
"As well as I can remember it, Ottie!"
As she'd done every time I'd used it, Ottilie smiled when I addressed her with my childhood name for her.
"Well that uncle of yours appeared to me and... well he told me that you... anyway he showed me that you were missing me."
"How?"
"Well, it was like a vision. You were with those two... First Nation women, did he call them?"
"Yeah that sounds like uncle Percy alright. You know they weren't don't you?"
"I didn't care Taylor, I was just upset that you were sitting there cuddling them and talking about me. You didn't paint me in the best light you know. Although you told them that you still loved... Anyway then your uncle took me back to London and... Well, do you remember just before you left for America, I was in the High Street."
"And I was on a passing bus!"
"Yes, that's the incident! I'd been told that you'd left the country months before, when you'd first learnt that I was pregnant. But for some reason I've always remembered that day. I honestly never saw you go past on that bus, Taylor. But your uncle showed you banging on the window, and then I saw you running back to the spot after we'd gone. I'd always wondered why my dad was so suddenly in such a hurry that day; perhaps that's why it stuck in my mind!
"Then your uncle showed me your parents advising you to try to forget about me and go to America. But I somehow knew that had preceded the High Street incident. Maybe I'm recalling that dream in the wrong or-der."
"And then?"
"Well, that's about it really. When I got out of hospital, those weird dreams nagged away at me and eventu-ally I went to see Sylvia. You know that none of our old crowd would speak to me, don't you?"
"I didn't for many years, but I do now."
"Well, when Bill and I got married we moved straight into a house out in Wokingham. I didn't realise it at the time, but that was to keep Tara secret from everyone back home. My dad couldn't risk one of the gang tell-ing you about her, could he? He couldn't even risk your parents finding out about her."
"Fat chance of that happening. Once I was out of their hair, they took off for warmer climes as fast as their legs could carry them. Retired and living it up on the Costa-De-Plonka now, they are. I sometimes wonder where all the money suddenly came from? Maybe dear old uncle Percy had a hand it that somewhere, as well."
"Well, Sylvia was the only one of our old gang I knew how to find, and I only knew where to find her because she was Tara's English teacher. And by coincidence Kate and Tara were best mates in school. Sylvia would never... well, it was strictly business when we met at school open-days and the like. And she even discour-aged Kate from mixing with Tara outside of school."
"Hold-up Ottilie, something's been bugging me. When I left for Canada, there was no way on gods green earth that Sylvia was pregnant; Christ she was at the airport to see me off. And.... Well I know for sure that there was no baby Kate kicking around either."
"Oh, but there was. Kate is not Sylvia's child; she's her sister's baby. You remember Rosemarie don't you? Rose and her husband died in a road accident when Kate was four years old. Sylvia told me that she and Mark moved their marriage up a few months so that they could adopt her."
"Well that explains that then, Kate looks so much like Sylvia, but her age has never made any sense to me, even in my dream. I kind-a chickened out of asking."
"Are you going to tell me about that?"
"Hold up kiddo, you haven't finished your story yet. Sylvia had always been blanking you?"
"Oh yeah. Well, when I got out of hospital I found out where Sylvia lived from Tara's address book. And I went round to have it out with her. We were having a real old ding-dong on her doorstep until Mark called time. He had never known you or I, so he sat the two of us down in their lounge and played mediator. It ended in tears, with both of us crying on each other's shoulders.
"Sylvia told me that when Tara first moved to her school she'd suspected that you had to be her father. They'd all been angry enough with me for marrying Bill Morris, when twelve years later Sylvia discovered Tara existed. Well, she says that if it hadn't been for her job, she'd have scratched my eyes out the first chance she'd got.
"Funny I'd have never thought of Sylvia as the violent type."
"To my good luck probably. Anyway, since that day we've been best mates again, and we've both been look-ing for you. Well, we've all been looking for you really, all of our old friends; but we were looking on the wrong bloody continent.
"Then Sylvia and Mark came down here on holiday and they heard the name Taylor Carson mentioned on the TV news when you had your accident. Christ there can't be many Taylor Carson's in the UK. There are a few in America I can assure you, but in England? So Sylvia and Mark went to the hospital and eventually they were allowed in to see you. Even with that beard, Sylvia recognised you straight away."
"Is that It?"
"Just about; until you woke this morning, yes. Although Tara had my father organise changing her name to Carson by deed pole a few months back. Actually I should mention that I don't talk to my father anymore, but Tara sees him quite often. Tara's says that now my mother's gone, he doesn't have anyone else."
"She's a sweet kid. Okay, here's my recollection. I was on my boat, possibly the day of the accident, and Tara turns up on the quay. She tells me that she is my daughter and that you're in a coma after Bill Morris knocked you about. Then she drags me up country to sit by your bedside for months on end, until Christmas day; when I woke-up yesterday morning."
"No uncle Percy?"
"Nope, no uncle Percy. Just hours of sitting by your bedside, talking to myself. Well, you actually."
"Well, that doesn't explain your nonchalant attitude when we arrived at the hospital last night! Or why you've been so forgiving."
"Ottilie, well, maybe I've been a little brief. In my dream I spent what... four months getting to know Tara, and Sylvia and all of our old friends again. I learnt all about what really happened... that so called, Swiss finishing school that turned out to be an unmarried mother's home your father shipped you off too. The care-fully timed, and choreographed announcements of your engagement and impending wedding in the local press.
"Pissed off about? Of course I was pissed! But I had four months... dreamed months I might add, to get over that anger. Four months to think about nothing but the time we'd all lost together, you, me, and our Tara. Nice name by the way. I'd somehow would have expected Scarlet, but Tara was no surprise.
"Tara Scarlet to be precise. I'd have liked just Scarlet, but it comes with... connotations, in some people's minds.
"I'd probably have plumbed for Ottilie, I've always loved women with that name."
Ottilie stopped walking, which had the effect of swinging us inwards so we were facing each other again.
"You mean that?"
"When do I say anything that I don't mean, Ottilie? I told you many times that I loved you."
Er well, I'm not sure who kissed whom first, but lets say there was a short interlude in our perambulation. Or maybe pretty long one, I wasn't watching the clock.
"Hey, what do you know about Mavis and Peter Burton?" I asked when we finally started walking again.
"Mavis Todd, Taylor. Mavis divorced Peter Burton years... How do you know she married Peter anyway?"
"They were in my dream?"
"Together?"
"Yes. Well kind of! In my dream at least, I think my presence was the catalyst for a rift to develop in their happy relationship."
"That's funny. I've seen Mavis a few times since I've been... exonerated. She's always... I don't know... it's like she wants to say something to me but can't bring herself to; do you know what I mean?"
"I've got a good idea why as well. My good friend Pete Burton was spying on me for your father. He told your father, that I was contemplating going to Canada. That, I presume, prompted the engagement an-nouncement and that kind-a made-up my mind for me. I couldn't risk running into Mrs Morris and her hus-band walking around town, could I? I'm not sure that I could have contained myself."
"Well, that might go someway towards explaining why Mavis refers to Peter as Judas Burton, but why would that make her feel uncomfortable in my presence? Surely she wasn't spying on you as well?"
"I don't know, perhaps Mavis eventually found-out what Peter had done... or at least suspected the true chain of events, but she wasn't sure. Maybe now she's feeling guilty about not telling Sylvia and the others about her suspicions. It could be, that you might have been brought in from the cold a few years sooner if she had."
"Logical, but Sylvia and the gang's hatred of me was very strong. For Mavis to appear to have taken my side... well, she might have finished-up an outcast herself."
"We'll ask her when we see her."
"No we wont, it'll only embarrass her more. We'll forget about it and show her that we've buried the hatchet!"
We eventually emerged from the woods near my house. Well, we were standing in the brickworks yard that served as my garden anyway.
I spent a few minutes, telling Ottilie about my plans for further improvements and she ventured a couple of very good suggestions of her own.
I really couldn't believe how relaxed I felt discussing it with her. We hadn't seen each other for almost six-teen years, and it felt as if those years hadn't existed.
Our discussions were halted when Tara's voice asked.
"Well have I got a proper mum and dad now, or an estranged family? I don't really fancy running backwards and forwards between one and the other of you all the time. Mind you, I could try to play one of you off against the other, that might be fun."
"And I might decide to introduce you to being put over my knee young lady!"
"That might be fun as well... father! What do you think mum?"
"Your father certainly has had cause too where I'm concerned, Tara. But I really don't think spanking you or me is in his nature. But, yes it might be fun."
"Well, are you two a couple again?" Tara insisted.
"Now Tara, you can't expect these things to happen overnight, it's been a long time since your mother and I even saw each other."
"No it hasn't! I can dream as well as you, you know!" She replied.
"Sorry?" I found myself replying.
"Dad, when Bill Morris beat mother up, he knocked me out as well. I was only out for a couple hours, but I dreamed that I found you. We walked along that path you've just come along together. And I was sitting on your lap when mother woke-up in the hospital and said, 'Thank you for coming Taylor. Our daughter's beau-tiful, isn't she?' Oh, and you agreed that I was, of course! For some reason, I just know that both of you will recall that from your own dreams. Oh yeah, and mum there's a brand new Range Rover parked in that ga-rage over there. How's that grab you kids?"
"It's not new; it's several years old. It just hasn't got many miles on the clock."
"That's new to me dad, and how do you explain that I know that it's in there. The doors are locked, so there's no way I could have seen it today.
"I didn't say anything to anyone about my dreams at the time, because I didn't understand them and I thought that they were that, just dreams anyway. Wishful thinking, if you like! But both you and mother talk-ing about dreams got me thinking. Besides when I first saw you in the hospital, I knew exactly what you looked like without your beard. I don't know what you and mum, dreamed about, but I know what I did."



"It would appear that someone... or something, has been interfering with our dreams Taylor. The sandman, do you think?"
"I have no idea Ottilie, but if there's an afterlife, it might actually be my Uncle Percy. He was a funny old stick. He believed in the Indian spirit world and all the guff."
"Well your uncle Percy did appear in my dreams. The man I saw was definitely that old man in those pic-tures you have on the mantle. How would my mind be able to conjure his face up if I'd never seen him?"
"Ottilie how would I recognise Tara having never seen her before. Except of course that she's the image of her mother." For some reason that prompted a kiss from Ottilie. "I also recognised Kate and knew her name."
"Lets not go there, lover. Lets just...well carry on from where, whoever or whatever has manipulated us to, and live a good life. Together maybe?"
"I can't see our daughter standing for a maybe, Ottie."
"Well, we've got until bedtime tonight to work that one out, Taylor."
"Why only until bedtime?"
"Taylor, I've missed you and I don't intend to be sleeping alone tonight!"
"But what about... well, we're not married and there're youngsters in the house."
"Dad, it's about sixteen years too late to worry about those kinds of niceties, thank you very much!" Our daughter commented. I'd almost forgotten that Tara was with us.
"Anyway, by the power invested in me, I now pronounce you man and wife!" She announced formally, "There, happy now; kiss the bride please, father?"
"What power would that be, Tara?" I asked, although I took Ottilie in my arms to kiss her anyway.
"The power that you and mum invested in me when you decided to make me in the first place, father!"
"Sounds logical enough to me, Taylor." Ottilie said breaking our kiss.
"I think I can accept that." I replied, "Never try to argue with the logic of women, Taylor me-lad; that's what my Uncle Percy used to say, all the time!"
"Our Uncle Percy!" Ottilie replied.
End of Chapter 02
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As I began to waken the following morning, just as I reached that senseless half-awake half-asleep state where one usually finds you are wondering what day of the week it is. Well, I kind-a found that I was more than a little reluctant to actually open my eyes.
And for more reasons than the two that I'd instantly become acutely aware of, because I could actually feel their warm bodies against mine.
Yeah well, if you're old enough, have ever been lucky enough (and have been around the park a few times) to be able to recognize that unmistakable sensation of having two females sharing your bed with you; then one might have some clue as to what I'm talking about.
There was definitely no mistaking the fact that there was one shapely and very warm body snuggled up tight against my back and yet another pair of breasts pressing against my chest. I could also feel someone's warm breath on my face.
Please remember that I had been a bachelor -- who'd ostensibly lived alone -- for many years. But waking on the odd morning to find a warm body snuggling up close had not been a particularly unusual experience for me; if you get my drift. And I'm definitely not talking about Maud Clegg when I say that!
However I'd often found that successfully recalling the young woman's in questions correct name... Well now, that's a whole different ball game, after a good few bevvies...
Yeah-well, names have never been a strong point of mine.
So you see, on that particular morning, I had a few more important things to ruminate upon; besides those insane bloody dreams! And luckily, I was at least with-it enough, to prevent my hands from going exploring, if you get my drift.
You see, as the morning twilight turned to daylight, I lay there wondering if... Well look, if I could dream about Tara being stood on the quay that day, and all that followed after that... Well then, what the bloody hell was there to stop me dreaming about the accident and waking up in hospital to find Ottilie had come looking for me. And er, well, also discovering that I had a daughter, that I kind-a knew about from the first dream... Oh come on, you surely can understand what I'm raving on about here!
You see, there was yet another very obvious scenario, that sprang into my mind. One that -- over the years -- had happened to me, maybe a little too often; if I'm being completely honest.
Dreams, both pleasant and unpleasant of my youth, including Ottilie, had not been that uncommon for me. Not many really if you add them all up, but enough to... well, set my mind off down what might be calculated to be a more obvious path. There was the distinct possibility that I could have hooked up with a... or even a couple of lookers from the charter party the day before and... Okay, and maybe I had got carried away with the occasion, and probably tied one on a bit; in all the excitement.
I knew from experience that too much hard liquor does tend to fog one's memory of what exactly what had occurred the night before, and I was well aware that alcohol can also lead to some pretty off-the-wall dreams, or even nightmares on occasion, as well!
So you see, I was lying there that morning not daring to open my eyes; wondering about just everything.
And yes, I did have a headache. Only on reflection, I realised that it wasn't so much a hangover type headache; it was more a "Jesus I'm bloody knackered!" type of headache.
Eventually I dared to open one my eye just a fraction and (much to my relief) instantly recognised Ottilie's face smiling back at me.
I suppose my body language must have advertised that relief to Ottilie in some way, because she appeared to instinctively know what I'd been thinking.
"Feeling better, now that you know that it is me you're in bed with?" Ottilie whispered, as I kissed her on the tip of her nose.
"Ottilie, I..."
"Oh come on, Taylor; I'm not daft. You're a handsome, virile and exceptionably eligible young man. Just look at this place, I really can't believe it. That you're still single that is!"
"Ottie I don't..."
"Taylor there's signs of all of your conquest's tucked away all over this room. Oh, and I wasn't spying honestly! I was looking for your PJ's"
"My pyjamas? Oh, that's what you've got on."
I'll admit that I had been a little curious about Ottilie's night attire; what I could see of it.
"The top, yes; you've got the bottoms on. I figured we might have company when we woke-up this morning, and we have!"
"Ah got you! I was kind of wondering myself... well, if you're there, then who is it behind me. Mind you, there was only one possible candidate on the list. But I don't recall putting these trucks on. But then again, I'm not sure I can recall much of last evening after you produced that third bottle of Champagne. That stuff don't agree with me, you know."
"So I noticed; but you were hitting the rum harder than the bubblies. And you didn't put your... trucks on, I did! You were... Well, I hate to say this, but I think I wore you out last night. It had been a long time Taylor and I... well, not for a long time anyway. However I am pleased to be able to say, that you weren't out of practice.
"Better than I remember, if anything. I suppose that's down to all the training you've been putting in."
"Oh yeah, I seem to recall a rather energetic workout now." I said, desperate to move that conversation away from the direction Ottilie appeared to be steering it in.
"A little more than energetic Taylor, you... Well, let's just say, that I had a night I won't forget in a hurry!"
"Oh Christ, but did we...? well, are you on the.... you know?"
"Isn't it about sixteen years too late to worry about those kinds of niceties, daddy?" Tara's voice asked from behind me.
Then, when I turned my head to try and look at her, Tara raised herself up, gave me a mocking smile and then kissed me on the cheek. Then leaning right over me she kissed and said good morning to her mother.
"You're still supposed to be asleep, young lady!" I retaliated.
"Not much chance of that, if you two are awake. I'll leave you to... well, to do whatever you need to do this morning. Please don't take all day about it though; I could do with some breakfast. See you later parents!"
As Tara was speaking, she had climbed over both Ottilie and myself, and then after throwing us a last cheeky grin she exited the room; firmly closing the door behind her.
Mind, as she did so, I realised that I was going to have to do something about the squeaky springs in my supposedly antique bed. Something that had never proved to be a problem when I'd lived alone of course. Company or not, there had never been anyone else in the house to hear the noise. Who wasn't actually sharing it with me, if you get my drift?
"Am I going to have trouble with that daughter of ours?" I asked.
"I don't think so Taylor. You know she's wanted her father for so long, that probably the noise this bed of yours made during the night, assured her that... Well, I am not likely to be letting you get away again, am I?"
"Ottilie, it's been a long time; I might have changed. How can you be so sure you're going to like this Taylor Carson?"
"You're not kidding you've changed; so much more considerate in bed to start with!" Ottilie grinned at me.
"I hate to have to be the one who has to point this out to you, sweetheart. But we've never actually been in a proper bed together before!"
"Oh you're so right, Taylor. I must have been thinking of someone else."
"And that's supposed to imply?"
"Well, hopefully it will bring us to discussing that bloody great elephant!"
"You've kind-a lost me there, kiddo."
"The elephant in the room, Taylor... The man I married, William Morris! The person you seem to be so nonchalant about."
"Ah now, I've been dreading this one. And, I was hoping to avoid it, if I possibly could."
"Why?"
"Because basically I'm a coward when it comes to all this... emotional stuff. And your life... well, your love life at least, with Bill Morris, is of no interest to me. I'm pretty well pissed-off that he knocked you... and Tara, about, and should our paths ever cross in the future; then I'll let the bugger know exactly how annoyed I really am about that. But there's little else about that relationship I wish to hear about."
"But..."
"Ottilie. Did you love him?"
"Well, I suppose I sort-a thought I loved him for a while. But I knew I didn't love him in the same way or anything like as much as I'd always loved you. When I agreed to marry Bill, I liked him, but that's about all. And Tara needed a father!
"I suppose I'd have to admit to you, that after we were married, I did begin to fall in love with Bill. You can't live with someone as man and wife, for several years and not have a special bond develop between you. I suppose that's how all those arranged marriages work!
"But then suddenly, just after he graduated from Uni, Bill turned funny and began to resent Tara; which I thought was very strange. Bill was swearing undying love for me one minute, and apparently doting over Tara. The next, he began to resent the one reason that I'd agreed to marry him in the first place, our Tara!
"Do you know why?"
"Not really. Tara and I suspect that it could have been for one of a couple of reasons. But I had made it very clear to Bill before I accepted his proposal; that the only reason I was marrying him was because... Well, I thought..."
"Your parents thought; you mean!"
"Yes, you're right, Taylor. They sort-of convinced me that Tara needed a father and that you weren't interested in the job. If I'd only seen you on that bus that day..."
"Life is full of ifs.... and buts, Ottie."
"That's right, but why aren't you... I don't know... pissed-off, that I married William Morris. And... shared... myself with him as I did with you, last night!"
"Ah now, that's hitting bellow the belt, Ottie. I'm annoyed about it, but I think I can understand why you married Bill Morris in the first place. If you don't mind I'd prefer not to think about any... conjugal issues that might pertain to that... er, situation though. In short, yes, I am bloody jealous of the bugger!
"And besides, although I never got married... Well, as you so delicately pointed out to our daughter this morning. No one could claim that I've been celibate for the last..."
"Yes I know, Mina and Totto. Uncle Percy made that quite clear to me!" She grinned.
"And you're not annoyed?"
"Good heavens no! That could be construed, as the kettle calling the pot black, couldn't it? Wasn't there an old song, something about if you can't be with the one you love; then love the one you're with?
"So I can understand that, but I'll admit that I'm more than a little Jealous of those two; more than I am about any of your so obvious more recent conquests. Do any of them live locally by the way; are we likely to run into anyone who thinks she's staked her claim?"
"I don't believe so, Ottilie. Why do you ask?"
"I don't know really. Maybe I thought I might be able to prove something to you, if I showed you that I was prepared to fight for my man!"
"No, you won't have to do that. Good old Carson's, alright to have some fun with, but most females around here think I don't take the institution of marriage seriously enough to make it worth their while working on a long term relationship with him."
"Why's that?"
"Well a couple of the women I've... had the odd encounter with, were not... strictly eligible, if you get my drift."
A confused expression had come over Ottilie's face; so I continued.
"Holiday romances Ottie. Some women like to forget that they are married when they are away on holiday; without hubby!"
"How would you know, if they didn't wear their wedding rings?"
"Usually a ring leaves a... well, shadow, and... well, most of the local guys keep their eyes open for that little white mark around that finger. It's like an advert that the female is looking for a bit of strange. Besides that, where would they get all the kids from, if they weren't married; and who the hell is paying for their trip if they are divorced? Widows and divorcees who are not actively... well they, tend to keep wearing their wedding rings, by the way."
"They do?"
"They do Ottie. You'd never make a seaside gigolo, you know."
"Is that what you've been?"
"No, well I hope I haven't. Although I can't claim that I've ever been one to pass-up on a sure thing. Christ, I'm only human! Here, I thought that you were telling me why you thought Morris turned all uppity on you, anyway?"
"Oh yeah, sorry. Well, after Bill graduated, my dad got him a job on the management of Ballard's. Poor Bill, he never was the brightest light on the Christmas tree and he always did have a pretty inflated opinion of his own capabilities back then.
"Bill had no idea of diplomacy; I should imagine he stormed into Ballard's thinking that he knew it all, and rubbed his subordinates... bloody hell, most likely he rubbed everyone up the wrong way. I know he upset a lot of the other managers; they complained to my father about him.
"Anyway instead of being a new broom that whipped his department into line. Very quickly strange and unexpected things began to go wrong for Bill, and somehow things kept going wrong; from what I understand from my father.
"I think that my father made things worse for Bill, by stopping him getting fired right at the start. When it became obvious that he couldn't handle the job.
"Everyone at Ballard's knew that the only reason Bill had got that job in the first place was because he was Frank Thorn's son-in-law. I believe they... well, I don't think people would have minded that so much, if Bill had been able to handle the position. The truth is that he couldn't, he was completely out of his depth and I suspect they did everything they could to undermine him.
"I also know that at least one person there did their homework. Someone must have worked out that Tara was more likely to be your daughter than Bill's. And they let Bill know that they knew."
"How would they know that; did he tell you?"
"No, Taylor. I think it was Tara's age, and how long Bill and I had been married. All those delicate details were on Bill's personnel file after all and I think some vicious bugger must have gained access to them."
"Anyway, after I had the police remove Bill from the house; I went nosing around his computer and found... well, some rather nasty emails. Anonymous of course. In brief they claimed that you and I were still... Well, getting at it!"
"How did they know about me in the first place?"
"Taylor, when we were young; everyone around our way had heard of Taylor Carson, even if they'd never clapped eyes on him. It was also common knowledge that you and I had been... an item, since the year dot!"
"Not quite, Ottie."
"Near enough Taylor. At least one person in the management at Ballard's must have worked it out anyway. And they made it their business to let Bill think... I can't believe that it actually was a widely known fact. Anyway, Bill began to believe everyone he worked with was talking about him behind his back. He thought that they knew that he was raising Taylor Carson's child.
"I believe that was what pushed Bill down the drink road, and when he was drinking he didn't do much thinking... or maybe he thought too much. Eventually he lost it, and I ended up in St Thomas's."
"If I'd known about that..."
"Taylor, you don't have to say it. I know what Taylor Carson's reaction would have been, had he known what was going on. I've seen you in action, more times than I care to remember; if I'm being honest!"
"And the other reason Bill got uppity? You implied that there was more than one."
"Oh yes, Tara's theory. Well Taylor, it would appear that I sometimes talk... mumble really, in my sleep. I didn't know I did it until Tara told me that I did. Tara claims that she's heard me say the name Bouncer more than a few times. And she suggests that Bill must also have heard me say your name and maybe he got... well annoyed about that as well."
"I can understand that that wouldn't do much for a man's self-esteem. I... well one time, I was with a... anyway she called out someone else's name at a very inopportune moment. Kind a squashed my ego flat, I can tell you!"
For some reason me saying that brought a massive grin to Ottilie's face.
"Are we done with all that breast-beating malarkey now?" I asked her.
"If you're completely happy, yes!"
"I'm just happy that you and Tara are actually here this morning Ottie. I don't want to think about the past ever again."
"Okay then, Elvis has left the building."
I'm not sure what expression Ottilie saying that, brought to my face; but it caused her to add.
"The elephant has gone back to the zoo Taylor! What shall we do now?"
"Breakfast would be nice." I suggested.
"Yeah, but later." Ottilie replied, and pulled me real close.
-----
Some -- indeterminate -- time later, I staggered down stairs to find that everyone else -- except Ottilie and myself -- had already eaten. They (including Maud) were all out in the yard watching my new friend (from the hospital), George's young lad, John, mowing what I used to loosely describe, as my lawn.
Ottilie and I did not join them; we snuck into the kitchen and prepared our... brunch. Then we sat there like a couple of teenagers, giggling about nothing, as we ate it.
"I'd have cooked that for you." Maud said when she joined us a little later.
"Sorry Maud, but I needed to prove to my man that I do know how to feed him." Ottilie replied.
"I..." was as far as got when Maud cut in with.
"Taylor, be quiet man! In the kitchen Ottilie's in charge... when I'm not here that is! Honestly Ottilie, he's positively dangerous in here. How he has never poisoned himself or burnt the bloody house down, I just don't understand! I'm forever throwing out-of-date stuff out of his cupboards. And don't trust him shopping for food either, especially if he's hungry. Taylor will buy anything he can eat in the car on the way home, and forget to buy what he went to shop for in the first place."
"Par for the course!" Ottilie replied.
"I think I'll go and see how young John's getting on with that old lawnmower." I said, and made a quick exit.
By the way the lawnmower wasn't old, I'd bought it (discounted) at the end of the previous season.
-----
Tara greeted me with a hug and a kiss when I joined the others outside. Yes, I had ignored the conversation that I knew was going on in the kitchen. The sooner Ottilie learnt of all my... failings the better, as far as I was concerned.
We had lunch at the pub (well Ottilie and I had a liquid lunch) and then the six of us (Maud having gone home from there) walked down to Parson's boatyard to inspect Quiet Times.
Not really the damage, because the repairs were almost complete; there was just a few layers of varnish that needed to harden. The longer it can be left to dry, the better.
I learnt that there had been some suspicion that Quiet Times stern gear might have sustained some minor damage while it was being moved from above the old biddie's car. A manoeuvre necessary to facilitate the removal of said "obstruction to navigation" from the harbour I was informed. The harbour master had been in somewhat of a hurry to do that, or so I'm told.
Whatever, some of the boys took her straight to Parson's boatyard for safety's sake. Who in turn had lifted her out of the water so that the old biddie's insurance company's loss adjusters could inspect her. There was some minor damage to the rudder, more than likely sustained when Quiet Times scraped the bottom at sometime in the past. But who's to know for sure?
Then, because the insurance company had accepted responsibly for rudder as well as the damage to foreword cabin roof, and a few scrapes on her side. Old man Parsons had got on with the repairs while the getting was good, so to speak. He figured (correctly) that I would want Quiet Times back in the water as soon as I was well enough to use her again.



In fact my self-discharge from hospital had interrupted Parson's plans. He had intended to put Quiet Times back in the water, on that mornings tide. But on hearing that I was out and about, he thought I might want to take a good look at her bottom, while she was high and dry.
All of our party climbed aboard her, then Tara showed her mother, Sylvia, Kate, and John around.
It didn't strike me as odd at the time that Tara knew where everything was, because I recalled John saying he'd talked to Kate outside the boatyard. I kind of assumed that old man Parsons or one of his boys, had given Tara a tour while she'd been there. However my mind began to change when I heard Tara saying.
"... admiralty in 1956. She's made out of Larch, on oak frames. She's forty-one feet long, eleven-and-a-half feet wide, and she draws around four feet of water; whatever that means!"
"I'd have said, more like five!" John interrupted Tara, "She's a big-un you know. I wouldn't risk taking her in anything less than seven or eight feet of calm water."
Then the lad looked at me, for confirmation I suppose.
"It's four-and-a-half feet, John." I corrected the lad, then I asked, "But how do you know all that, Tara?"
She grinned back at me.
"I can't be sure dad, I just do! Maybe I dreamt it sometime. In here for instance," Tara lifted one of the bench seats to expose the locker beneath. "I know you keep all the life jackets. And in that one over there, there's couple of mops and buckets for washing the decks down. Maybe it's female intuition?"
"Or it could be that you had a good look around the other day." I suggested/
"The paint was still wet father; they wouldn't let me come up here!" Tara grinned back at me.
I looked across at Ottilie, who'd listened to the exchange in silence. Ottilie shrugged, smiled and then mouthed "Uncle Percy!" back to me.
"I'm beginning to get worried about exactly what the old bugger's been up too." I grinned back at her. But then I let the subject drop, because Mr Parsons, Sylvia, John and young Kate were... Well, they'd obviously lost the plot somewhere along the line, and were looking at me as if I'd gone loopy.
We left the boatyard after arranging to witness Quiet Times going back into the water the following morning. But as we left the yard, I remembered something I'd needed to discuss with old man Parsons, so at my insistence the rest of the party walked on, while I doubled back into his office.
"Are you sure lad?" Parsons had asked when I explained what I wanted him to do.
"Oh yeah I'm sure; that little scene on the boat just now convinced me." I smiled back at him
"You're the boss lad, I'll do my best to have it all ready in the morning for you. But don't you go forgetting to do all the paperwork, will you. You know what officialdoms like; those buggers will be all over you if all the paperwork isn't right!" The old boy reminded me as I left.
So instead of heading for the house to join the others, I headed for the Boat Charter company office from where I knew I could make the necessary phone calls with a modicum of privacy. Well, privacy in as far as I required it anyway; certain people needed to know what I was planning.
I'm sure young John must have nipped home at sometime during the day. But he was back sniffing around Kate -- who appeared to enjoy his company -- by the time I made it back to the house.
Whatever, as I walked into the yard I was greeted with an immediate summons to attend my doctors surgery. It appeared that my physician was quite perturbed that I'd discharged myself from hospital and chewed me out over the fact. But then he went on to say that under the circumstances he understood my actions.
From that I gathered that he knew all about Ottilie and Tara and their arrival on the scene. It also became apparent that he was aware that Quiet Times was going back in the water the following morning. And he somehow invited himself, his wife and two children along on what would be a kind of inaugural cruise. He had it sussed that I'd want to take the girls out for a spin on her.
By the time I returned from the doc's, -- after he'd given me the full once over -- Maud, Ottilie and Sylvia were... well, they sounded very busy in the kitchen preparing our evening meal. I kind-a stuck my head in there to say hello and I then retreated as quickly as possible. Albeit having been given the task of chilling the wine they'd selected from my meagre collection.
All right, I was told "Get lost!", my input would not be necessary until it was time to open said bottles of plonk. Not in so many words maybe; but that was about the gist of it.
I retreated, first to the lounge and then further outside, out of earshot; to hunt down the youngsters.
Yeah well, as I said Maud's voice carries, and I could hear her... Well, I suspect that while I'd been unconscious, Maud had been diplomatic in her exchanges with Ottilie. It appeared that now that I was up and about, Ottie was getting a rather fuller description of some of the more humorous interludes from my life that Maud had been witness to. Unfortunately, far too often, those reflections featured some of my more notorious encounters with females.
I can't say that I was upset about it, because I wasn't! If Ottilie didn't hear about my peccadilloes from Maud; then eventually, she'd surely hear about them -- probably related with a lot less diplomacy and humour -- from someone else in the town.
The youngsters I found, giving the rib a good scrub down. I'd known the boys had removed it from Quiet Times' mooring (most likely for security reasons). But I'd had no idea that they had put her on her trailer and dragged her up under her winter cover. I pitched in with the clean-up and then we returned the Rib to the water. We were going to need her the following day and John was quite excited that I charged him with running it down to Parsons' boatyard.
I didn't sleep alone again that night, as you might guess, but at least Tara hadn't joined us when Ottilie decided to wake me that following morning. At the rate Ottie was going, I began to wonder how long I was going to last. She certainly appeared to be making up for lost time; if you get my drift?
John (and another youngster) arrived very early -- as planned -- and the two lads roared off in the Rib, much to Kate's surprise. I think she (and maybe Tara) had assumed that they'd go with him. Ottilie and... well all the girls', remarked that John had left rather prematurely. But I told them that the boys probably wanted to dash around like a pair of idiots in the rib for a while, as youngsters tend to do.
"That Rib can go quite fast if you give some wellie!" I told them, "The youngsters probably want to have a little fun, while I'm not watching."
Both Ottilie and Tara were curious that Quiet Times bows were sheathed in canvas although she was hanging from the boat crane above the water. Parsons had carefully positioned a mobile platform from where he knew (by experience) that Ottilie would be able to reach her bow.
Once we'd all scrambled up there. Mr Parson handed Ottilie a bottle of cheap Champagne and a printed sheet of paper to read from. Then he pointed out the place on the boats bow that would best serve to smash said container.
Ottilie read the words on the paper to herself and looked across at me. I urged her to get on with it. I had one eye on the tide (as always) and I must admit that I was also just a little curious as to why several boats that shouldn't have been, were milling around each other out on the water.
Ottilie got the timing wrong, smashing the bottle a little too early so all anyone heard her say was, "I name this ship..." (Actually the paper had said craft, but we'll forget about that.)
Anyway as the bottle smashed, the air was filled with a cacophony of noise. The craft off the boatyard, (and numerous cars in the locality) all sounded their horns at once. The noise continued as craft, both up and down river, joined in until a coaster moored at the China Clay quay drowned them out with her foghorn. Then a visiting Cruise Ship decided to join in, and probably deafened everyone in the town.
I have no idea whether everyone blasting their horns was planned, or whether hearing everyone else doing so, caused them to decide to join in. Whatever it was very impressive to hear.
As the noise had gone on the boatyard boys had pulled the canvas away to show the world that "Quiet Times" was once again named "Ottilie". (I'll explain that comment shortly.) Then Ottilie watched quietly as her namesake was lowered gently into the water.
As we climbed down from the platform, (at a signal from me) young John informed Tara that it was her turn and handed her a bottle of the same Champagne. Then the lad led Tara over to where the rib had been beached. Where she performed a similar ceremony on the semi-inflatable craft. Tara actually smashed her bottle on Ribs anchor held just clear of her bow (broken glass and rubber boats don't mix well). Then Tara, dragged me out of her mother's arms so that she could hug and kiss me herself.
Our party boarded Ottilie and I backed her out of the boatyard, before handing the helm over to John and instructing him to head her out of the harbour. Well, I kind-a figured I'd be able to watch what the lad was like, while he thought I was busy with all the guests aboard.
Lets just say John passed muster, but he needed a little more experience with something of that size.
We'd cleared the harbour and I'd just told John to head for a couple of other craft just visible on the horizon, when Ottilie got around to asking. "Why does it say re-name this craft Ottilie on this piece of paper Taylor!"
"Because she was called Ottilie when I bought her; that's how I found her to be precise. For some reason I can't recall now, I typed Ottilie into Google one day and one of the hits was... well, you're standing on her. She was for sale and I was kind-a thinking on coming back to the UK, but I had no idea whereabouts I was coming too, if you get my drift. Home weren't home because the folks are out in Spain, and besides..."
"Besides what?"
"Never mind Ottie. Well, I suddenly got the idea into my head that I'd buy a boat and sail around the coast looking for somewhere to settle. In consequence I finished up buying this one."
"But why did you rename her, Quiet Times!"
"Ah now, Ottie; I'd have thought that would have been obvious. Ottilie is not a common name and far too many folks kept asking me where it came from. Not that she was named after you specifically in the first place. But I soon found that it was bringing back the wrong kind of memories, if you understand me; so I renamed her Quiet Times."
"Should I enquire why you were Googling the name Ottilie, in the first place?"
"I'd rather you didn't. Surely you're a big enough girl to be able to work that one out without asking."
"See, I told you mum?" Tara's voice butted in.
"You told your mother what?" I enquired because the two women were by then... you know, doing that thing, where they hold a conversation with each-other without actually using words.
Mina and Totto used to do that to me all the time, like they knew something that I didn't. I've always wondered how the female of the species appears to be born with that gift, whereas us males, kind-a missed out on it.
Whatever, I got no reply from either Ottilie or Tara.
We didn't actually see any basking sharks that day, but that wasn't really the reason for the exercise. Basically it was to introduce Ottilie and Tara, to what was going to be the fourth member of our family, and even let them play at taking the helm for a while.
Yeah, honestly; it was a "Love me, then love my boat!" situation. God knows what I would have done, if either of them had shown a tendency towards seasickness.
Sylvia, the doc and his wife, seemed to find a lot to talk about, and very often when she wasn't with me, Ottilie would be chatting with them as well. Then later I saw Tara and her mother having a quiet word, and purposely out of my earshot by the look of it.
Whatever Ottilie was saying to her, Tara didn't look best pleased at first, but then suddenly a big smile came over her face and whatever the disagreement had been... well there was no mistaking the fact that it had been resolved.
We didn't stay out on the boat too long, returning her to her mooring about four o'clock. My doctor and his family stuck around for a while, but left before we sat down to eat the dinner Maud had prepared for us.
----
It was that night as we got into bed that Ottilie decided that it was time to pin me down.
"Okay Taylor, we need to talk about the future!" she said as she snuggled into my arms.
"Talk sweetheart, I'm listening." I replied.
Well, when a female says something like Ottilie had just said to me. I knew that what she really meant was "that she'd been thinking" and that she was about to... persuade me, that she'd got everything all worked out.
"Well, what about us?" Ottilie asked.
"Is your divorce final?"
"Years ago!"
"Right, we get hitched. A bit sharpish, like!"
"Okay then, but where will we live?"
"Ah now, that's a problem. I find that I suddenly have three loves in my life. You, our daughter and the newly christened 'Ottilie', out there. I don't think I could bear to be parted from any of you.
"Re-christened Taylor. But I'm afraid you're going to have to be apart from one of us for a while at least."
"I don't think I like the sound of that. Which one were you thinking of Ottie?" I asked defensively.
"Tara, she's got her GCSE's next spring and she's already been working on them at her school up there. It wouldn't be fair on the child for her to have to change schools now."
"But if Tara goes to school up there..."
Oh don't panic, I'm not going... Well, I'm going back up there with her; but I'll not be staying long. What, and risk leaving you down here with all these predatory female holiday makers, you'll be bloody lucky!
"No, I figure that we can get hitched as soon as you're ready, and Tara can stay with her grandfather until after her exams. She's got Kate and Sylvia living just around the corner; she'll be fine.
"Mind you, she'll be coming down here every other weekend or so... Sylvia and I managed to talk her out of coming down every weekend. And for all the school holidays."
"And what does our daughter have to say about that idea?"
"Tara's all for it, really; not changing schools that is. She's a little bit more reluctant about the idea of not being down here with us. But she agrees that her exams must come first and she say's it'll give us the opportunity of getting over the silly stage in our relationship."
"The silly stage?"
"Er yes, as our daughter put it; 'The newly married all googly-eyed bit!' Where we... er can't keep our hands off each-other.
"Tara seems to think that we'll be... to put it briefly, she thinks that there's lots of places we'll feel the need to christen over the next few months. Do you understand what I'm saying?"
"That she thinks that we'll be bonking like a couple of demented rabbits, you mean?" I suggested.
"Close enough, Taylor; close enough!"
"She could be right about that. How long will you be going up there for?"
"Just long enough to pack the house up, and put it on the market. My father will take care of things after that; that's the bloody least he can do. Besides he's said as much already."
"What, that he'll look after Tara?"
Oh yeah, and get the house sold for me. Daddy's a little... well, he admits he screwed-up and he's apologised to me many times."
"Well, just tell him not to waste his breath on me?"
"Taylor, did you have a good time in Canada?"
"Yeah brilliant!"
"And, your boat, 'Ottilie'; you love that boat don't you?"
"Almost as much as I love you and Tara."
"Well, here's something that you might like to think about. If, my father hadn't been such a complete... arsehole, all those years ago. Then we wouldn't be lying here together now, would we?"
"No, but we'd be snuggled up together in a different bed, somewhere. We'd have been together for all those years... And you would not have been knocked about by Bill Morris."
"Yeah there are two ways of looking at it, I'll give you that. But I prefer to try to forget all the bad stuff and just see the good that has come out of it."
"You're too forgiving Ottilie."
"Possibly I am a little. But we... you and me, Taylor. And Tara of course! We need to look to the future. Christ we're thirty-one years old and we've still got our whole lives in front of us. Plenty of time to... well, Tara suggested that a little brother or sister, or maybe two, sounded like a good idea to her."
"Hey kiddo, one child out of wedlock is enough for me, we'd better get a wedding sorted then. Besides we're thirty-two... I'm nearly thirty-three."
You don't look it and a woman is allowed to be a little conservative when she quotes her age Taylor. The older she gets the more conservative she's allowed to get. Anyway, may I suggest we sort out the marriage side of things a bit sharpish then, my sweet! After-all, the clock is ticking and as you discovered yesterday morning I'm not using any protection. And we have been going at it quite a bit."
"You think we should use..."
"No, you can't! I ditched them all the other night when I was looking for your PJ's. Somewhere safe where you'll never find them."
"Ottilie, that sounds like an attempt at entrapment to me!"
It sure was; well, a sort of attempt at it! Christ Taylor, luck must start to go my way sometime in my life. Only this time I do it, knowing exactly what I am doing. With Tara, it was bad luck and the ignorance of youth. This time I'm going to make sure that you don't slip through my fingers. And besides, without your little supply tucked away in that drawer, you can't... Well, while I'm away... you can't, can you?"
"I wouldn't want to Ottilie. Tell you what, I'll give the Reverend whatever-her-name-is, a call first thing."
"I don't think you'll even need to do that, Taylor. Maud kind-a hinted that she'll be dropping by around breakfast time tomorrow. To officially welcome a new member to her Parish, according to Maud. You're not a regular churchgoer nowadays, are you?"
"Nope, but Maud and her best mate the Curate, have hopes of saving my soul. I only know her as Jean. They have managed to get me to church a few times though. Lots of things are based around the church or chapel around here; so one has little choice if you're not going to be an outsider, and want to be part of village life."
"Village life? I thought it was a town."
"Ah, but the town don't start until you get to the bottom of the hill, Ottie; by Parsons' boatyard. Out here in the sticks, we're considered to be part of the little village over the hill. It's either that, or you are branded an outsider. One of the many second-home set; who've pushed house prices out of the reach of most of the local youngsters."
"Aren't you an outsider?"
"No, I'm an incomer... and so will you be. We relocate to the county to live and work. We're accepted because we actually live here all the year round. Well I do, and you will be very shortly as well. As will Tara and any other member who happens to join our family."
"Let's get to enlarging the family then, shall we?" Ottilie said switching off the light.
-----
Ottilie's... interview (because that's what it was) with our local curate went fairly smoothly. Jean very diplomatically asked certain pertinent questions of both of us. But as she had known me personally for some years by then, it was mostly Ottilie who got the grilling.
Jean had always taken after Maud a little, (where I was concerned anyway) and often tried to play pseudo mother to me when she got the chance.



It was pretty obvious that Jean and Ottilie had met before, but I suspected in a social (via Maud) and not pastoral context, if you get my drift. I kind-a had it figured, that Maud would have dragged all four of my visitors along with her to the regular Sunday Service. Probably Maud hauled them down to the Methodist Chapel as well.
Maud believed in hedging her bet's. Whatever both ministers and religious establishments appeared to serve almost all of the local churchgoers equally. If you couldn't get to one for some reason or the other, then the other establishment would do just fine. Although some folks did tend to refer to themselves, as "Chapel" or "Church."
"Well, what kind of time frame are you two thinking about?" Jean finally asked, bringing me back into the conversation.
"How about yesterday? I said jokingly.
"Carson... From the way you two have been carrying-on; the day before that would have been better. But no mind, in a way it's served a purpose. Half the village thinks you two are married anyway, mainly because of young Tara. The other half thinks that you were married at one time, when you were very young; but divorced for some reason. They believe that you have suddenly found each other again and reconciled.
"Now Ottilie. Your divorce, do you happen to have the relevant paperwork with you?"
Ottilie said that she didn't.
"In that case, I'm afraid that it will take a little longer Carson. Because I know that Ottilie has been married before, I have to tell the registrar, and she won't issue an emergency licence until she's actually seen Ottilie's divorce papers. That's a shame really because we could have fitted you in on Saturday."
Sylvia's husband brought down the relevant divorce paperwork that weekend. So Ottilie not holding a grudge against her father proved handy, in more ways than Tara staying with him for a year. Ottilie had told him where to find them and given him the combination to her little safe.
As Ottilie read the safe's combination out to her father over the phone; I found myself looking at the old wooden chest that I kept all my important and legal papers in. And sort-of wondered whether I should have had a safe as well. An unimportant question because very soon Ottilie's safe became our safe and is now bolted to the floor where that old sea chest used to reside.
Oh, Tara purloined that rather quickly! She uses it (with a couple of cushions on top) as a seat by her window. What secrets she has locked away inside that old trunk, I know not.
Delaying the wedding a week, unfortunately allowed time for my parents to attend. Albeit with their (replacement) significant others. As I've said before, a sudden excess of money can have some unexpected repercussions. I'd have never thought that my parents would ever... But maybe that's something I should be angry with Percy about, but I'll never know for sure.
My folks did their best to get along, but you could cut the atmosphere with a knife if either's significant other was also in the room, if you get my drift. We farmed them out to two different hotels, one just outside each end of the town. It worked, ..... some of the time.
Frank Thorn, his brother, sister and significant others came down for the wedding, but I don't know where any of them stayed. Let's just say that Frank kept out of my way as much as was humanly possible.
The service was brief as they go, and nearly the entire village turned out, as well as some acquaintances from the town. Mostly boat people, that I did business with, and some of the more presentable clients of a few of the local watering holes.
There was no formal meal after the service. That would possibly have resulted in carnage. Instead two buffets and plenty of alcoholic refreshments were laid on. One at my... our house, and the other at the pub up the road. Ottilie and I spent the evening wandering between the two, until it was time (or rather the tide was right) for us to board a friend's launch (tarted-up inshore fishing boat) and head upriver to another friend's holiday-cottage for the night.
When young John collected us and took us back to the house the following day there was little evidence left from fun and games of the night before. That's if you ignored the stack of bin-bags full of empty cans and bottles.
Then, I had to say goodbye for a few days to my new wife, and of course my daughter. I had suggested that I might go along with them, to help Ottilie sort her house sale out. But... well, lets say better judgement and diplomacy dictated that I didn't.
Ottilie's father would be around after-all, and whenever I did clap eyes on him, I kept getting a strong... almost overwhelming urge, to smack the bugger on the nose.
Ottilie returned less than a week later, accompanied by several thousand cubic feet of Pickfords' removal lorry, and some nice porters to unload the thing. By the time the van had squeezed itself back out of the gate, the garage and every other watertight building was chock full of Ottilie's worldly possessions.
It took us several months to decide what would go and what would stay, choosing between each others as we thought would best fit the house. A surprising amount of Ottilie's stuff did replace some of mine, in the house. But not the bed!
No, neither of our beds stayed. Ottilie's, because... well, do I really have to say. And mine because it was too damned squeaky. Not that that was a problem when we were alone in the house, but we'd become too... aware of it, when Tara and Kate were down.
Yeah, Kate tended to come down with Tara. Ostensibly, she was acting as Tara's travelling companion; but more likely she came so often because John would always be kicking around somewhere when the girl did visit.
I noted that when the girls were down, John was often accompanied by seemly endless string of different young companions. Whether, Kate had asked him to drag the poor wretches along or the boys themselves had requested an introduction to Tara, I do not know.
But apparently none of them received Tara's seal of approval. However, the following Easter on a family and friends so-called fishing expedition -- aboard 'Ottilie' -- my physician's son obviously did, because he and John suddenly became the very best of friends. I got a little concerned at that point, but Ottilie told me not to worry.
"Taylor, our daughter has had a very good demonstration of how to mess up your life in us two. You don't really think she'd do anything as silly as we did, do you?"
"Well, kids will be kids." I replied, "And teenagers do think that they know it all!"
"And young Mike is scared witless of Tara's father. Jesus, the way you looked at him when Tara told us that were going out together the first time... You could have given the little bugger a heart attack!"
When young John's at school -- college now -- Ottilie crews for me. Funny, but I never thought I needed a crew in the old days. To be perfectly honest, if she's got nothing else on, Ottilie crews for me whether John's there or not.
Well, I think that's about it. I appear to have turned into a Frank Thorn character, where my daughter's concerned; that -- I've been told -- is about par for the course. Luckily (for me) Tara's taken-up with a pretty sensible lad; well, he seems pretty sensible to me.
Sylvia and Mark moved their family to Cornwall a while back. They're not far away; close enough for Kate to spend most of her time with Tara, and Ottilie and Sylvia to share the school/college run, when I'm not available.
Mark works from home most of the time... I'm not too sure what he actually does though, something to do with computers as far as I can make out.
Bill Morris? Well, I took a little trip up country to visit him in prison. I can't say that he appeared too pleased to see me. Anyway, I kind-of pointed out to him that -- when he gets out next year -- visiting the southwest, would probably not prove be congenial to his continuing good health. I think he got the message, especially when I pointed out how much deep water we have surrounding the county.
Well, you have to be careful in those places. You don't know whether the authorities are listening in, or even recording your conversations.
Life goes on.
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Sorry, another story that just stops.
The Substitute
You know there are occasions in your life when for a brief moment your instincts tell you that something is wrong, out of whack... quite definitely not kosher. Later... on reflection you realize that -- had you had a ha'p'orth of sense in your head, you would have run; scarper'd; get the hell out of Dodge a bit sharpish like; while the going was still good. Well, I got that instinctive feeling in my gut the instant I stepped through the arrivals gate at Naples airport that afternoon.
But then again, there's another side of human nature that is innately curious. That curiosity -- or maybe naivety, or it could even be described as stupidity, that is somehow persuading you to hang around just long enough to figure-out... well, what the chuffin'-'ell is going down.
Odd things had been happening all that morning. While queuing for check-in at Gatwick, I'd spotted Billy Thornton -- a fellow student from my college days -- up the front of the queue and apparently also booking-in for the flight to Naples. I wasn't sure I wanted to renew our acquaintance, or even fall into conversation with the bugger. But I really didn't have much choice; the sod must have recognized me the instant he turned away from the desk, after collecting his boarding pass.
"Bloody hell, Kevin! How's it been going mate?" Billy Thornton asked as I turned away from the desk myself. "I've been hearing great things about you; didn't you have an exhibition at some flash gallery up in town? Bit on the saucy side, from what I hear!"
"Hi, Bill. Yeah, I've had a few exhibitions. Sold enough of my work so as to keep the wolf from the door."
"So I've been hearing. Only good things, Kev; only good things! You off to Naples as well, are you?"
"Well, why else would I be in the effing Naples checking queue, you imbecile?" No, I didn't say that; but I definitely thought it!
What I actually said was, "Yeah, a little research trip down there for a week or so. Nothing heavy, I've got a book illustration commission to do and I'm just going down there to soak up the feeling of the place for a few days. One has to get in the right mood, you know."
"Oh yeah, I understand. You artistic types need to absorb the ambiance of the place, don't you?" Billy grinned back at me.
I very much doubted Bill Thornton had any idea of what I was talking about, but he made a good job of pretending he did.
"And you, Bill, why are you off to the boot?" I asked, in an attempt to move the philistine's subject of conversation away from me.
Look, I'd known Billy Thornton since college; the only form of art he appreciated was the brewer's.
"The boot? Oh yeah, Naples..." A grin came over Billy's face again; only this time, a very big and lecherous grin; if you know what I mean? "Well, you see.... Oh God!"
Billy suddenly stopped speaking and inexplicably his expression turned uncommonly serious, for Thornton. He was thinking, that I could tell; I'd watched him enter more than a few examination rooms back in our college days.
Then for a few seconds Billy's facial expression became unreadable. But then -- a millisecond or so later -- a sly smile came over his face.
"Well, you know I was supposed to be meeting a Sort down there... But bugger-it, I can't go now... Say, Kevin, exactly what are you going to be doing down in Naples?"
"Just milling around Pompey and Herculaneum, soaking up the general atmosphere, I told you."
"So, no business meetings and all that malarkey?"
"Billy, I'm an artist; I work alone. Why are you so interested, anyway?"
"Oh, nothing really, it was just..." Billy looked like I'd stumped him with that question, but then he suddenly went on. "Well, I thought that maybe we might possibly get together for a drink or something down there, but... But well, we can't now; I just got a message and I can't go anymore."
"Message, when?"
"While you were checking in... I got a text from the office. Seems the buggers can't do without me back there and I'm needed in a hurry. Look, give me your mobile number Kev? And if I do manage to get down in the next few days, I'll give you a call?"
All very unconvincing, I thought. But I'd always considered Billy Thornton to be a bit of a scatterbrain; even back at college. Why should I suspect he'd changed? Anyway, before I got the chance to ask him any more questions, Billy said that he had to go, and dashed off to retrieve his luggage.
"Don't do anything I wouldn't... If I'd got the chance?" Were his last words.
I doubt he heard me reply. "Some hopes!"
I watched the bugger for a few seconds as he... well argued with the woman on check-in and I suppose he eventually got his bags back from her. Then I... er, got lost in the crowd.
But then, very strangely... well, I can't be completely sure, but for a moment, I thought I caught sight of the bugger as I was going through the departure gate. Actually, the guy did have his back to me, and was talking on a mobile phone at the time. But for life of me, I could have sworn that it was Billy Thornton.
I have to admit that I was a little concerned. Billy Thornton hadn't run with the best of crowds back in our college days. Nothing serious that I was aware of; but you never know in this day and age. Billy could have been into just anything by then... drug or cigarette smuggling, or anything.
And what if he was being watched by the authorities? Well, they might have seen us talking together on the concourse.
Yeah, maybe that was the reason for Billy's sudden and confusing change of plans. Perhaps he'd spotted someone tailing him. I think my mind was running riot as I took my seat on the plane.
Whatever, the flight itself was to prove uneventful.
I must have been one of the last passengers on my flight to exit the gate that day. Chiefly because -- as is its usual wont -- my luggage had temporarily gone AWOL. I have no idea why, but my bags have acquired the somewhat frustrating habit of going the long way round. For some inexplicable reason my bags are always the last ones to arrive at airport baggage claim.
It's always the same when I fly and I suppose it always will be. By that time in my life it had got to the point where I don't go near an airport baggage carousel until nearly everyone else has collected their bags and gone.
I know, I know, frequent travellers will ask me what I'm complaining about; at least my bags do turn up at the same airport as myself... eventually. Some poor buggers arrive in one country and find that their luggage is not just in another country, but very often on a different continent; that's of course assuming that the airline ever locates their bags again. At least my luggage gets lonely and it has always arrived on the correct carousel -- but, as I said -- eventually.
Anyway, it has become my habit -- when arriving in a baggage claim hall -- to find a quiet corner where I can stand and read for a while until the frantic mob has dispersed. Well, why struggle in an expectant crush by the carousel, when you know that your suitcase will still be enjoying its own little private tour of the airports luggage handling facilities, to ensure that it will be the very last one to come up the elevator, down the bleeding chute, or whatever.
Then, having at last retrieved my bag, I tag on the end of the queue for immigration and customs desks etcetera.
That day I was lucky and officialdom didn't delay me long before I could head for the exit; where I was expecting to be soon basking in the warm Italian sunshine.
The crowd of people who are usually milling around waiting to meet friends and loved ones outside the arrivals gate had almost completely dispersed by the time I stepped out onto the airport's main concourse, all-but alone.
I must have glanced around the expanse trying to get my bearings -- it had been sometime since I'd visited Naples -- but that was the moment that I got my first inkling that everything weren't as I'd expected, or would have wished.
I don't know what drew my attention the far side of the expansive area; but there 'she' was!
I suppose I must have done a quick double take -- as one tends to do in the circumstances -- but I pretty soon convinced myself that standing there on the far side of the arrivals hall, talking with a small group of other people was a female whom I more than vaguely recognized.
I'm still not completely sure why I noticed her. Maybe it was the fact that, on spying me, she'd instantly detached herself from the party she was with and headed in my direction... and what's more she had a big -- somewhat unexpected and dangerous looking -- smile on her face.
I think I must have stopped in my tracks. I know that I took a quick glance behind me to check that it was actually me she was walking towards, and not some other poor unfortunate late arrival.
But sod-it, no! There had been no handsome bugger following me through the gate.
Almost instantly -- it took a few moments to get over the shock of seeing her -- three questions jumped into my mind.
The first, "What the chuffing-'ell is Melanie Frobisher doing here?"
The second, "Why the chuffing-'ell is she heading my way?"
And the thirdly, and probably more confusing -- and worrying -- than the other two, "Why the effing 'ell is she walking towards me with that bleeding great grin on her face?"
-----
I suppose I'd better explain a little. I'd known Melanie Frobisher since we had both been about four or five-year-olds, and... well to be honest -- as I had it figured -- the bitch wouldn't invite me to a funeral, if I were the last person left on the planet; unless it was my own funeral, of course. And then... shit yeah, I would have imagined that the bitch would have happily paid for that bugger.
Not that I could ever understand why. But then again, Mel is of the female variety and I am a mere male; the gender they like to keep confused and totally nonplussed about the whys and wherefores, of everything they do or say.
Look, Melanie Frobisher and I go back almost to the year dot. We were in the same class all through nursery, primary, junior, and secondary schools. Eventually we even went to the same college; although we didn't in fact do the same courses; I was reading art and she studied... oh 'eck, I have no idea what she studied, how to be a real bitch I should imagine; I weren't interested by then. Anyway, as a consequence of our different courses, we saw little of each other around the campus.
-----
For the greater part of our formative years, Mel and I had got along okay; well, I always thought we had. To be honest, for a long time, I had thought we were quite good friends. At one time I'd even had some tentative aspirations for when we got a little older -- if you get my drift -- forming in the back of my mind... However, I'd had failed to take into account that Mel was a female of the species, where as I... yeah well, I'd have thought that was obvious. And... well, female brains don't work the same way as guy's brains do, do they?
From a young age, Mel and some of her girlfriends -- mainly because they lived local, I think -- had taken to tagging along behind my group of mates and myself. Even, volunteering to make up the numbers in more than the odd football and cricket team as time went on. Bugger, as I recall, for a while there, Mel was a dab-'and with a cricket bat, and she could have taught some of the lads on the school football teams a thing or two about tackling.
The boys and I kinda accepted the girls hanging around because... Oh bugger, you know, I really don't know why our little gang was mixed gender, when most of the other gangs of kids around our way, were strictly segregated, gender-wise.
Well, until the teenage years -- and puberty raised its ugly head -- that remained the status quo, each of those five girls were kinda treated like one of the boys. Excepting of course that they tended to wear skirts and kinda roped some of us guys in for to going to their stupid birthday parties and the like; where we have to play silly games with them, like "Postman's Knock" etcetera.
I can recall that most of the guys found the games embarrassing, until puberty began to pay them a call, and then -- very suddenly -- the girls didn't seem to want to play anymore. Or rather as the boys developed some enthusiasm for the games -- "Postman's Knock" in particular -- some of the girls started to get a little choosey about which boys they played it with.
I think it was about the time that my own puberty raised its ugly head that I started to realise that Melanie and I, didn't get on so well.
Well, to be honest with you, you could say that us boys in the gang began to get a little... frustrated with the some of the female associate members.
As I recall now, it went a little like this. When we all reached about twelve or thirteen years old, some other lads -- a year or so older -- began to... I don't know, I suppose you could say they'd hang around our little crowd. Hey, the gang was never a closed shop, if you understand me, it was mostly just a group of kids who lived quite close to each other, hung around, and played sports together regularly.
But these new arrivals appeared to be more interested in... well, chatting to Mel and the other girls, than playing footy or cricket with the lads. Look it's pretty frustrating as a bowler, when you bowl a batsman a good one and he hits an easy catch; but then you find that the fielder -- who should be in the right spot take the bloody thing -- is standing there giggling with one of the girls. Or rather, she's giggling away at his stupid jokes.
You could say that our little close knit gang of regular friends began to break-up around that time. Well, the girls' sort-of began to drift away anyway for at least some of the time. Very often as we made our way home from school, one or two of the girls would be missing. Most often to be spotted walking -- and giggling -- with a couple of the new hangers-on, if you understand me.
Sometimes they were even spotted holding hands with them as well. Usually a cause for much ribbing, the following day at school
It was about the same time as all that began to happen, that I first figured out that I'd done something to piss-off Melanie, big time. But I had no idea what, at the time; and I still hadn't the day I stepped through that arrivals gate at Naples airport that day.
But as time progressed there was couple of things about her general demeanour -- where I was concerned -- that kinda told me that I had seriously transgressed in some way or the other.
Hey, even as little kids, we, mere males, always knew when we have transgressed or done something to upset a female. Oh yeah, they make damned sure you know! Often we have no idea what we've done, but they make damned sure with know we've done something, whatever it was. It must a hereditary skill all females are born with.
Of the five girls, Mel and Susan always were... well to be honest, I'd say they were just a little prettier than the other three. Not that any of us boys would actually dare say so -- to any of the girls -- at the time. Even as small children, we instinctively knew that such discussions were strictly taboo. One slip in that direction and then the jealousy worm raises its head, and the next thing you know all out war has broken out.
Hey, looking back all five girls were pretty little things, but I think I'm safe in saying that Melanie and Susan stood out from the crowd. It was mainly Susan and Mel, that those older boys were usually sniffing around anyway. Hoping they were going to get lucky I always thought; going by the general conversation in the sports changing rooms around that time.
Well, come-on, you didn't think I was that stupid did you? The rest of the guy's knew what those older boys game was, as well. It was just that our own hormones hadn't developed to the point that females took preference over football and cricket in our psyche... yet.
That day raced up on us pretty quickly though. And maybe we had missed the boat, as they say; but that's life, ain't it?
Whatever, I think I can recall the day that Melanie first gave me 'that look'. You know, the expression on a female's face that tells you that you've transgressed in some unexplained way; even though you have no idea how.
Just that lunchtime, Melanie and I had been sitting in the school canteen together, and as I recall, we'd apparently been getting along fine; just like we always had.
As I recollect now, we were talking about Gail -- one of the other girls -- who had been off school for a week or so with the dreaded chickenpox. I do believe I'd said something about, maybe calling in to see Gail -- having suffered the scourge myself a year or so before, so theoretically I was immune -- but Melanie had suggested that Gail's parents wouldn't like her to have any boy visitors when she was supposed to be confined to bed.
Some of the girls' parent's were a little funny about that kind of thing in those days. You know, they interpreted any boy that their daughter knew, as a prospective suitor but they considered that their daughter was far too young to have a boyfriend.
While Melanie and I were chatting, one of her (slightly older) would-be suitors joined us at our table, and -- much to my surprise -- Melanie fell into conversation with him about... Oh bugger, I can't recall what they talked about now; I wasn't in the slightest bit interested, anyway.
Mind you, I was probably annoyed that the bloke had joined us at our table uninvited. Most of the regular gang would... well, I don't know why, but when Mel and I were chatting together, in private like... well, for some inexplicable reason, the rest of the gang would wait until either Mel or I nodded to them, before they sat down. You know, they kinda waited until they were invited to join us. I have no idea why, is was just that was the way things had always been.
Whatever, I sat there that day and Mel was rabbiting away to the twerp like there was no tomorrow. It's hard to recall exactly, but I know I must have got a little pissed-off myself, because -- having finished my lunch -- I got up and returned my tray to the collection point. But then, instead of returning to sit with Mel and the plonker -- I should imagine that I didn't want to listen to their inane soppy conversation anymore -- I went over and sat with some of our other friends.
Now I come to think of it, they were all a little surprised by my sudden appearance, that day. And to be honest with you the conversation weren't much better there, as I recall. The main topic of conversation appeared to be the upcoming school spring dance and who was going with whom. Dancing not being my thing back then, I was more interested in the imminent cricket match with our school's main rivals for the District Cup.
Yeah well, the sporting side of my nature was still prominent back then. My artistic bent didn't really come to light until a year or so later, when I began to realize the beauty of... No, I think you'll realize exactly what I began to appreciate later as I got a little older. And what was to prove to be the driving force that brought my artistic side to the fore.
Anyway a few minutes after I'd joined the gang -- probably when someone had moved the conversation back to that damned dance evening again -- I happened to glance in Mel's general direction, and -- just for an instant -- locked eyes with her. That was the first time I can recall that she gave me... well, 'the look!' An expression that I was to become very familiar with, and one that told me that... oh shit, I've no idea what it told me; besides, maybe, "Get lost!"
On our way home from school that evening -- Melanie and Susan being conspicuous by their absence -- we came across Mel and the twerp -- standing outside her front gate; probably making soppy-talk again.



That was it, really. Although to all intent and purposes she was chatting with the twerp, I had noticed that Melanie was watching intently, as my two friends and I approached.
Maybe a little annoyed that I'd been -- all but -- snubbed, or pushed out of the conversation that lunch time, I purposely made sure that I did not make eye contact with Mel as we drew close. Actually I didn't even call out "Hi!" to Mel and the twerp, when my two friends did.
But, out of the corner of my eye, I saw that expression come over Melanie's face for the second time.
To this day I can't describe it, but I've seen that same expression on many female faces over the years. All I can tell you about it is, that when you see that expression, or 'the look' on a woman's face, then... hey shit, are you in trouble!
I'm sure many of you guys -- especially the married ones -- will know 'the look' I mean -- or at least the more observant of them will -- females use it all the time. No words are necessary; everyone knows that whoever is on the receiving end of 'the look' is in trouble and for the 'high jump' when his other-half gets him home, or somewhere more private.
Anyway that was the first time that I could recall Mel giving me 'the look'; even if she didn't see that I'd been aware she'd thrown it my way a second time that day. Over the following couple of years I'd find Melanie giving me that look, more and more often. Very often in fact when she was ostensibly chatting with one of her many suitors... or, if I was with Gail.
I told you that Mel had always been a pretty child and as the months and years rolled by, she developed into... yeah well a real cracker. She also kinda developed a large entourage of (hopeful) male admirers, who trailed around behind her wherever she went, as well!
Ah yeah, you spotted the mention of Gail, didn't you? Well you see, Gail and I kinda gravitated together. Once the old hormones had really kicked in, so to speak; both Gail and I found that we had something to take into account that most of the rest our peer group didn't. --- Besides both being candidates for the nickname 'Four-eyes' that is. Yeah, both Gail and I wore spectacles most of the time. But the main reason was that Gail and I were both interested in art.
Gail was a very pretty girl, but let's say that, the best looking blokes tended to cast their aspirations elsewhere. Me? Well, I had always known that my specs were going to... well look; it ain't like Buddy Holly died yesterday is it? Young guys who wear glasses have been reassigned to the 'also ran' stable in this day and age. Well, when it comes to the pick of the crop, that is!
So I should imagine that it was the fact that Gail and I both suffered from defective eyesight -- along with mutual appreciation of art -- that led us to gravitate together almost naturally.
I can't say that I ever recall asking Gail out on a date, as such. Suddenly we were holding hands when walking home from school together one day. I remember that day, because Melanie had made some inane comment about the fact that we were holding hands.
From there, it was the pictures I think, or maybe it was one of the other girl's birthday party or something. Whatever, just a couple of weeks later Gail and I had become a couple as far as everyone else in our regular crowd were concerned.
Look, I don't want anyone to get the idea that Gail and I were hopelessly in love with each other or anything. There was no real teenage romance. We were attracted to each other, yeah. But I'm sure that we never were in love, in the true sense of the word. However, we had great fun together for more than a few years.
And, as we got a little older, we learnt about sex together, from our first fumbling groping sessions, until we did the deed for the first time a couple of years later.
All during that time, Melanie was around of course. But her one-time friendship with Gail and myself had evaporated completely. Through the grapevine, I... we, got word that Melanie was calling Gail all kinds of vile names behind our backs, and telling everyone that she was a bit of slut and the like.
One time, the two girls had a real stand up ding-dong in one of the so-called night-clubs in town -- no more than cheap discothèques really -- where I and Mel's date that night, had to physically step-in and separate the two girls.
The odd thing was, Melanie might have been shouting at Gail, but most of the time she'd been staring at me. I kinda figured that whatever Melanie's gripe was, it wasn't really with Gail. Mel was going for Gail as a substitute for physically attacking me, only I never could figure-out why.
Oh, make no mistake, Melanie vented her spleen at me verbally more than a few times, over the years. Or tried to, especially after she'd had a little too much to drink, at parties and the like. Only -- maybe because she'd a little more than incoherent, because of the alcohol -- I'd never had been able to get my head around exactly what she'd been raving-on about.
Hey look, I've never been a confrontational type, especially where females are concerned. Well, a guy you can square-up to and punch on the nose, can't you? A man never raises his hand to a female, no matter what the provocation? Well, that's what my old-man brought me up to believe.
"Strike a female and you'll never be able to look at yourself in a mirror again, son!" That had been my father's take on things.
Consequently the moment Melanie started her... demented ravings, at me... well, I went for the strategic withdrawal method of dealing with the situation. Some folks might have handled Mel's verbal attacks differently, but I could never see the point in getting into a slanging-match with the woman.
Gail and I kicked along quite nicely together, right up to -- and even for quite a while after-- we both completed our education. Gail had gone to work in an office somewhere, and I had started my career as an artist. Only, not liking the idea of living on the breadline, I took a lot of commissions as a graphic artist and illustrator on the side.
Look, I'm reputedly good at that kind of thing and I'd taken a few commissions even while still in college. I planned to be a full time artist one day, but I just kept up with my contacts and used that money to live on.
Of course, as a struggling artist, I couldn't afford to even contemplate marriage, not that I'd thought Gail would have said yes, even if I had asked her. I told you, Gail and I were much more than friends; she even shacked up at my flat for a couple of years. But I believe I can truly say that neither of us had ever been in love with the other. As a matter of fact, we are still much closer to each other than many siblings are to their brothers and sisters. Maybe that is a form of love, but we were never 'in love', if you understand the concept. If you don't, well there's not much more that I can add.
I knew that the sexual part of Gail and my relationship was about to end just a few seconds after I'd introduced Gail to Dmitri Golder. Dmitri was a young writer who had just managed to get his first book accepted by a publishing company. At their suggestion, I'd been commissioned to... well, tidy-up -- or rather recreate -- Dmitri's attempt at illustrations. A good children's author Dmitri might be; an artist, he definitely ain't!
Whatever, Gail had always said she wanted to write children's books, but for some reason I hadn't been able to persuade her to test the water for temperature. After chatting with Dmitri and seeing his enthusiasm for writing, or rather his get up and go. Well, I figured that some of that enthusiasm might rub off on Gail. Little did I foresee that Gail would fall head-over-heals in love with the bugger at their first meeting!
However, no sooner had I introduced the two of them, than I could see that Dmitri was enchanted by Gail and I knew that I'd lost her forever.
Now I'd heard of love at first sight of course; who hasn't? But I had never believed that such a phenomenon actually existed, until I saw those two standing there staring at each other. Jesus it was like they had neon lights on top of their heads saying, "Kevin, just get the hell out of here, and leave us alone!"
So I did. Hey, that's me, good old Kevin. Besides, only a complete idiot wouldn't have recognized what had just happened. Gail and Dmitri were married less than two months later.
And guess what, I got the commission to illustrate Gail's first book. That Monday morning -- technically -- I was going out to Naples on commission for Gail's second masterpiece.
Okay, okay, Gail's second children's adventure novel. Her first had been about a group of children during the English civil war. The second was about a group of children in ancient Rome. I was heading for the ruins of Pompeii (and Rome) to assimilate the atmosphere before I did the illustrations for her book.
Come on, that official explanation turns a holiday in Italy into a tax-deductible business trip. I might not be a rich wanker who works in the city, but I'm not averse to learning how the arseholes manage to get and stay rich.
Oh, for the uninitiated it's called 'Tax Avoidance', which is legal. As against 'Tax Evasion' that very definitely isn't. Providing I spent some of my time soaking up the atmosphere of ancient Rome, taking photographs and making sketches, then I was technically working, and therefore my trip was tax deductible.
-----
It seemed to take an absolute age, but eventually Melanie closed the gap between us. As she got closer, I noted that she was holding a mobile phone in her hand and that she was hitting the call button with her thumb as her right arm snaked around the back of my neck. Then pulling our mouths together, she planted a humdinger on my lips, before disentangling herself from me again.
Then putting the mobile phone to her ear she said. "Yes, he's just got in, I'll pass you over," and passed me the telephone handset.
I must have been I shock or something, because instead of asking Melanie what the hell she thought she was playing at, I meekly took handset from her, placed to my ear and said "Hello!"
"Kevin, is that you?" Mark -- the guy who's agency I do most of my advertising graphic-art work for -- asked.
"Er yeah. Hi, Mark, is there a problem?"
I should say that, at that point in time I had no idea that Melanie and Mark were even acquainted. Although I had gathered that Mel was working in the advertising business; I'd caught sight of her at a couple of ad-men shindigs, but naturally I had steered well clear of the woman.
"Look, Kev, we're in a bit of a bind here. Well, Melanie is actually, apparently you and her are old friends?"
"I wouldn't go as far as to say that, Mark! But yeah, we've known each other since school."
"Yeah, well, Mel's between a rock and a hard place, mate. Billy Thornton was on his way down to help her out, but he got called back to his own office. Look Kev, there's an effing great contract involved here; you're down there for five days, can you help Mel out for me?"
I weren't keen on the idea, and I suppose that I must have portrayed that reticence in my tone of voice, "Yeah, I'm down here for five days, Mark; but I've got a very busy schedule planned," I lied. "I really don't know if I'll have..."
"Kevin, I don't want to pressure you or anything; but I can't express how important this is. We're talking a contract worth... shit; I don't know, it could be worth millions. Kevin, me old mate, just remember how many times I've thought about you and dug up something for you when you've been short of a few bob."
"Yeah, Mark, at rock bottom rates, and I have to chase you for every penny. What do I have to do anyway?"
Mark's agency had never been the best payers in the world, but I'd always got my cash in the end. And I did have to admit that Mark would always pull something out of the bag when I was getting too far behind with my bills. In a way, I did owe him.
"Cheers, Kevin. Melanie will fill you in and we'll make sure you'll not go short. Hey, if you like, we'll finance you for another week down there. Tell Mel to put it on her expense account. Bye!"
The line went dead.
"So, what do you need me to do?" I asked a surprisingly sheepish looking Melanie.
"I'm in deep doo-doo Kevin. See those people over there," she gestured to the cluster of people I'd seen her talking to when I stepped onto the concourse. I suppose I must have nodded. "Well the old guy is Frank Barmon, the big cheese at Barmon Holdings. Mark has been trying to swing this advertising contract for years."
"So?" I commented.
"Well, a group of us met up in Cannes with Frank Barmon last week. And well, we almost got Barmon to sign on the dotted line; the deal's all-but done, there're just a few fine details to sort out. But then Junior there, decided that he's in love with me."
"Junior?"
"Yeah, Barmon's half-witted son. Vernon, would you believe?"
"Anything you say, Melanie. Anything you say."
"Yeah well, with all his cash, Vernon Barmon isn't accustomed to being turned down; if you know what I mean. And daddy doesn't like the idea of his son getting snubbed either."
"So, where do I fit into the equation then, Melanie?"
Her face took on a pinkish hue.
"You're my life partner... my fiancé, Kevin. We live together!"
"Do bloody what?"
"Look, Kevin, Billy Thornton was going to play the part for me, but he had some dire emergency back at his own office, so he had to shy off at the last minute. But he did manage to call and tell me that he'd seen you about to board the same flight at Gatwick. I need you to play my, 'soon to be spouse' for a few days, please?"
"Melanie!"
"Kevin, I know that there's been no love lost between us for some time now, and I'm sorry. But I really do need your help here. If the Barmon's think I've lied to them, or that I've rejected that idiot son of theirs, Vernon... then Frank Barmon will never sign the bloody contract. The Barmon Holdings' contract is worth hundreds of thousands to the firm, in the long term."
"Well, maybe you shouldn't tell porkie-pies then, Melanie?"
"It was just a little white lie, Kevin, to stop Vernon trying to get me into bed. Then, when the bugger dropped the bombshell on me in Cannes the other day and asked me to marry him out of the blue; I didn't know what to do.
"Well, I panicked, and said the first thing that came into my head. I told him that I was living with and engaged to a man I loved very much, and then I told him I was meeting my fiancé here in Naples today. I was just looking for an excuse to get as far away from Vernon as I could, as quickly as possible. Not for one minute did I dream that the bloody Barmon's would insist on bringing me down here on their bleeding yacht."
"Ah, and when they got here, they were expecting to meet this imaginary fiancé of yours?"
"Yes. So I called Billy Thornton, and asked him to play the part of my fiancé for a few days."
"Billy Thornton, Melanie! I'd have thought you were a step above him."
"Kevin, I was desperate and Billy Thornton's..."
"Is just as desperate to get into your knickers, as you are to get that bloody contract signed."
"How dare you? Billy was just going to play the part, for a few days."
"Melanie, Billy Thornton has had his tongue hanging out where you're concerned since we were all at school together. Besides, he all-but told me as much at Gatwick. Hey, with all his cash, I'd have thought you'd have been happy to..."
"Damn you, Kevin. How could you think I'd do anything like that? Especially with Billy Thornton."
"Melanie, to be one hundred percent honest, I have no idea what you would or wouldn't do if the mood took you right. But, I do know that you tell lies at the drop of a hat. And from what I heard him say, Billy thought he was on a promise. I just had no idea that it was miss goody-two-shoes he was intending to meet."
"Kevin, I need to know; are you going to help me out here, or not?"
I had myself a little quick think. You know, weighed up the pros and cons, and then came to a decision. Placing my baggage on the ground I took Melanie in my arms and kissed her on the lips.
"Thanks, Kevin," she whispered.
"Don't be too quick to thank me, Mel; it's going to cost you." I said, sliding my right hand down and giving the left cheek of her arse a gentle squeeze.
Instantly Melanie went as stiff as a board.
"Kevin, you don't think that we're going to..."
"Your choice, Mel. I've got other things to do this week; I could just as well be doing them."
Melanie didn't get a chance to reply because we suddenly became aware that there had been some movement over on the other side of the concourse.
"Shit, looks like your friends have got tired of waiting for us."
Out of the corner of my eye I'd spotted that the people Mel had been talking to, were heading our way.
Glancing in their direction, Melanie said, "Shit!" and then took me in her arms and kissed me again.
"How do we play this?" I asked.
Yes, of course I was going to play. It might sound a little sick, but I had it figured that I could have some real fun winding-up Melanie over the following few days. But I'm no a cad, not by a long chalk! So don't go misunderstanding my intentions. That was what I had planned for Melanie.
"We'll have to make it up as we go along, Simon."
"Simon?"
"Yes, you're Simon. I was flying by the seat of my pants and it was the first name that came into my head."
"Mr. Templar, sorry to have interrupted your reunion." The big man -- who I took to be Frank Barmon -- said, holding out his hand for me to shake. "But we really should be getting along, Melanie!"
At the word 'Templar', I glanced at Mel, who kinda half-shrugged back at me. Then she apologized to Barmon for keeping him waiting and went through the rigmarole of formal introductions.
Barmon was a big chap, whom I took an instant disliking to. I don't know why, but those money types always do get up my nose. His "Dolly Bird" wife, Sarah, couldn't have been more than a couple of years older than Mel and I... well, I'm sure you know the type, extremely good looking and most likely married to Barmon because of his bank balance.
I've never seen the distinction between women who marry for cash, and your average courtesan myself. Except that I've always found professional girls to be much nicer people.
Vernon Barmon... Yeah well... instant impression, a complete Pratt! I could see why Melanie had run a mile.
As we walked to their car -- which turned out to be one of those stupid stretched limousines -- the conversation returned to one Mel and Barmon had obviously been having before my arrival.
It took a moment or two for me to pick up on what they were talking about, but then it struck home. Barmon was trying to insist that we stayed with them on his yacht -- actually in the stateroom that Mel had been using on the trip down from Cannes -- at least until they sailed on the Thursday.
Melanie was saying that she/we could not impose any further on their hospitality, and that she and I would stay in a hotel.
I'll admit that I might have a childish streak in my nature, so -- liking the Barmon's or not -- I came down on Frank's side of the fence. The idea of sharing a cabin... alright, stateroom with Melanie for three nights tickled my fancy a little. God, I could almost feel Melanie squirming at the idea.
But hey, it had been her master plan, not mine! I was just intending to write the subsections of that plan to suit my own agenda.
"No, no, Melanie, I think it would be impolite of us to turn down Mr. Barmon's very kind offer." I said putting my arm around her shoulder and giving her a little squeeze. "Besides, we've never stayed in a stateroom on a private yacht together before; is the bed very big?"



Yeah I know, an arsehole question that made Melanie squirm even more. But Melanie had been such a bitch to me (and Gail) over the years, that I planned to stick it to her -- figuratively speaking, not in the literal sense -- every chance I got over the following few days. Christ, if we were living on Barmon's tub, then Melanie and I would have to keep the lovey-dovey act going twenty-four hours a day wouldn't we? Well almost!
Did I say tub? I have no idea how much private yachts cost to buy or run. But I figured, on first sight of the monster, that Sarah Barmon was in for one hell of a divorce settlement when Frank Barmon decided to upgrade to a later model wife. Jesus, the thing was more like an ocean liner than any yacht I'd ever seen before. With an appropriately large and very efficient crew to match.
Shortly after we stepped aboard, Melanie and I had followed the crew-member -- carrying my luggage -- to our stateroom.
Yeah it was big, far bigger than the bed I had at home in my little flat-come-studio. And the stateroom it was in was probably bigger than my whole damned flat, as well.
"Bastard, there's only one bed in here." Melanie said the instant the steward had left us alone.
The word bastard, I happily accepted as being directed at me. Mel was to refer to me -- privately -- with the word frequently that day, and usually under her breath so no one else would hear, if you understand me.
"Oh come on, sweetheart, Barmon would have probably smelt a rat, had we not accepted his kind offer. And besides, I intend to extract adequate payment for my efforts on your behalf."
I can't exactly explain the expression those words brought to Melanie's face. Lets just say that if looks could kill... well, yeah I'd have been dead on the spot.
"Besides all that, if you ask me, Barmon was suspicious anyway, that's why they came across and joined us at the airport."
"I suppose you might be right. I had said that I would get a taxi, but Frank insisted on hiring that damned great limousine thing, and on coming along with me to the airport to meet you."
"Well, we'd better put on the best performances of our lives for the next few days then, hadn't we? Now lets get up there and join the old fart, in that saloon or lounge he was talking about; or they might start to think that we're in here for the duration? After all, we haven't seen each other for how long?"
"Four weeks. You were in the States before I had to go down to Cannes."
"Oh, and Melanie... Simon Templar?"
"Sorry, but I was thinking on the hoof. It was the first name that jumped into my head."
"You know who Simon Templar was, don't you?"
"Some character in a book, wasn't he?"
"Yeah, a professional crook. A type of Robin Hood character who was a little bit of a ladies man and philanderer on the side, I think; called himself the Saint!"
"Sounds like I picked the right name where you're concerned then, doesn't it?"
"Ooh, nasty." I grinned back at her. "But I hope none of the Barmon's have read any of those Saint books."
"Why?"
"Because the Saint's victims were always unsavoury characters, crooked business men and the like. And I'm more than little curious about where your friend Barmon got all his money from."
"He's a businessman."
"Yeah, and so was Al Capone, according to his CV... And there was a Robert Maxwell, remember. Now come on, lets get back upstairs and join our hosts... and prove to them how much we're in love with each other."
I had fun for the rest of the day. Melanie and I were not the only guests on-board; there were an Asian couple who spoke little English, and three or four pieces of bleached-blonde eye-candy. Chelsea Trollops, or sluts, if you like. They all looked the same in their tiny bikinis and seemed to appear and disappear at random.
I'm not sure if they were screwing the crew, or Frank and Vernon Barmon; although I suspected it was the later. But I definitely got the feeling that they were getting laid by someone when they did their vanishing acts.
I almost laughed when I first saw Sarah Barmon out on the deck by the pool. Honestly, it was like a scene I'm sure you're familiar with from an old film. Wearing an almost non-existent bikini, she was draped on a deck lounger, for effect. An oversized hat shielding her face from the sun, drink in one hand and holding the book she was apparently reading through her dark glasses, in the other. Whether Sarah Barmon was aware of what was probably going on between her husband (and/or stepson) and those pieces of eye candy, I have no idea. If she was, then she obviously didn't care!
Melanie and I circulated quite a bit; well she gave me a brief tour of the areas of the yacht that we could legitimately visit. I would give Melanie a cuddle every opportunity I got and... well, I took some real liberties in the yacht's swimming pool when we got in there later during the day. Just accidental type gropes while messing around with Melanie in the water, as you'd expect a fiancé to behave with his betrothed.
I noted that Vernon -- when he was around -- was watching us quite a lot of the time; well, Melanie really, I should imagine. And to be honest, I can't say I could blame him; Melanie sure put that eye-candy to shame.
Conversation with the other guests was a little... frustrating. The Asian couple's grasp of even rudimentary English was questionable to say the least. Hey, I never even found out where they hailed from. The dolly-birds, well their topic of conversation seemed to be restricted to expensive places they'd visited on the French Rivera, film stars etcetera, and other so-called celebrities, they'd met. I figured all four -- or maybe there were only three -- were down in the Med on a fishing trip, looking for rich husbands who were as dumb as they were.
Anyway conversation with them was so... er, inconsequential, that it really wasn't worth having.
I'll be honest -- although I instinctively didn't like the bugger -- Frank Barmon and Sarah were the only people who appeared to come from the same planet as I did. Oh, and Melanie of course; I was somewhat surprised that we could... I don't know, get on so well together I suppose. Although, I could still feel her squirm when I whispered suggestive comments about how much I was going to enjoy the night in her ear.
Yeah well, I stuck as close as I could to Mel all afternoon and into the evening. And when I say close, I mean 'close' type close! Hey, remember, we were supposed to be two lovers who hadn't been with each other for a month at least.
Ah yeah, I suppose the more observant of you are wondering about my mention of being in the pool together with Mel. Yes well, the crafty cow, slipped away and changed while I was talking with Frank. You know, I thought that she was just off to... Yeah well, when Mel reappeared she was dressed in a bikini. Albeit one that consisted of several times the quantity of fabric of any other bikini I'd seen on-board.
Actually, I know some folks might find this a little strange, but I found Melanie's more chaste attire, far more... alluring -- I think is the word I'm looking for -- than the tiny scraps of cloth the other females were wearing. The lower part was low slung on her hips, if you understand me and her navel was well and truly visible, -- sorry, I got a thing about the female navel, maybe I'm kinky or something -- but it had a very short sort-of skirt frill attached that seemed to accentuate the movement of Melanie's hips as she walked about.
And then there was the bra part of the outfit. Yeah well, I must admit that once my eyes had got up there, I had difficulty tearing them away from it again.
Look, I'd seen Melanie in a swimming costume many times back in our school days. For public safety reasons, swimming was on the school curriculum back in those days. The girls always wore extremely chaste one-piece costumes for decency's sake, or more likely because of school rules. But when my eyes connected with Melanie's impressive front suspension... Well back in our school days Mel had developed an impressive figure, but she hadn't had those buggers! Actually, it crossed my mind that Melanie might possibly have had a little enhancement surgery. An incorrect assumption I soon discovered.
"Put your tongue away, Kevin, and please remember to look at my face when you're speaking to me. You're supposed to have seen them before." Mel had whispered in my ear, as I gave her a welcome back hug.
"Jesus, Girl, how much did those buggers cost you?" I whispered back.
"Bastard! They're natural!" she whispered again. I was getting used to Mel calling me that.
"Jesus, Mel. What do you need me for? How come some tosser hasn't carried you off into the sunset by now?"
"Many have tried, Kevin; but regretfully not the right... tosser, so far."
"Oh my, is there going to be a hot time in the old town tonight!"
"Bastard, is that all you can think about?"
"Mel, sweetheart; you set this game in motion, remember? I'll just score when I get the chance."
"Bastard!" she whispered once again, pulled away from me and dived into the pool.
That's when I dashed down to our stateroom and dug out my swimming trunks, a bit sharpish like.
-----
Later Melanie pulled another fast one on me when she changed out of her bikini. Honestly, I had really been looking forward to changing back into civvies, but Mel slipped away while I was tied up in conversation with Sarah Barmon.
Mel reappeared wearing an enchanting cocktail dress. Her unexpected change of attire took me by surprise and Sarah Barman noticed, she made a comment to Mel about going down to get dressed without me.
"Jesus, Sarah, if Simon and I had been changing at the same time... Well, he wouldn't let me out of that room all night and we'd be standing you up for dinner this evening." Mel laughed back at her, and then she suggested that I should go below and get changed for dinner.
I'll admit that that left me with a little bit of a problem, because -- not intending to attend any formal functions on my holiday -- I was sans a dinner jacket. I had to settle for a pair of dark grey slacks and the one white shirt I had with me. The stateroom's steward did produce a clip-on bow tie from somewhere for me though.
Just before dinner, four or five other couples came aboard the yacht. One Italian, two German or Austrian I believe, and an American couple. I can't say I kept track of who was who, or even cared much.
Yeah alright, I was still a little more than preoccupied with Melanie's cleavage. Frank Barmon kind-of humorously explained that away by telling everyone that Mel and I had been apart for a while; well, I think that was what he was saying.
Things got more than a little complicated over dinner, because my real name came out; Melanie forgot herself. We managed to explain it away -- apparently to everyone's satisfaction, including the Asian couple's -- with the story that I used two personas. One, my own, for my serious art work, and Simon Templar for my non-serious work, i.e. my advertising and book illustrations. Everyone seemed to accept the tale anyway. Up until then, I believe everyone had thought I restricted my... artistic bent, to graphic art and book illustrations.
For some reason, only one of the Dolly-Birds was eating with us, and by freak chance she'd actually been to one of my exhibitions. Changed my perception of the girl somewhat, did that little bit of information; especially when she raved on so graphically about how good my paintings were.
It shook me some, that she could, and did, describe some of my work in detail to all present; but then, she mentioned that her father had a couple of my studies in his London flat.
Funny, how your opinions of someone can change so quickly; once that bird started talking about art... Well...
Anyway, the odd thing was, Melanie got just a little pissed when the Dolly Bird and I started talking about my serious art.
Hey look, Mel had been making a very good job of hiding her animosity towards me all day, basically because she had no alternative. But my constant inferences to her, about what was going to happen once we finally hit that stateroom together... well, I told you I'd known Melanie since almost forever and I could tell that she was pissed-off about the whole situation.
But hey, that was Mel's problem, not mine; the whole little charade had been her idea.
Once that Dolly Bird started singing my praises as an artist... Okay, I suppose in her mind the Dolly Bird kind of attributed me with more fame than I actually had -- in fact, at that time I was a virtual unknown -- but it was also pretty obvious to me that the Dolly Bird equated fame with celebrity, -- and fortune -- and I suppose that must have put me in the frame to be on the Dolly Bird's approved prey list.
Whatever, I could tell that Melanie was not at all happy about the fact that the Dolly Bird was suddenly showing more than a passing interest in me, and my art. Yeah, I should imagine jealously at first sight, from most folks present perspective, anyway. But -- at the time -- I took Mel's attitude, as a display of her best acting of the day.
After dinner everyone was milling around out on the rear sundeck drinking and chatting. I do believe that Melanie was trying to converse with the Asian couple, and not making very much headway. Someone else, who was apparently a little more observant than I'd first taken her for, collared me.
"You know what, Kevin... or do you prefer Simon?"
"Kevin, Sarah."
"I thought so; you didn't look happy when everyone was calling you Simon. But tell me, Melanie appears to be a little... well, a little off, with you today. Considering how excited and impatient she's been to see you all week... Well..."
Those few words called for some quick thinking and my part; especially because Mel was possibly within earshot.
"Ah, well you see, Sarah. Melanie's a little, er... Well, Mel's a very physical person, and our relationship is pretty intense most of the time. And well, when we went down to our cabin earlier... Yeah well, if we'd got into anything then, we'd still be down there now." I replied with a grin.
And yeah, Mel did hear, and she shot me a sideways glance that might have killed a lesser man.
Sarah didn't so much reply, she just grinned back at me. Then added, "Can't say I'd blame her. We must ensure that we don't keep you two up too late this evening," with a wink.
"But tell me, Kevin, do you take commissions for portraits, with, as well as without, clothes?"
Hey look, I told you that the Dolly Bird had told everyone present what my speciality is. Ah maybe I didn't make that clear to you. I'll let you work out where my artistic calling lies, from the words Sarah had just used.
"Sure I do, Sarah. But I insist that my clients are familiar with my... style, and they must have visited at least one or possibly two of my exhibitions, before I'll accept any commissions. I have a particular style and I would hate for anyone to misunderstand what they are going to get."
Yeah well, that was the best diversionary statement I could think of on the spur of the moment. The last thing I... or rather Melanie and Mark needed, was Sarah Bowman discovering that Mel and I didn't live together and definitely were not in the throws of getting married. Well not too quickly anyway. And she'd be bound to work that out if she ever came to my studio in London. Yeah well, that's what I called it.
"What were you and Sarah talking about?" Mel asked when she'd finally disengaged from the asian couple and Sarah had gone off to... circulate, I suppose you'd call it.
"Oh, I was just telling her how... amorous you get in bed, sweetheart."
"Bastard!" Mel replied, and then headed off to talk to the American couple whom she apparently knew quite well.
I stood by the ship's rail; drinking and watching the world go past on the quayside below.
-----
It must have been about half one in the morning, before we eventually... or should I say Melanie, decided that she couldn't delay our retiring to our stateroom any longer.
The visitors had left, the Asian couple had retired long before, and god alone knew where Vernon and the Dolly Bird had got to, though I could hazard a guess.
And, it had become became pretty obvious that Frank and Sarah were waiting for us to retire before they did so themselves. I still didn't particularly like Frank Bowman, but I have to admire the man's manners.
Melanie and I bade our hosts' goodnight and headed down towards our stateroom, but Melanie hadn't completely capitulated, if you understand me. She was still racking her brains, looking for... distractions; I suppose you'd call it.
"Kevin, what will Gail say, when she finds out we've spent the night together?"
"Oh, I don't know; 'Good on you, Kev!' I should imagine."
"You're joking, she won't mind that we've...?"
"Why the hell should she?"
"I would have thought that was obvious. If my husband..."
"Husband! Jesus, Mel, Gail and I aren't married. What in the hell gave you that idea?"
"You're not?"
"No, of course we aren't."
"But..."
"But what, Melanie."
"Well, you two were living together for such a long time and..."
"Whoa, hold up, girl? Gail and I shared a flat. Yeah we were close, but... well, never was there any suggestion that we... Christ, she had her own bedroom, you know!"
Not a lie, Gail always did have her own bedroom. She just hadn't been in the habit of using it very much until Dmitri came into the scene.
"Oh no, I didn't know. But you two were together for so long..."
"Melanie, where are you coming from here? Gail and I are very close friends; more than friends in a way. Yeah we mucked about together; it stood to reason we would. Both Gail and I had similar artistic bents and appreciated the same sort of things. Geeks wasn't it... that you and your friends used to call us, especially when you knew we were listening?"
Melanie turned a brighter shade of pink than I managed to get out of her all day. And boy had I been trying hard on that score.
"I don't understand, Kevin. You and Gail... well you two were always together, even when we were at school."
"Gail and I shared a love of art and literature, Mel. I might add that we were conspicuously alone in the appreciation of both subjects, back in those days. It was only natural that we spent a lot of time together, and besides..."
"Besides, what?" Mel demanded.
"No, we'll leave that out of our conversation, if you don't mind. You could say that Gail and I had a few other personal traits in common that probably affected us more than you or most people will ever know."
"What...?"
"Mel, leave it, will you? Or I will take my bags and get off this bleeding tub right now!" I said angrily.
I don't know what Melanie made of my little outburst, because she did literally shut up. But the expression on her face was one of complete confusion. It didn't strike me at the time, but on reflection later. I suppose I figured that I'd been carrying a lot of excess baggage around with me for a very long time.
An expression that reminded me somewhat of a spoilt child came over Melanie's face. Then she grabbed some items from one of the dresser drawers, went into the cabin's en suite bathroom and closed the door.
I settled on the sofa that ran along one wall of the stateroom and twiddled my thumbs for a while; a very long while.
Well not exactly, having quite quickly got over my huff at remembering how the cookie crumbled when Gail and I were younger; I began to muse over the fun I'd been having all day, winding-up Melanie.
God alone knows how long Melanie was in that bathroom. I think I was all but asleep by the time she reappeared, dressed in a very... sheer (I suppose you'd call it) off-the-shoulder white satin-silk nightgown. Well, I think it was, silk?



I know that it... well, it kind-of clung to Melanie's curves. It was completely opaque, mind you. So the garment hid everything from sight; but at the same time left very little to the imagination, if you understand me. Jesus, I had no difficulty in discerning that Melanie was naked as the moment she was born beneath it.
You know, from my perspective, it looked like Mel had completely capitulated, and that kinda took all the fun out of the game for me. If not out of the scenery I was treated to in that stateroom that night, and I had been around the boat's swimming pool earlier.
I'll admit that I'd expected Melanie to emerge from the bathroom dressed in... well, I'm not quite sure really. Maybe, what you might refer to as a granny nightgown. Or even, one of the engine-room crew's boiler suits. Definitely not a sheer nightdress, that hardly stretched halfway down her thighs.
I think I was bewitched by the sight of her for a few minutes. I know I had to quickly remember that I was supposed to be lustfully leering at her. Hey, maybe I was doing just that anyway; I'm buggered if I can remember now. I do believe I must have been in a state of shock for a while.
I watched in amazement, as Melanie flicked the main cover (or duvet) from bed and then slid under the modesty sheet.
A little explanation here might help folks, from less warm climes, understand that last statement. Generally the duvet's outer cover substitutes for a top sheet. However, in warmer climes, where one might decide to sleep without the benefit of the duvet -- especially when house staff might enter your bedroom with breakfast etcetera -- then very often a top (or modesty) sheet is used. Saves a lot of embarrassment all round, if you understand me. Especially if you are wont to sleep in the nude.
Now where the sod was I? Oh yeah, leering at Melanie as she slid into the bloody great bed.
"Well!" she demanded, "are you going to shower, or not?"
"Oh, definitely a shower, girl. I can be quite civilised when I want to be, you know."
"I can't believe that you're going to make me go through with this," she added, glowering at me again.
I just grinned back at Melanie and picked up my travel bag.
"Damn-it, Kevin; turn that ruddy light off, will you... please!" she replied to the 'leer' I'd given her in answer to her previous statement.
In response, I turned on the wall light at the end of the sofa I'd been sitting... no, watching the show from, and then turned off the cabin's main light. Melanie had turned the small bedside light on beside where she was lying. Then I headed into the en suite to carry out my own ablutions.
Taking as much time about it as I possibly could; I showered, shaved and splashed on some expensive antiperspirant (smellies) that Gail had bought me some time back.
"You'll have to fight them off!" Gail had grinned, when she gave it to me.
Then having left it -- I hoped -- long enough, I slipped on a t-shirt and a pair of beach shorts. Hey, I took as much time as I could because... well, I had been playing mind games with Mel all day and I was still playing. I hope you didn't think that I was the kind of person who would really take advantage of the situation she had found myself in. Christ, that would smack of desperation, and I'd never been that desperate for a... no leave it, you know what I'm talking about.
For some reason, I turned the bathroom light off before I opened the door. I can't be sure now, but I do believe that I was hoping that either Mel wouldn't be able to see me -- and how I was dressed -- in the dark. Or alternatively -- as was to turn out to be the case -- she might have fallen asleep. Technically, either scenario would mean that the game was still on -- for a while a least -- if you understand me.
Melanie didn't stir as I exited the bathroom. As quietly as I could, I went over to the bed and stared down for a little while at the vision of beauty lying there. Then I turned out her bedside light, and made my way back over to the sofa, where I made myself comfortable for the night. I do believe that I was asleep within moments of turning the wall-light off. Well, it had been a long day for me and I always find travel tiring.
-----
I have no idea what time the sun, wending its way through the cabin's curtained windows, woke me. Probably later than I first thought, because I'm sure I read somewhere that for complicated geometrical reasons, the dawn comes slightly later in the lower latitudes. And Naples must be at least a thousand miles south of London.
Whatever, Melanie was still dead to the world, and it looked to me as if she hadn't stirred much all night. Well, maybe just a little; that sheet wasn't quite as high as I remembered it from the night before.
I rose, washed and changed into a shirt and a pair of slacks, then settled back on the sofa and got out my sketchpad and gear. From there, instinct took over.
Sorry, that's me. If I see something that... well, gets to me; then I have to draw it. Yeah, you might take a photograph, but I draw, sketch and even sometimes paint later. That's what artists do, you know. And if you haven't worked it out by now, I do -- as in draw and paint -- the naked female form. Only on this occasion -- for diplomatic reasons -- I'd decided to include my own interpretation of Mel's nightdress do-what's-it.
Again, I have no idea how long I was sketching Melanie before she awoke. It must have been some considerable time though, because I'd almost completed the sketch and I'd begun to think about finding another perspective to view her from.
"What are you doing?" Melanie suddenly broke the silence -- except for the faint hum coming of the air-conditioning vents -- in the cabin.
"Sketching," I replied.
Yeah well, I'd have thought that was obvious, so she got the obvious answer.
But I don't think Melanie was listening, by then she was sitting up in the bed and apparently staring at the side of the bed that she'd expected me to sleep in. Well, for some of the night anyway; if you understand where I'm coming from.
"You didn't...?"
"No, Mel... we definitely didn't! I know that for some reason you've always thought I was one; but I can assure that I'm not a complete arsehole; not by a long chalk. And I'm certainly not desperate enough to take advantage of an old friend. Even if the silly cow has painted herself into a corner."
"Kevin Matlow, you're a real bastard! You had me convinced yesterday that..."
"That what, Mel? That I was as big an arsehole as Billy Thornton was hoping to be? He certainly would have been playing hide the parcel with you all night."
"Kevin, you don't really think that I would have let him, do you?"
"Melanie. This is a bedroom, and that there thing you've been lying on all night, is a bed. And what's more, you've got sweet FA on under that... er, what-d'ya call it, you've got on."
"Tiger!"
"Tiger?"
"Never mind, Kevin. It's comfortable to sleep in, and it's never let me down in the... well, it's comfortable and that's what's important. Anyway what are you drawing there?" She asked, sliding out from under the sheet, coming over to where I was sitting and taking my sketchpad from my hand.
"Oh my! Is that me?"
"Well it ain't supposed to be Shirley Temple, that's for bleeding sure!"
"Kevin, I wasn't criticizing. Actually, I think you've flattered me! You've made me look like a film star or something. Is that how you see me?"
"I draw what I see, Mel... a beautiful and alluring woman lying... sleeping on a bed."
"You did away with the sheet."
"I used a little imagination." I made a point of looking down at Melanie's legs. "Yeah, much as I remember them from yesterday."
"Huh?"
"Mel, one has difficulty in deciding what was more revealing, that bikini you had on yesterday or that whatever-it-is you have on now."
"Oh, I see, you remembered my legs from yesterday. Got the hem a little high though, haven't you?"
"Artistic licence. Besides, it rode up like hell as you got into bed last night."
For some reason I couldn't work out, Mel seemed to smile when I said that. I'd've thought she would have been annoyed or embarrassed, but she showed no sign of either.
"What's this you've written at the bottom? If tomorrow never comes!"
"It's the title of a song. I give all my pictures names."
"Oh yes, Ronan Keating sang it didn't he?"
"He did, but it's actually a Garth Brooks number. Keating covered it."
"But..." Melanie said, stepping backwards and sitting on the edge of the bed.
"But what, Mel?"
"Well, it's a love song."
"So? That's a picture of a love-ly woman. A lovely woman who can be a real bitch when she chooses to be; but that's nothing unusual! However still a beautiful woman."
A rather strange expression came over Melanie's face. "Kevin..." she said, but then fell silent.
"Yes."
"Did you really think I was such a bitch when we were younger?"
"I don't know about the younger bit, Melanie. I think you are a real bitch... and I suspect, that if you didn't need my help now, you'd still be acting like one towards me."
"Oh, my God. Kevin, I never meant... well, I did mean to... but I never intended you to think... I was only trying to..."
Yeah well, if you've never been on the receiving end of a conversation like that, then you don't know what you've missed. All you can do, is sit back and wait until the person speaking decides to add a few explanatory endings to their sentences.
My trouble -- that day -- was that Melanie did not add any explanatory endings to any of those sentences. She went on with her confusing half sentences and then suddenly broke down in tears.
Crying I did understand the meaning of. As to the why Melanie should suddenly become so upset that she turned on the water works? Yeah well, I had no idea what had caused her to do that.
Well, I was still trying to make some sense out of all those incomplete exclamations Melanie had rambled off, just a few seconds before. Hey, there were a whole load more of them than I've quoted here; my memory ain't that clever.
Now what does one do with a weeping woman? Yeah, good question; I can't say that up to that time on my life I'd had to deal with many. Well, not since the days of scraped knees and twisted ankles when I'd been a kid, I hadn't. And I'll admit that first sight of a couple of my works, had brought tears to the sitter's eyes, but nothing like how Melanie was going on.
Oh, and I'd seen Gail upset a few times over the years, but I usually felt, rather than saw that. Gail had always been a very physical person, and well, she tended to clock me one, if I upset her. Not that I minded all that much, she never hit me very hard. And well, to clout me she had to get close to me and... Yeah well, I told you my relationship with Gail was very physical, so once she was within grabbing and hugging distance... All transgressions kinda took a back seat, if you understand me. If you don't, you've lived a much too sheltered life!
I wasn't too sure if I was doing the right thing or not, but I went over and sat beside Melanie, put my arm around her shoulders and gave her a little hug. Well, a hug usually did the trick with Gail, so I kinda hoped it would do the same where Melanie was concerned.
I suppose you might say that it did, and didn't, at the same time.
Mel kept up the crying bit. Well I think she did; I couldn't see her face as she was suddenly pushing it into my chest.
No, damn-it a line from an old Nat King Cole number popped into my head. Melanie 'snuggled her head into my chest.'
I was still trying to work out why that song had jumped into my brain when Melanie, with a faltering voice asked. "Was I really that bad?"
"A real bitch, girl, especially to Gail." I replied gently
"Well, what did she expect, she stole you from right under my nose, didn't she?"
Hey, there was some real venom in that statement. But by then, I was completely confused. Mind you, that was nothing new for me when women are around.
"How do you work that one out, Mel?" I asked, actually pushing her away a little so that I could see her face.
She stared up into my eyes and dropped the bomb on me. "Well, you were my boyfriend and Gail stole you away from me, didn't she!"
"Funny, that no bugger had ever bothered to mention to me, that Melanie and I had been considered a couple at the time?" Was the immediate question that jumped into my head.
"Mel, you and I were never a couple in the romantic sense."
"Maybe you didn't think so, but all the rest of the gang did!"
"But..." was all I could think of to reply.
Actually I was doing a quick mental recap, had Mel ever made any... well, romantic overtures, to me back then? Come to that, had I ever made any romantic overtures towards Melanie? Yeah I knew that at one time I was kinda wishing I had the nerve too, but... Yeah, there were all those macho guys kicking around and I'd seen how Melanie had seen the buggers off, if you understand me. Sodding embarrassing for the poor fools, I can assure you.
I had been at the age where I was just beginning to... well appreciate that females had other advantages besides making up the numbers when we were short of a full football team of guys. And considering the opposition, I'd kinda figured that Melanie was way out of my league. Shit Melanie wasn't just out of my league she was playing a whole different ballgame to me back then.
"Look Mel, I'm a little confused here. Are you telling me...?"
"Yes I am!" Mel blurted out, before I could finish my question. Which confused me even more.
But Melanie, you were going out with..." Shit, I couldn't remember Mel's first boyfriend's name.
"I only went out with Rowland, to try to make you jealous. After all, you were hung up on Gail at the time. I figured that if I showed interest in someone else, you might... but you didn't!"
"Er Mel, exactly where did you get the idea that I was hung-up on Gail when we were kids?"
"You told me yourself."
"I did... When?"
"In the school dining room a couple of weeks before the spring dance."
"News to me Mel! Buggered if I can remember it."
"We were sitting at a table together... Just the two of us. I told the other girls to leave us in peace because I thought that you were going ask me to go to the dance with you."
"Can't say I can recall the incident, off-hand."
"Well, that's what I and everyone else thought you were going to do that day. But all you seemed to be worried about was, whether Gail was going to be well enough to go to the dance. She'd been away from school for a few weeks with the chickenpox. Remember the day now.
"Oh yeah, I think I do. But you were... well, Rowland or whatever his name was, was all over you that day as I recall. And besides, I had no intention of asking Gail to go to the school dance. Well, the thought never crossed my mind; she was still in quarantine anyway. No one had been allowed near her for weeks and I thought she might like a one of us to call in to see her. I think, I was the only one of our crowd, who'd already had the chickenpox; so I was immune."
"You mean that you weren't going to ask Gail to the dance?"
"Jesus Melanie, had you ever seen me dance back then?"
"Well, no."
"Besides, she'd still have been in quarantine and dancing weren't really my thing back then anyway; until Gail taught me how."
"Yes, but... you and Gail went out together, didn't you?"
"Oh yeah, but for a very long time it was... well platonic really. Gail and I were like the odd ones out, if you remember? No one ever asked Gail out, and for some inexplicable reason I was..."
"You were what?"
"Well, all the girls I fancied were taken. Or..."
"Or, what?"
"Alright, for some reason I couldn't discern at the time, one had turned into a spiteful little bitch, and none of her friends would give me the time of day either!"
"You would have asked me to go out with you?
"I should imagine so; once I'd got up the nerve."
"Oh god, I messed up big time didn't I? I put the word out on you. I told the other girls that you weren't to be trusted and to stay well clear."
"Sorry Mel, I don't understand."
"Kevin, I got it all wrong. There I was, expecting you to ask me to the school dance that day, and you started waffling on, talking about Gail. I thought... Well, I got mad and tried to make you jealous. I think now, that it all backfired on me. The more I tried to make you jealous... well, the closer I must have been pushing you and Gail together. Silly bitch!
"Then I got mad at Gail as well, but I suppose all I achieved then, was to push you further away, wasn't it?"
I was having just a little difficulty in getting my head around what Melanie was trying to tell me. Not surprising, what with all her half-made statements. I had to kinda make some sense of it, as we went along. But I'm not completely dumb -- well I wasn't by that time in my life -- I played it very low key.
"Ooh-ah, Mel. Is this some kind of an admission?"
"Jesus, Kev, you know it is! I misjudged everything, I thought... and all the time..."
"Melanie, can we stick to complete sentences please? I'm confused enough, as it is!"
"Damn it, Kev, I was jealous of Gail when I saw you two together and... oh god, I went about everything the wrong way, didn't I? Of course you were 'funny' with me when we met, because I'd always being a bitch to you."
"Mel!"
"Kevin, I'm sorry. I hung around close to the gang when we were children, just to be near to you. I think I was infatuated with you from the start, but we were just kids back then. Then I think I must have gone through puberty a little sooner than you did. You were worried about Gail that day, just because she was one of the gang, weren't you?"
"Sure I was. Remember I'd been through that quarantine lark the year before; I knew what it was like being stuck in-doors for weeks on end and watching all the other kids playing out in the street."
"And I thought that concern was something it wasn't, and I got jealous. Christ, did I mess everything up! Now you're going to tell me, that you would have asked me to go to the dance with you."
"I should imagine so, if you'd hinted that you wanted me to take you... and I'd got the chance before that twerp did."
I didn't really want to let my guard down just yet, but Mel had me convinced that she'd misread my concern for Gail as affection... Yeah well, it was affection, but for a friend not... Oh bugger, I'm doing it now! Anyway, I'm sure from what I told you earlier you get my drift.
"So you set about making Gail and my lives a living hell, because you were jealous?"
"Yes, I'm sorry. I got really peed-off with you because you preferred Gail over me, after I'd followed you around like a lost puppy for so long. I suppose you're going to leave now aren't you?"
"I am; why?"
"Because now you know why I was always such a bitch to you... and Gail."
"And that changes what? We had a deal didn't we; I'm suppose to play your intended until we can ditch the Barmon's'."
"But..."
"But what, Melanie?"
"I was such a bitch..."
"Melanie there's an old saying... a couple actually. 'A deal is a deal!' and 'Better the bitch you know, than the bitch you don't know!' I made a deal with a bitch, and I intend to stick to my end of the bargain."
"You are, but why?"
"Because Mel... that's all... just because!"
"Bugger, I did make a real mess of things back then, didn't I?"
"You said it, girl!"
"Lend me your mobile phone please, Kevin?"
For some inexplicable reason, without even thinking about it, I found myself moving back to the sofa and retrieving my mobile phone from my art case. But as I held it out for Melanie to take, I began to wonder; considering that she had a phone of her own.
"Why, do you want my phone, Mel?"



"Well, I assume that Gail's telephone phone number will be in there somewhere, and I need to eat some more humble pie."
"Not now, Mel. Gail and Dmitri don't get out of bed until..."
"Dmitri?"
"Gail's husband."
"So you two really aren't...?
"Would I lie to you, Mel?"
"Kevin?
"Yes?"
"Why don't you come over here for a while? I think we've got a lot of catching up to do!
Mel and I shared a very late breakfast that morning. Actually, late breakfasts have become our thing.
And you know what... Well, one of these days, I'm really going to have to hunt out Billy Thornton... to apologize and thank the bugger. Scatterbrain he might be, but he surely knew what he was doing at Gatwick airport that morning.
Life goes on.
*
Colloquial clarifications: Ha'p'orth = halfpennyworth; Sort (a Sort/ the Sort) = an attractive female; rabbit = in conversation.
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Good Morning Starshine!

The reader must understand that most of this happened a very long time ago now; the true beginning of the tale did anyway. The world was a completely different place back then; well, as I just said, it was at the beginning.
As teenagers we were kind of innocent, and we were keen to explore the new boundaries that certain medical advances had left open to us. I'm talking the birth control pill here and the magical properties of antibiotics that meant most of the better known STD's could be cured with a couple of injections; well reputedly they could.
Yet at the same time we were angry about what the old fuddy-duddies had heaped upon us younger generation's shoulders. I'm talking about what is sometimes described at the time as "that Crazy Asian War." It was the American and Australian teenagers who had their innocence stolen by that conflict, but the majority of teenagers in the UK were with them in our hearts and minds.
It's highly possible that no one, who isn't old enough to have been in the sixteen to -- lets say about -- twenty-five or maybe thirty age group during the sixties. Will ever be able to understand what it was like back then; but then all you younger folks have grown up with HIV and antibiotic tolerant super bugs, haven't you. And a certain self-preservation attitude to life and sex that accompanies them.
I suppose the best place to start you the story is in the middle, some considerable time after the sixties and well, after I'd kind-of returned to living within the somewhat more staid and conventional society that we all share today.
-----
To be perfectly honest with you, I can't really explain how I came to join that Life Class in the first place. Well, not in any way that does not make me sound like, either, a pretty sad case or some sort of pervert or something. It's all a bit embarrassing to attempt to explain actually; but I will try.
I was thirty-six at the time and had just come out of a pretty disastrous five year relationship. For the life of me, I can't figure out how that affair had lasted as long as it did, for we had very little in common. Well, that's if you don't take into account a mutual appreciation of sex. But hey man, sex might be fun; but you can take it from me, that sex alone does not make a sound foundation for a long-term relationship. There has to be that little spark. That inexplicable something that draws you to the one person who's destined to be your life partner. Sex helps of course; but there has to be something extra there as well.
In comparison to a lot of people at the time, Clair and I had everything. A nice home and cars. We were young, healthy and very fit. Yeah well, we both enjoyed our energetic horizontal workout most seven nights a week.
To cut a long story short. Eventually we both came to realize that we were spending more time arguing with each other during the day, than we were making-up those arguments in bed at night. So we called 'time' by mutual agreement.
Clair moved out and left me living alone in our flat. I do believe she eventually shacked up with one of my old friends. Our constant bickering had sort-a led to an estrangement from nearly all our close circle of friends. Folks really do not want to spend their free time in the middle of a war zone; yeah that's how bad things had become between Clair and myself towards the end.
That kind-a left me with a mighty big problem after she had gone though; I no longer had a circle of close friends. Shit, I hardly had anyone who I could call a friend anymore, except for a couple of the guys I worked with at the office.
Yeah all right, probably I was being a little stubborn; but after folks have purposely pushed you away and left you off the old invitations lists for a few years. You're not inclined to go hunt the buggers out again; well I wasn't!
Anyway that's how I started hanging around with Arthur. Arthur was just another guy from the office. A couple of years older than myself; who had the reputation of 'apparently' being a bit of a loner. But I was to rapidly discover that appearances... especially first appearances can be... er, pretty inaccurate on occasions.
Another apparent disadvantage where Arthur was concerned, was he had the reputation of being bit of a weirdo. No, that's not right; maybe a little strange from most of the guys' in the office perspective. Well, you see, on the quiet Arthur was considered to be a little... odd, by most everyone else in the office.
In truth, Arthur was (and still is I would guess) what is sometimes described as an arty-farty type. He was into opera, ballet, art and all that crap. I do believe the only reason I first teamed-up with Arthur, was because -- unlike most of the other unattached males in the office -- he did not appear to spend his every non-working moment drinking. Although much to my surprise I was quickly to discover that Arthur spent a high proportion of his non-working time... fornicating!
I have to admit that I pretty soon discovered that I didn't care for opera very much. Although I did enjoy the company of the two very cultured and uncommonly (for the time) loose moral'd young ladies that Arthur arranged for us to escort that evening.
Ditto, goes for the few evenings we spent at the ballet as well. But Jesus, if we kept that game up for very long I'd have had to cut my hours at the office back; god alone knows where Arthur found the energy or all those frustrated females.
Luckily our employer had been one of the first around to introduce flexitime working. That did mean that I could take time to recover and go into the office later the mornings after Arthur and I had been out on one of the little soirées he arranged. Oh well, you see, the seats are cheaper on weeknights and Arthur and I weren't particularly made of cash.
The art exhibitions Arthur dragged me along to, were a little different. There, I had to do some work, and actually hunt down my prey. I can't honestly say we, or rather I, was very successful at those shindigs.
Geeky old Arthur appeared to be able to pick up a bit a spare almost anywhere, at the drop of a hat. God, the other guys back at the office, especially the office wolves, would never have believed how much of a babe magnet Arthur was on the quiet.
Maybe that was Arthur's secret; perhaps the ladies sensed the utter discretion of the man. Arthur never did brag about his conquests; even to me. And I'd seen him heading for the bedroom with some unbelievably tasty looking females on his arm. Too often, I might add, married females. But then again, they might have been divorcees; I have no idea how to tell the difference for sure.
Whatever, wandering around those art gallery's, raised my appreciation of one particular form of art, nude studies. In particular tastefully drawn studies of the female form, naked of course.
Yeah, all right, most men appreciate the female form anyway. But I seemed to develop a kind of infatuation of pencil or charcoal sketches of slender female forms.
Nothing too detailed, or what might possibly be described as crude. Just a few skilfully drawn lines preferably on a plain background, that implied in the viewers mind, the beauty of the subject.
My trouble was, that I could rarely afford to buy any of those pictures to take home with me and admire at my leisure. I'd soon be very broke, if I got into that game. I liked far too many of them to chose just one or two to purchase.
Then at an exhibition one evening, after I'd lost track of Arthur when he'd latched onto to a very affluent looking female; whom I do believe was possibly spending her ex-husbands retirement plan. I found myself totally lost in admiration of one particular sketch.
It was no more than a few gracefully curved lines, but it had captured my imagination. The price tag however was well over five hundred pounds. And there was no way in the world that I could justify to myself spending that kind of cash on a piece of paper.
I was still staring at the masterpiece, when a guy approached and placed a sold ticket on it.
I have no idea why I said, "Shit!" out-loud, although I'll admit that it was what I was thinking. That label meant that I would not be able to return to the gallery at a later date to study the sketch again.
"Beautiful isn't she? I'm very proud of that one!" A voice said from behind me.
I turned to see that Elvira -- the artist in question -- had been standing behind me; Arthur had introduced us earlier in the evening. Elvira was at least sixty, and maybe even older. Mutton dressed up as lamb, and unless I was very much mistaken, as bent as a nine bob note. Elvira certainly appreciated the female form.
To be honest Elvira must have been a real looker in her younger days. "What a wasted life!" Had been the first thought that had crossed my mind when I had been introduced to her.
"Yes, you really have captured the essence of the sitter in that one, Elvira. I envy you, your skill in being able to interpret her so well." I replied, trying my damnedest to use the same kind of arty-farty language that Arthur appeared to be so adept at.
It must be the cultured way Arthur spoke that attracted those females to him. It certainly wasn't his looks. But then again, maybe Arthur carried something around in his trousers that most of us other mere mortals haven't got? You can never tell with geeks, you know. Well, us guys can't anyway; god alone knows what kind of x-ray vision or radar women have, that can tell the difference between a rolled up sock and human flesh.
"Do you paint yourself?" Elvira asked.
"No, I have to admit that I've never really tried. Well, I buggered about in the art class at school, but I can't say that I was any good with a paintbrush. Don't do a bad job with the old roller on the house walls though." I grinned back at her. Immediately wishing I hadn't tried to be funny.
Elvira smiled, glanced back at the picture before us and then looked at me again.
"Art classes at school rarely inspire anyone...?"
"Jerry." I said in answer to Elvira's unasked question.
"Yes Jerry, I'm sorry; you're Arthur's friend, aren't you? Perhaps, if you tried to draw the right subject, Jerry, one that you found a little inspiring; perhaps then, you might fair a little better." She suggested glancing back that the nude on the wall again.
Following her eye-line I found myself embarrassed and lost for words. I think I quite possibly "Um'd" and "Ah'd" a little; I really can't recall now.
Elvira laughed out loud and I quite possibly blushed even more.
"Oh don't be so self-conscious, Jerry. I can assure you that there is nothing that compares with sketching a beautiful female form, from life. Look, I tell you what, I run a little life class at the college on Tuesday evenings; why don't you come along and give it a try."
I can't quite recall how the conversation went after that. Although by its conclusion I found myself signed up for a hundred pounds worth of life drawing classes. Well verbally anyway.
Jesus no wonder Elvira was such a successful artist; me, agreeing to go to art classes! The damned woman could sell coals to Newcastle.
Anyway as a result of that conversation, seven-thirty eight the following Tuesday evening found me standing by an easel in one of the classrooms at the local art college. Feeling very self-conscious of myself.
Draped on a chaise longue before the class, was a somewhat overweight and very naked female. Who, to put it bluntly, wasn't in the least having the desired effect upon my little grey cells. Or any other part of my anatomy, come to that.
"I'm sorry Jerry. Unfortunately the sitter I had booked for this evening is indisposed; apparently she's had an accident of some kind. I'm quite concerned really; I believe her partner has a bit of a reputation for becoming a little violent on occasions. One has to wonder whether they've had another confrontation."
"Oh, one of that sort, is he?"
"They are not together anymore, but I think he might have overdid things a while back. For some people there is a price to pay, for taking too many trips." Elvira's facial expression confirmed that she was referring to tripping-out on drugs. "Abigail has never said, but I get the feeling he finished up on the hard stuff or something. And it could be that sometimes he searches Abigail out when he needs some money to pay for his fix. I'm sure you know what it's like Jerry; you can't reason with them when they have gone that far down the road."
I had seen the scenario of course. A little grass, leads on to other mind-bending substances; it was usually LSD back in my day. Eventually the idiots among us, finish up on heroin or some other hard drug that they can't break the habit of. Then their whole life dissolves into where the next fix is coming from, and they don't give a fart for any bugger they have to hurt to get it.
I've smoked my share of grass in my younger days, and I've even taken more than a few trips to never-never land on LSD in my time. Most everyone had back in the sixties. But I'd kept my eyes open and seen what hard drugs had done to some of my peers. At a fairly young age, I'd made a conscious decision that that was never going to be a path I'd follow.
The odd thing was that Elvira instinctively appeared to know that I'd lived on the edge of society at one time. I had been a card-carrying hippie for a few years; Elvira still was a bit of a bohemian. Perhaps she saw something in my demeanour that most other people don't
"With any luck, Abigail will be back next week." Elvira was saying, "She was the model for that sketch of mine you appreciated so much; I'm pretty sure she will manage to inspire your hand."
-----
The following week a handsome and somewhat arrogant young man had strutted into the studio just after I'd arrived. He'd promptly divested himself of the dressing gown he had been wearing, even before Elvira had asked him too.
I must admit that he had been blessed with a fine body and some pretty impressive... wedding tackle. The sight of that tackle promptly brought embarrassed sounding giggles from some of the younger female students. And, a lot of admiring glances from a couple decidedly effeminate looking guys who were also in the class.
The sitter took up a pose staring at one particular -- very pretty -- young woman. Who appeared so embarrassed about the fact that she turned a bright shade of pink and couldn't look his way at all. Shortly after the session began, Elvira stepped in and, with a wink in my direction, got the young lady to exchange easels with one of the guys I mentioned just now. The sitter was then lumbered, he'd already picked his spot in the room to stare at, and every time his eyes wandered elsewhere, one of the other students would ask him to return to his pose.
I do enjoy watching an arrogant little shit coming unstuck. So, in a way, it was fun evening from my point of view. But once again unfortunately, not an artistically inspiring one.
By the time I got home that night, I was really beginning to wonder how I'd let myself be talked into going to those bleeding classes in the first place.
Elvira had apologised to me, that Abigail hadn't been able to show-up again. But by that time Elvira's raving on about Abigail had begun to get to me as well. Consequently there was little any chance that I'd cut my losses and throw the course up, until the model had shown at least once.
The third week I was chatting with one of the poofters' when an off-white dressing gown, toped by a tussled looking mop of long jet-black hair entered the classroom.
"Oh goody Abigail is back." My new... er, friend gushed, "Jerry, you've never seen such a gorgeous body, in your whole life!"
I'm not sure what kind of a look I gave the guy.
"Oh come on Jerry, even you have to admit that that boy last week had a beautiful body? All rippling muscles, in all the right places."
"Yeah well, he was well built."
"Well, Norman and I are allowed to appreciate a beautiful female body when we see one. Unlike you though, we wouldn't necessarily want to take it to bed with us." He winked at me, "But, we do know how to appreciate beauty in all its forms when we see it!"
Whilst I had been talking to -- whatever his name was -- Elvira had introduced Abigail to the other new members of the class. I noticed that Abigail kept her eyes down. As far as I could make out, she didn't look directly at anyone. When she eventually did turn my way for a second I was somewhat disappointed that all that long black hair of hers almost completely obscured her face. But I also had to admit that there was something about the woman that immediately got to me; even if she was completely shrouded by her hair and that dressing gown.
Maybe I should point out here, that I'd been a little self-conscious on my first evening. Much to Elvira's amusement, I had chosen myself an easel tucked away at the back, in a quiet corner.
The chaise longue had been returned to dais the middle of the studio. The previous week, the young stud had made do with a chair, that he stood with one foot upon. Abigail actually sat on the chaise longue with her dressing gown still on, only divesting herself of the garment when Elvira requested that she did.
The thought struck me that Abigail wasn't exactly comfortable in her profession. There was an undeniable air of vulnerability about the woman, which for some reason told me she was there by force of circumstance, not by choice.
In her first pose, all the sitters did at least two poses during the sessions; Abigail had her back to me, so I still could not get a good look at her face.
Odd that, even though at that time I hadn't seen her face properly. But it's funny, but the quick glance I had got of it when she was being introduced... well, it had stirred me somehow.
Hey look, we're talking artistically here. I'm doing my best to explain what I felt at the time.
Using charcoal I did my best to sketch Abigail's wonderful figure, even if it was from the back. Well three-quarters from the back, but kind of head on at the same time. i.e. was looking at the back of her head, slightly from above if she had been standing.
"Oh my, I knew that with the right sitter to inspire you and you'd show me that you had talent." Elvira said over my shoulder, after I'd been sketching away for about five or ten minutes.
I think I actually jumped when Elvira spoke. To tell you the truth, I'd completely lost track of time, and just about everything else, as I worked on my sketch. My whole world had become the model Abigail, and the piece of art paper on my easel
I stepped back and sure enough, I'd created a wonderful work of art with my own hand. Hey, this might be a subjective opinion, but that picture still hangs on my wall at home. I'm proud to show it off to anyone and everyone, and I've even been offered a good few bob for it, on more than one occasion.
Mind you, my wife will often cringe when that picture comes up as a subject of a discussion.
Before I'd had time to reply to Elvira she had moved on to the next student. It took me just a second or two to get back into my creative bent.
It seemed no sooner than I had, when Elvira called a halt to proceedings and said we'd take a short break before Abigail took up her second pose. Abigail herself promptly covered her nakedness with the dressing gown the instant Elvira had spoken.



I must admit I was still adding little finishing touches to my sketch from memory during the short break, and taking little notice of what anyone else was doing, or what was happening in the room.
Eventually I was brought back to the present with a jolt when Elvira asked, "Are you ready, Jerry?"
"Yes, sorry!" I blustered, hurriedly changing the paper on my easel.
Looking at the model Abigail again, I was somewhat surprised to see that the Chaise longue had been turned around on the small dais in the middle of the room. Actually it's quite possible that the whole damned dais had been rotated whilst I hadn't been watching.
Whatever, I was now viewing Abigail from the front. And what's more, she'd divested herself of that dressing gown again. That long dark, no her jet black hair hung down and still covered more than half of what looked to me like an exquisite face. However maybe because I was so inexplicably aware of Abigail's embarrassment, I didn't ask her to brush the hair aside.
Someone else did however. And then well... then time kind-a stopped for me. Abigail moved the hair from her face with a gentle sweep of her hand, not only did my jaw drop almost to the floor, but the piece of charcoal I was holding actually did; where it shattered into a thousand pieces.
I really could not believe what I was seeing. "It can't be!" A little voice shouted in my head. Then, very slowly, I lowered my sight line until it fell upon Abigail's left breast. Sure enough there it was, by then no longer hidden by her hair. A tattoo in the shape of a five-pointed star, it had the five delicate lines emanating from the spaces between those points.
"Holy mother of god, Starshine! What the heavens name, are you doing here?" That voice demanded in my mind somewhere.
At the same instant, I found that I was having trouble breathing. Well to be honest, possibly I'd had such a shock, that I'd forgotten to breath. That does happen you know. I believe that's how some folks have come to die of shock, or fear.
I think I almost keeled over myself, before I got my emotions, under some semblance of control again. Placing one hand on the easel to help hold myself upright, I struggled to get a grip on my thoughts and emotions.
There was no doubt in my mind that Abigail, wasn't Abigail at all. She was in fact Ursula... er, shit, well I had never known her surname. To be honest I'd only discovered that her real name was Ursula by chance. Back in those days Abigail went by the name of Starshine.
Hold on, not even that is true. She had been just plain Star, until I paid to have a birthmark she was so conscious of, covered with that tattoo of a shining star.
From that day onwards, she'd become Starshine to me. You know, like the line in the song from Hair. Every morning when we woke in the same bed together, I would greet her with the words "Good Morning Starshine!" And then we'd... well, I'll leave that to your imagination.
You got to understand what it was like back then, Starshine and I were... Well, bugger it, we were Hippies and soul mates. Hey no, not your usual British weekend type hippies, but the real thing. Well, as close as you could get to being a hippie back then, and still live in the UK.
Along with a crowd of other hippie friends, we lived in commune down in Dorsett. Actually the place belonged to some titled bloke, who'd been left it by his old man. Still, he was a believer and hippie at heart; Lord, or whatever he was or not, he kind-a fitted in with the rest of us just fine. Besides, he owned the gaff.
And, possibly because he was getting laid regularly, he never did ask for any rent from anyone. I guess he must have laid nearly all the females there at one time or another, even Star.
It was a bit of an odd set-up really, even for a hippie community. The guy who owned the place kind-a run like it was a religious sect or something. Thinking about it, he was probably trying to find his way around taxes. Religious organisations in the UK can register as charities, and then get themselves some tasty tax breaks.
I know you might have trouble understanding this, but we all believed in, and practised, free love back then. If you fancied a female and she fancied you... well, you just got on with it and did the dead; anytime and almost anywhere you felt like it. That was it a whole different world to anything that had gone before or has existed since.
Yeah well, that was alright until Starshine -- or Star as she was back then -- and I got together. Bells rang and sparks flew that first evening we... um yeah. Anyway instantly we both knew that we were destined to be together. After that night the two of us kind-a withdrew from the free love bit most of the time. But if there was a party going on, then sometimes, with each other's nod of approval that is, we'd let loose. It was the sixties afterall.
Actually with hindsight, that was probably most weekends, when visitors, or part-time hippies turned up, with some decent weed, or maybe something a little stronger. Even in those days, it was all down to how much cash you had.
Don't go turning your nose up, I told you earlier that it was a different world back then. Starshine and I were living in a hippie society that believed in free love. I fear that the world will never be able to see the likes of those times again.
I feel I need to point out here, that convention has drawn an unnatural correlation between sex act and love, or being in-love with another person. That isn't actually the case in nature. The sex act releases certain endorphins into the participants systems that gives them pleasure. Unfortunately, all too often, that happening can be mistaken for love; it isn't, it's just the natural result of two people having sex.
When you are "in love" with someone, just their very presence, and/or touching them, will give you the same feeling of pleasure those endorphins produce. In consequence, when the two of you do have sex with each other, you get double (or even more) the pleasure for your money, so to speak.
Close observation of people will nearly always tell you whether they are truly in love. Very often, they will defy convention by touching each other at regular intervals; not in a sexual way, they just have a need to touch when they are close to each other. They very often hold hands etcetera, when out walking. They will by choice sit very close and they are always making eye contact with each other. Actually they are having private little conversations with their eyes.
I can explain no further, if you've never been there then I doubt you will understand. But take it from me "Sex" and "Love" are not the same thing. They have been tied together by convention though. In part -- for those of us who took part -- the hippie era was an experiment in discarding that convention and many others.
Where was I, I've wander off the subject a little. Oh year, the commune. Well it will probably sound like a strange place to most people nowadays. Everyone there was equal. You entered with no history, who you had been was of no interest to anyone. It was how you related to the rest of commune family that counted. Everyone had their one name, no surnames and most didn't even use the given name they'd been born with. I've got to admit that once you entered our particular community full time, most folk's kind-a became estranged from their birth families.
I think that was possibly a result of the sect mentality the guy who owned the place tried to promote. Although he did own the place, he didn't really run the community, although possibly because he did own the place, often his wishes were... I don't know how to put it. Maybe his wishes acquiesced to by the majority a little more than most of the other members were.
-----
Starshine and I had been together for about a year I'd say, when disaster struck the commune.
Some visitor guy, who I vaguely knew, had given me a lift into town early that morning. For a long time I thought possibly to collect my dole, I just couldn't remember. For the life of me, I couldn't remember why Starshine hadn't come along with us that day either.
Anyway, we were on the return journey, when Moonbeam ran out into the road and flagged us down. Climbing into the car she gave us the news that the police had turned up in force to raid the commune.
I suppose I'd better explain that some members of the commune weren't averse to doing a little illicit gardening. If it had mind-bending properties, and it could be grown in the UK, (or one of the greenhouses in the walled kitchen garden) then some bugger with green fingers was sure to be growing it.
Moonbeam told us, that she'd been in the woods picking mushrooms -- yeah those mushrooms -- when she had spotted the police arriving. Moonbeam had hidden amongst the trees and watched as everyone in the house had been arrested, and then carted away by the police. Moonbeam also informed us that more policemen were hanging around place waiting to nab anyone who returned to the house.
"Starshine?" I'd asked.
"She got away, I think. She went over the back wall, before the police had spotted her. I don't think they got her, anyway. They certainly never got Apollo; I saw him riding off on that motorbike he keeps hidden in the woods and I'm sure it was Star on the back of it with him."
Like everyone else in the commune I'd known about Apollo's motorcycle. Not everyone in the place embraced the ideal, that what belonged to one, belonged to all. I for instance was very protective of my old, and very much battered, guitar. No one, except Starshine, whom I was teaching to play, ever dared lay finger upon the hallowed instrument.
Of course Moonbeam had no idea where Star and Apollo had gone. You know we had never discussed -- or even contemplated -- that the police would raid our commune. So Starshine and I had never made any plans about what we would do in that eventuality.
Well, the "upper crusts" mansions didn't often get raided back in those days. Having a handle to your name kind-a raised most of them above the law. Well that was the way most people saw it back then.
We hadn't taken into account that the establishment was more than a little frightened of the Hippie movement, and it had decided to do its best to crush it, and the lifestyle.
It was pretty obvious that Moonbeam and myself could not return to the commune, or we'd both be arrested as well. So we abandoned our gear in the house, including my beloved guitar. The guy drove us to another commune we knew of, about thirty miles away. I thought that there might be a chance that Star and Apollo could have gone there.
No one at that commune had seen either Star or Apollo, but they able to suggest several other groups that they might have headed for. The next morning our driver, buggered if I can even remember his commune name now, drove on to the next nearest one. Then he had to return to life in... well, in the real world I suppose.
I suppose I'd better explain commune names to you. Well the powers that be had been giving us all a little strife by that time. Using hippie names, or aliases sort-of made it harder for the police to keep track of us. Well, the guys who grew all the mind-bending substances that were part of the life style. The rest of us used them... because we liked them. And the weirdo guy who owned that particular house was very keen on them.
Moonbeam and I spent the next six months to a year, touring every commune in the south of the country; but no one reported having seen neither hide nor hair of Starshine or Apollo. It was as if they had dropped off the face of the earth. Well, hippie earth anyway.
Of course there was the chance they had changed their names, but I somehow doubted they'd do that. Apollo and Starshine had done nothing illegal themselves, that I knew of. Except maybe participating in the odd hallucinogenic happening. All that they could possibly be arrested for was possession, and only then if they actually had something on them when they were picked up.
My search though went on for a couple of years or so.
I don't know exactly when the fun went out of living the hippie lifestyle, for me. Maybe I got fed-up with being broke all the time. It cost Moonbeam and I nearly every penny we could lay our hands on, travelling around the country trying to find Starshine. Maybe the fun went out of it for Moonbeam first, because it was she who got the job at the caravan site.
It was Moonbeam's job to clean the caravans and prepare them for the next influx of holidaymakers. The job came with a caravan for Moonbeam to live and... I, kind-a came along with Moonbeam. Mind you, it wasn't long before I was roped-in and on the payroll. I was very quickly conned into watching the amusement hall. Basically 'Lord it' over a lot of little shit school kids, and make sure they behaved themselves.
To be honest the laid-back hippie persona served me very well, most of the kids were frightened stiff of me. God alone knows what kind of stories their parents had been feeding them.
At the end of that summer, Moonbeam and I moved into a cheap flat together. You'll gather that Moonbeam and I had become a sort-of couple by then.
Only it was nothing that you might describe as a heavy relationship, more a kind of very small two-person commune. We were two very close friends who happened to live together and share the same bed. It didn't strike either Moonbeam or myself as out of the ordinary at the time. Especially after how we had been living for the previous few years.
During that winter cash became a real bind, so eventually I got myself a proper job. That job was to lead to us moving back to the city. Once we had moved, Moonbeam also got herself a permanent job and reverted calling herself by her legal name, Susan Wilson. Later still Susan reconciled with her family, something I never did get around to doing; well not, for many years anyway.
Susan and I lived together in that flat for nearly three years, and for almost all of that time, her parents were pushing us to get hitched. That was something we both knew would never happen, because Susan and I didn't feel that way about each other. We were, what are nowadays sometimes termed, "friends with benefits!"
Eventually though the day came. The wheel of life always keeps turning.
"Jerry, are you awake?" Susan asked quietly, after a particularly energetic session in bed one night.
"Knackered, but certainty awake. I think I need a little more rest before we go again Susan."
"No, it's not that, I was thinking. You remember John, the new guy in the office I told you about?"
Now sometimes I'm not as dumb as I look. Taking into consideration exactly where Susan and I were, and what we had just been doing; there could only be one reason that Susan would bring up the subject of the new guy at her office.
"Has he asked you out yet?"
"No, but he's showing all the right signs. You know he gets all flustered whenever he has to talk to me. I think he's building up the courage to."
"We'd better move all your gear into the other bedroom a bit sharpish then."
"I love you Jerry, you're so sweet to me."
"And I love you Sue; you're my best friend in the world."
"It's such a damn shame that we just love each other and are not in love with each other, isn't it? You know I would marry you tomorrow if it weren't for Star, you've been in love with her ever since I've known you."
"Yeah, I guess I am; I wonder if I'll ever find her again. Anyway, I hope it works out for you with this John geezer, Susan."
"Well if it doesn't, I know who I can rely on to lend me a shoulder to cry on."
"I'll always be here for you Moonbeam, you were there for me. We'll move your gear first thing."
"No leave it until the weekend, I don't think he's ready to ask me out just yet."
-----
I never did work out whether Susan's husband, John Phelps, worked out how close a relationship Susan and I had had; or what our living arrangements had been. An un-related mixed gender couple sharing a flat, was unusual back in those days. But John appeared happy to accept the fact that we had separate bedrooms with locks on the doors.
What the poor bugger made of it later, when his loving and extremely conservative wife, insisted that their daughter was christened Cynthia, Moonbeam, Starshine, Phelps; I have no idea. And, I really would love to have been a fly on the wall, when she told him that their son was going to be named Grif, Pogo, Phelps.
Whatever, Susan obviously won that argument.
-----
I suppose I was at a bit of a loose end, once Susan had got married to John. I'd been out of the dating game for so long... Hey come on, I hadn't dated a woman since my teenage years. Once I turned Hippie... well we didn't date actually. We just had "Happenings" where you got high and kind of circulated, when you got the inclination. I'd never actually dated Starshine in my life; we kind-a gravitated towards each other until we were one.
Anyway I made a few mistakes. Probably the biggest one was Clair. I think I told you earlier she was a real looker and we were fantastic in bed together. But outside the sack we were like chalk and cheese. Susan saw it from the beginning and tried to warn me. But I'm afraid my little brain was probably doing most of the thinking by then. I was missing Moonbeam's company remember.
Odd when you think about it, at that time in my life the longest relationship I'd had was with a woman I had nothing in common with. And I certainly couldn't have been in love with, well not by the end anyway. It was ordained, that it was going to fall apart eventually.
I wonder how many other people find themselves in that situation?
-----
Anyway back to that art studio, where I had suddenly found myself staring at that tattoo on the side of Stashine's... sorry Abigail's -- she was Abigail in that studio -- left breast.
When I looked at Abigail's eyes again, I saw that her gaze was firmly fixed on some point high on the wall. Having recognised her, I suppose my first thought was, "Why hasn't she recognised me?"
But then I realized that Abigail had not actually looked at me, or any of the other students in that class. She'd kept her eyes down before she took up her first pose, and had probably locked them on some point on the wall during the session, as she had done during her second. So she'd probably not even seen that I was there.
And of course, I had changed a lot since my hippie days when we were together. In the smart business suit I then wore, I bore little or no physical relationship to the guy that Starshine had lived with all those years ago. Long gone was the shoulder length hair, the long droopy moustache, the ragged jeans and flowered shirts; not forgetting the bandana, bangles and beads, etcetera.
Damn-it, if Abigail had happened to glance my way, then there was very little chance she'd have recognised me, straight off.
Instinct was telling me to forget my sketching and walk over to her. Stand in front of her until she looked at me and recognised me. But that was completely out of the question; Abigail as she was calling herself, was already uncomfortable about sitting naked before all of these strangers. How she would react to my sudden appearance was unpredictable; it could only embarrass her more.
Instead I stood there and stared at her unbelievably beautiful body. I caressed those wonderful eyes with my eyes, and those immaculate breasts as well. My gaze lingered long and hard on that tattooed star, with the delicate rays spreading from it.
"Thank you Abigail. I'm sorry people, times up for this evening. I'm sure you'll all join me in thanking our lovely Abigail for sitting for us this evening."



Elvira's voice broke the spell and panic set in. "Do I approach Abigail now, or wait until she's changed" I was asking myself. But before I could come to a decision, Abigail had disappeared into the changing room that lead off the Classroom. She had made the decision for me.
"I'm sorry I couldn't get to you during the sitting Jerry, how did you get on? Oh my, I wasn't expecting that!"
Elvira had crept up on me again.
I glanced at Elvira and then at my sketch. It might sound odd to you, but I really had no idea what I'd drawn. Only god knows where my mind had been during that sitting.
On the paper was a rough outline of Abigail's left breast, with just a hint of her right one showing behind it. There was however, plenty of detail in the star that really took centre stage in the sketch. After studying my efforts for about a minute, Elvira turned and looked me right in the eye.
"I would say Jerry, that you are very familiar with that star. Either that or your eyesight is remarkably good for a man of your age."
"I have seen it before, yes." I replied, for want of anything more enlightening to say.
"A long time ago, maybe?"
"I was there where it was done. I paid for it actually, Elvira."
"Then you must be... Oh god, no wonder you were captivated by my sketch of her."
"Obviously you are a much better artist than I realized Elvira. I didn't recognise her in your sketch, well not consciously anyway. But you had captured her soul, her essence."
Christ alone knows where all the arty-farty chat was coming from.
"Oh no, someone else has her soul Jerry. Look you'd better get a move on; Abby will be changed and on her way to the office by now to pick up her money for this evening. She only has a few minutes before they close; that's why she dashes off like she does."
I began to take my sketch down and clear my easel.
"Oh god Jerry, leave that; I'll take care of it for you. Go find your Star young man, she needs you!"
"You know don't you?"
"She has been modelling for me for a long time now Jerry. We've talked about a lot of things during those sittings. Now get going!"
For some inexplicable reason I kissed Elvira on the forehead, making her blush. Then headed for the dressing room door.
But the room was empty except for chair, the gown Abigail had used and a long black wig hanging on hooks on the wall. That wig explained to me one reason why I hadn't realized who she was a lot earlier.
On the far wall was a second door, through which Abigail had obviously exited the room.
There were a few people out in the corridor, but I could see no sign of Abigail. Rushing to the top of the stairs, I looked down the well and spotted a woman dressed in a headscarf, raincoat and sunglasses. Descending the bottom flight, three floors bellow. At that time of night she had to be Abigail, attempting to leave the building incognito.
"Abigail!" I called down the well.
It might have been wishful thinking on my part, but I was sure I noticed Abigail react slightly to my yell; no more than a little jerk of her head. But she didn't break her step and had very soon reached ground level.
Taking the stairs two or three at a time, I chased down after her.
As I did so the thought struck me that Abigail probably had good reason not to stop to see who was calling after her. She's just spent a couple of hours sitting naked in a room with about twenty people she didn't know. It was very possible that some pervert's libido had got the better of him in the past; do I have to enlarge. Obvious when you think about it, isn't it?
By the time I'd got down the stairs and out into the quadrangle; Abigail was the other side of it, about to enter the building that housed the office. Realising that calling Abigail had not done me any good, I changed tack.
"Ursula!" I shouted as loud as I knew how.
This time her step definitely faltered. But only for a second, then she had disappeared through the door of the main building.
Chasing in someway behind her I found there were many more people milling around in the entrance hall and on the stairs. But then I spotted her three quarters of the way up the first flight. Running to the bottom of them, I played my trump card.
"Starshine!"
She took maybe two more steps up and then stopped. Very, very slowly, as if she was reticent to discover who had called after her, she turned around and looked back down at me.
Our eyes met, and she stared at me for what seemed to me an age.
She wasn't the only person staring at me either, my shout had echoed around the hallowed halls and brought me to everyone's attention.
"Pogo is that really you?" She eventually called back.
"Sure is babe!" I replied. Well, what else could I say?
Whatever, it brought a wide grin to Starshine's face. Then we both kind-a made a mistake.
I started up the stairs at the double, at the same time as Starshine started down with equal enthusiasm. If it hadn't been for a couple young lads' very quick reactions, our actual meeting might well have ended tragically.
Look, when someone running down stairs, throws herself into the arms of someone running up stairs... Well I can assure you, that's a recipe for disaster. It was only the auspices and quick thinking of those two young lads, that stopped the both of us from tumbling all the way back down again.
Besides thanking the two lads for their help, Starshine and my conversation for the next half hour or so was not very scintillating. Or probably even comprehensible to anyone who overheard it.
It vaguely consisted of short, often half completed sentences, like. "I've been searching for you forever..." and "I never thought I'd see you again!" or "I thought I'd never find you."
Generally they added nothing we didn't instinctively know, and told us nothing about what either of us had been doing in the intervening years.
Ursula, because the one thing I did learn was that Starshine had returned to using her given name. Anyway she appeared to forget about collecting her wages for the evening, and we kind-a wandered out into the quad where we were no longer the centre of attention.
There we found an old stone bench in a dark corner and sort-a found other things to do, rather than talk, for a while. Later, after we'd kind-a re-familiarised ourselves with each others lips again, we went to a pub and got down to the serious stuff.
I told Ursula about all the hunting for her that Moonbeam and I had done. How once someone had told us that they caught sight of her at Glastonbury and we'd spent the rest of the time running around like blue arsed fly's checking every damned tent there. And how I got a punch on the nose for sticking it in the wrong tent at an inopportune moment.
"You didn't marry Moonbeam?" Ursula eventually asked, changing the subject. "You were obviously together a long time."
"Nope, someone else had that pleasure. Moonbeam is a very... proud and conservative mother of two now. She hooked up with a really nice guy in the end, bit of a stuffed shirt though. Christ, he'd have kittens if he knew what Susan got up to back in the old days." I replied with a grin.
Then I added because I really needed to know
"How about you, is there anyone kicking around that I should be worrying about?"
In the back of my mind was what Elvira had said, about a violent possibly habitual drug-taking husband.
"No, I couldn't find anyone to replace Pogo. Malcolm was keen on us getting hitched at one time, but he was always too unstable for my liking. I didn't want him to be father to my kids."
"Malcolm?" I repeated. Ursula had said the name as if she expected me to know who Malcolm was.
"Oh Apollo, his real name is Malcolm. He still turns up now and again, usually looking for a hand out. I'm afraid he's an alcoholic now and he's losing it. He can turn a bit funny sometimes. You know, violent. I had to call the police the last time; can't have him frightening the children."
"Oh bugger, tough shit. But then he always was a bit of a prat, over-did things all the time. Moonbeam told me she saw you get away from the house with him, but what happened? We looked in all the local communes for you."
It was only as I said that that what Ursula had actually said sank home. "Can't have him frightening the children!" had been the words she'd used.
"Hold on kiddo, whose children would he be frightening?"
I'm not sure how that sounded to Ursula. Come to that I'm not sure how the question sounded to me, or what hoops my emotions were suddenly going through. The question my brain was asking was who had the love of my life hooked up with in the intervening years and was he still a part of Ursula's life. Although she had said that there was no one.
Ursula sat back in her seat and stared at me.
"Oh my of course you don't know do you? But then how could you? But then again I thought you might have figured it out by now. And well, maybe I suspected that was why you'd never found me and I couldn't find you."
"Ursula, can we return to speaking in sentences that actually mean something."
She looked at me and I suppose realized that I had no idea what she had been talking about.
"Pogo, why did I not go into town with you the morning the police raided the house?" "Oh, you can't remember can you?"
"Well things got a little fraught that day Ursula. What with Moonbeam panicking that we were all on the country's most wanted list, and that there was a policeman hiding behind every tree. She had us dashing around like blue arsed flies for the next week or so. Mind, we were looking for you and Apollo, honestly."
"And the medicine you were supposed to be getting for my tummy problem?"
"What medicine? Oh yeah, I remember now; you'd been sick again that morning hadn't you. That guy drove me to the chemist."
"You just said it Pogo. I was sick again that morning. Like I had been the day before and the day before that as well. You're a little older now, what does the term "morning sickness" bring to mind for you today?"
"My god, you weren't; why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I was as young and stupid as you were, and I didn't realize it myself. Look hygiene in the kitchen wasn't top priority back then remember? There wasn't many days when someone wasn't either throwing up or had the runs. Actually I didn't figure it out, my mother did when Malcolm took me home that day. I was throwing up all over the place and we couldn't figure out what else to do. Poor Malcolm caught a real earful off my mother; she assumed he was the father, until I put her straight."
"Oh my god you are telling me, I've been a father for what... nearly ten years and I didn't even know. What is it a boy or a girl?"
"It is they, Pogo. Oh shit I've got to remember to call you Jerry. Anyway we had twins. One boy, one girl. They are perfect, except that I'm afraid they both have their father's nose."
Instinctively, my hand must have shot up to my nose. I'm not sure what I was thinking.
"Handy that, in a way, because I always did love that nose of yours!" Ursula grinned at me. "Sorry Jerry, but you were looking so serious; not my Pogo at all!"
"Jesus Ursula, this is serious, you were lumbered looking after my... our offspring all on your own. I know that I did my best to find you, but I obviously didn't look hard enough. I'm pretty disappointed with myself."
"Well don't be, you tell me that you did your best to find me and that's good enough for me. Besides I haven't been on my own, I've had my mums help every step of the way. And Malcolm was quite good until he went off the rail's."
"I'll bet he was."
"And you can cut that out before you start. Malcolm and my relationship was strictly platonic, after we left the commune. He would have liked to have... Well, look he even offered to marry me. But once I discovered that I was pregnant, I had to think of the children and their future. Jerry, I knew that we'd find each other again, one day."
"Sorry, for some inexplicable reason I'm jealous of Ap... Malcolm. Probably because he was around when I should have been."
"You can't be as jealous of Malcolm as he was of you, I can assure you. Now shall we finish these drinks, then go and you can meet our children."
-----
Ursula had been living with her widowed mother, not fifteen minutes from where I'd been living for years. How we'd never run into each other in the intervening period I'll never be able to understand. But London is a vast city and has a good few million people living in it. It is possible not to run into a near neighbour from just a couple of doors away, for years on end.
"About bloody time you showed up! Those little ones were beginning to think that you were a figment of their mother's imagination. Call me Grace or mum, don't you dare call me Gran, or you'll wish you hadn't found my daughter again."
That was the greeting that I received from Ursula's mother after I followed her into the house. I have no idea how Grace instantly knew who I was; Ursula hadn't introduced me.
Ursula insists that it was probably my nose that the children share. 'ere don't go getting the idea I've got a big nose or anything. Ursula used to say, that it was the kind of nose some folks in Hollywood pay plastic surgeons thousands to have. And what's more the gene that controls it appears to be pretty strong, it's certainly taking preference in our descendants.
Whatever besides the odd humorous dig, Grace never again chastised me over my long absence from her daughter and grandchildren's lives.
We didn't wake the children that evening, they were in bed asleep by time we arrived at the house. Ursula and Grace took me upstairs, where we crept into their rooms so I could see them for the first time. I had a little trouble controlling my emotions, and tried to hide the fact that the sight of them made me weep a little.
"The room at the end is my bedroom and this is yours and Ursula's domain." Grace said opening the door to the bedroom opposite my daughters.
I've got to admit that Grace kind-a caught me a little off-guard.
Of course I was hoping that Ursula and I were going to pick-up where we left off. But a bloody lot of water had gone under the bridge since we'd last been together. But then again when I'd taken her in my arms in the college quad, all those years just seemed to melt away.
When I looked into the room, much to my surprise my old guitar was hung on the wall over the bed-head. I looked at Ursula in wonderment. She explained that several times she'd returned to the old commune looking for news of me. Something I'd never thought to do during my search for her. Anyway she'd picked up my guitar on her first visit back there.
Later all three of us sat around the kitchen table drinking tea and talking, Ursula never letting go of my hand. Come to think of it she'd rarely let go of my hand all evening, except when I was driving. Although then again I was probably hanging onto her hand just as hard as she was hanging onto mine.
Well to be honest, mostly I was answering Grace's questions. I think we... I covered just about everything, to Grace's satisfaction. Mind you, I could understand her inquisition; she really only knew me second-hand from what Ursula had told her.
Things got a little sticky later, when Ursula suddenly announced that it was about time we went to bed.
"We'd better make it an early night Jerry, the children are going to be excited and they'll going to wear you out in the morning. I think you should get a good rest."
Ursula had taken me a little by surprise again. I really hadn't thought that far ahead; I hadn't had time to. Not that I didn't like the idea of diving into bed with Ursula, but well I've voiced my concerns earlier.
"Ah well, I'm afraid I haven't got any pyjama's with me." Was my idiotic reply.
"Pogo never wore pyjamas, so I can't see any reason that Jerry should need them now." Ursula grinned at me. "And besides, you spent a good hour and half staring at my nakedness earlier this evening. Now it's my turn to get my own back."
"Ah, but you carry your years a damned sight better that I carry mine darling!"
"I think I'll go to bed and leave you two to argue this one out on your own. Oh how do you like your eggs Jerry? Give up my boy there's only one bed you're going to sleep in tonight and you know it as well as I do."
Very shortly after Grace went up the stairs, Ursula and I followed. I awoke quite early the next morning fully convinced that I would have to do something about our creaky bed, very quickly! It wasn't long before I discovered that I wasn't the only person in the house who'd come to the same conclusion.
"Good morning Starshine. You know, I've missed being able to say that to you?" I said, kissing Ursula on the lips
"Do you remember what happens next?" She grinned back up at me.
Quite a few creaks later, I staggered into the en-suit bathroom, where I took a shower and cursed myself for not having the foresight to carry an emergency travel bag in the car. Look, I was going to be meeting my children for the first time and I looked like bloody tramp.
But then there was a gentle tap on the door and it opened just a little. Then Grace's arm appeared holding an electric razor travelling case.
"It's old, but it should still work. I'd only bought it for him it a few weeks before he died; when he couldn't manage to wet shave himself anymore."
It was obvious Grace was handing me her husband's razor. I thanked her and proceeded to try turning myself back into someone who looked a little civilised. That didn't quite come off though, because when I exited the bathroom -- still only wrapped in a towel – I found that the bed by then had three occupants. Well Ursula was in the bed, the children were on top of duvet one either side of her.
Ursula sat there grinning; the two children eyed me with a little suspicion in their expressions. There-followed, the ubiquitous pregnant pause.
"What happened to your moustache?" my daughter eventually asked me, breaking the silence.
"Your hair's very short as well." My son commented, probably not wanting to be out-done by his sister.
"Hi kids, this isn't quite the way I expected to meet you." Was the best I could come up with under the circumstances.
"We couldn't wait any longer, we knew you had to be here when we heard the..." My daughter suddenly decided she might be saying the wrong thing and stopped mid sentence.
A look of horror came over Ursula's face and a big smile came over mine.
You know they say that one thing you can always be sure of, is that the truth will out from the mouths of innocent children. My daughter's comment about me having to be there because she'd heard the bed creaking, assured me that no other had trespassed where I had that night. Well not for a very long time anyway.
Suddenly my son jumped to his feet, took down my old guitar and held it out to me.
"Play something!" he demanded, quite sternly.
"God son, it's years since I've picked out a tune on that old thing, and I weren't too clever with it anyway."
"Please?" My daughter insisted.
Ursula just sat there grinning.
After a lot of tuning I gave them a short rendition of "Where have all the flowers gone." Or rather, croaked as I picked it out; Ursula joined in and sang along.
"Okay fine, I believe that you are my father. But why did you have all your hair cut off?" My son asked after I'd stopped playing.
"They've only seen pictures of you from the house." Ursula informed me.
I can only assume that Ursula picked those up at the same time she recovered my guitar. I... we hadn't had a chance to grab anything the day of the raid. I also became conscious that Ursula had not called it a commune; she'd referred to it as "the house." I figured she was thinking ahead and did not wish our children to try the same experiments that we had.



-----
I don't really think there is much more to say. I moved in with Ursula... well that day really, and we quietly got married a couple of weeks later. I can't even say there were any hiccups, that I can remember either. Well nothing serious that was worth writing home about anyway.
The children very soon started to behave as if I'd always been there. Although they did try to play Ursula and I off against one another after a little while when the novelty of having a father around had worn off. But we headed that one off at the pass because they had trouble catching either of us alone. Ursula and I do just about everything possible together and some things that aren't; but we do try.
There was a bit of gossip and I got a few strange looks from people in the office for a while; when they were trying to work out where my loving wife and two children suddenly sprang from. I think Arthur put pay to them in the end, but I have no idea how.
We've been together again for over thirty years now. Life has been good to us, my company prospered and I did well out of it. I'd bought a few shares on the quiet when I first joined the firm.
The twins grew into two young people we could be proud of. James went to university where he studied geology amongst other things. He now spends his time travelling all over the world for the oil industry. James is kind-of involved with a Canadian geologist, she's a nice girl, well woman now. They gave us our first grandchild. Ursula reckons that they will get married, one day. Strange that, some of the conventions we were rebelling against back in the sixties, appear to be falling by the wayside without a fanfare nowadays.
Ottilie, well she's the arty one. Elvira took her under her wing as soon as she showed any real interest in painting. She turned all-bohemian on us during her teenage years. Ursula worried, I laughed it off.
Whatever, before she passed away, Elvira had made sure that our Ottilie had been noticed by all the right people in the art world. Her paintings command a respectable price in the galleries nowadays.
Ottilie eventually married Susan's eldest boy. Grif is a born sculptor, so they seemed to gravitate towards each other right from when they first met. I think Grif got his talent from his mother; Moonbeam always was playing around with bits of clay and the like, in the old days. Grif's not as well known as Ottilie, but he does all right for himself on the quiet.
Yeah well, as I said, in the long term I did all right for myself financially. Eventually we heard that this place was up for sale, so we bought it. It had been abandoned for years and needed a hell of a lot work done on it. The old coach house we had converted into a home for Ottilie, Grif and their brood. They had been looking to get out of the city for years anyway.
The barn where we had partied so many times all those years ago, became a studio and gallery for the pair of them to work in. I think all of their children have an artistic bent as well; they spend a lot of time in the studio with their parents. That's when they are not in the big house with Ursula and me.
I find it surprising that so many folks, even some of the so-called art connoisseurs, don't quite get the sign Ottilie has had made for the gallery. Oh they spot the name alright "Starshine Gallery", and they of course they see the picture of the star itself, with its five little rays emanating from between those points.
What they don't seem to see is that the star is inside a very faint outline of a woman's breast. Ottilie actually copied it from that sketch of mine, it's her private joke at her mother's expense I think. But I kind of find it quite flattering that she chose to copy, one of my only two good works of art.
Oh shit, look I'd better get going. I've got some... plants that need attending to in the greenhouse. Now that I've retired, I spend a lot of my time gardening.
Sorry? No of-course they're not, when we bought the place they were growing wild here in the walled garden. I thought they looked a little different so I've nurtured them along little.
It's illegal to grow that kind of thing you know!
Life goes on.
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*
Along with Sally and maybe a couple of hundred other people, I stood the instant the first bars of the wedding march thundered out of the church's organ. For reasons of my own, I tried not to, but I could not stop myself turning my head and trying to snatch my first glimpse of the bride as she paraded down the aisle on her stepfather's arm.
Actually that's not exactly true, it's a misnomer; I wonder just why people say aisle? In fact Alice had been escorted by her stepfather down the nave of the church, as most other brides are.
Whatever, I did kind-of get a glimpse or two of her between the other guests' heads. Not that I could make out Alice's face, because it was shrouded by the traditional veil. But I did note that Alice's head nodded just slightly a few times; evidently as she acknowledged several different people in the congregation. But I somehow doubted that any of those little nods were directed at me.
Being that we were somewhere near the back of the church, in a matter of seconds Alice's entourage had passed. I kind-a wondered who had organized the seating plan in the church. At first it struck me as a little odd that Alice would have her old friend Sally sitting so near the back. But on second thought if Alice had been aware in advance that I was going to be accompanying Sally... Well that would have kind-a made sense, in a way. Thoughts briefly passed through my mind about what the seating plan at the reception was going to look like.... And I also began to wonder if my presence would bring any unfortunate repercussions to the receiving line at that venue.
While these thoughts were passing through my head I was watching from behind as Alice's stepfather led her down the nave and handed her over to the beaming Roger Vine, awaiting her before the alter.
Then there was the usual short hiatus in the proceedings during which the vicar and those who are to actually participate in the service exchanged a few hushed words. That was the instant that I realized that it really had not been a good idea for me to come that day, and that I really should not have agreed to accompany Sally. But for some reason I wasn't blaming Sally; I found myself cursing the invention of the telephone.
================
It had started at some unearthly hour the previous Sunday morning. I was comfortably tucked up in bed when the damned telephone's insistent ringing roused me. .
Forcing myself to half-consciousness, I struggled to focus on my bedside alarm and saw that it was three o'clock in the morning.
Scrabbling around I grabbed the ruddy phone and with more than a little difficulty located the answer button; then -- after pushing the thing -- I demanded, "Yes!" into the mouthpiece.
"Hi handsome, did I wake you? Sorry, please don't sound grumpy at me?"
Very suddenly I was wide-awake, very wide-awake. The voice was that of Sally Parsons, a long time friend whom had, not a year before, lost her young husband (and my good friend) while he was on active service for HMG. He was one of the many who... well where and why he died is really of little importance here. What is important is the fact that following his demise I'd promised Sally that I'd "be there" for her, wherever and whenever she needed me.
"What's up kiddo, are you alright?" I asked as gently as I could manage.
"Yeah, sorry Jeff, I'm fine. Just a little tipsy that's all."
"You're not drunk are you Sally? Where are you?"
"No Jeff, just a little tipsy. Alice had her Hen Night this evening, and I went along..."
"Sally, I thought we'd agreed that you were going to give Alice's nuptials a miss!"
"We did Jeff... but..."
"But what, Sally?"
"Alice... well she's my friend... and your friend too..."
"At one time, Sally; when we were kids. But Alice is a big girl now, and she forgot all about you and me a very long time ago. Anyway, we discussed this the other week, and we both agreed that you attending her wedding, wasn't a good idea under the circumstances. Christ Sally, even your mum agreed with me on that one, and that's a first... one for the record books!"
"But Alice asked me to go along this evening... and I just couldn't find it in my heart to refuse. You know that we were best mates when we were at school together. How could I refuse to go with her on her Hen Night? It was good fun actually, I didn't find it upsetting at all."
"Well, providing that it's only her Hen Night, Sally."
Ah well... you see, Jeff... Um, that's why I'm calling you so late really. We had a great time this evening and I... er sort-of agreed to..."
"Jesus Sal, you haven't said you'd be her maid of honour, have you? I thought we'd agreed on that at least."
"No, no, Jeff I'm not that dumb. I really think standing that close to that alter would... well, the memories..."
"Well that's alright then; but I still think you'd have been better served, not to go at all."
"I know, I know; you made that pretty plain the other week when you were up here. But Jeff, I need to ask a big favour of you..."
"My answer is no, Sally; before you even ask."
"Oh come on, please, Jeff, I need you there! And you did promise that you'd be here for me whenever I needed you. Well, I really do think I'm going to need you here next weekend."
"Sally, you know..."
"Yes, I know, Jeff, and I do understand. I know I'm asking a really big favour of you, but I need someone... you, beside me at the ceremony next weekend."
"Dammit Sally, you're asking too much really! But I did promise you at Bill's graveside. So... under protest and against my better judgement... I'll be there. But you must realize that I have my own crosses to bear. I doubt that I'll be the happiest person in the world."
"Jeff Turner, you are the best friend a girl could have in the whole wide world, I could kiss you."
"Promises, promises, Sal. I'll call you when I get up to town on Friday evening, but God alone knows what time that will be. But hold on a minute, I haven't got an invite; you know that I'm the last person in the world that the George Arnold would invite to his stepdaughter's wedding."
"No worries there, Jeff. My invite says Sally Parsons and companion."
"A little... careless of him, wasn't it?"
"Possibly, but his Royal Highness knows that you sold your parent's house and that you didn't come back here to live after Uni. I suspect he's forgotten you ever existed. There's no way that he or Alice's mother knows that you've been such a rock for me. Besides I should imagine that Alice sent the invites anyway. Call me when you get in on Friday evening, goodnight Jeff."
"Good morning more like, Sally. How much did you have to drink toni... last night, anyway?
"We're still at it Jeff. Well, some of us are. Alice, kind-a keeled-over about an hour or so ago, so we dropped her off at the Vicarage. Then some of the girls came on over here and we're attacking my mum's cocktail cabinet, what there is left of it. Since then, I've been trying to work up the courage to call you."
"Sally, you know I think that you're are being very silly about this. And somewhat stubborn; but that's no surprise."
"Jeff, you know I think the poor girl was trying to drown her sorrows this evening."
"What girl?"
"Alice of course: I'd have thought that was obvious."
"As obvious as it is that you've drunk far more this evening than you should have, young lady. Alice is getting married next weekend; I'll bet she's like a cat with two tails. And you are going to wake-up with one hell of a hangover tomorrow, by the sound of it."
"Not as bad as the one Alice is going to wake-up with, Jeff; of that I'm bloody sure. Anyway I'd better go. Night, night lover."
"In my dreams gorgeous; in my dreams!" I replied just before the line went dead.
================
A little background would probably help the reader at this point.
Sally was... well, a year my junior, we'd grown up together; Sally had been my neighbour from across the street as far back as I could ever remember. As had her deceased husband Bill Parsons. But Bill didn't live across the street; he lived in the house next door to mine, on the north side of my parents place. Bill and I had been best buddies -- as some folks call it -- since the year dot.
As we had all grown-up together, it had become patently obvious, remarkably early on, that Sally and Bill were one day going to end up man and wife. As they eventually did when Sally was only seventeen years old. Bill, like myself, was just one year older. They'd got married just a few months after Bill joined the army.
I had never been able to understand why; but Bill appeared only ever to have had two goals in his life. Firstly to marry Sally! And the secondly, to follow his father into the army. In his short life Bill did manage to achieve both those goals though.
But Bill -- I'm sure -- had always believed that he'd return wearing his gallantry medals; unlike his father, whose medals were displayed on a little shrine in the family home.
Alice came into the picture when Bill and I were about ten years old. His Royal Highness George Arnold had always lived at the vicarage, -- the house on the south side of my parents house -- well, the Arnolds had lived there as long as I could remember anyway.
No, he wasn't a vicar; the gigantic Victorian pile had been sold-off by the church many years before, because the up-keep on the place was so expensive; or so I've been led to believe.
Somewhere along the line George Arnold and his first wife had bought it, and spent a load of dough on the place bringing it into the twentieth century.
The first Mrs Arnold -- unlike her husband -- was a very nice person. I can just about recall her, along with Sally's, Bill's and my own mother, taking all of us tykes to the park together when we were small. She did have two children of her own, Reginald (who was roughly a year older than Bill and I) and Susan (who was our age). But for some reason those two never quite gelled (or fitted in well) with the likes of Bill, Sally and me, when we all played together. As tots we never realized it; but as we grew older we kind-a got the idea that the two Arnold children thought we were beneath them socially.
But then -- when Bill and I were about nine or ten years old -- the first Mrs. Arnold suddenly vanished into thin air, and a short while after Alice's mother replaced her in the Arnold household, bringing Alice and her younger sister Emma along with her.
Exactly what happened in that household back then, and why; has always been shrouded in mystery. Well, no one much talked about it while us kids were around it anyway. Not that us kids were even worried really, I don't think. People just appeared and disappeared as far as we were concerned back then.
Although we probably missed the ice-cream and sweets that the first Mrs. Arnold used to buy us all the time. Er, us kids had liked the First Mrs. Arnold, as you might guess.
But amongst the adults locally -- who only discussed such things when they thought that children weren't listening, couldn't hear them or wouldn't understand anyway -- the consensus of opinion appeared to be, that the first Mrs. Arnold had discovered that said George Arnold had been making whoopee with his secretary. The inference being that certain locals at least, had been well aware of, or at least suspected, that the illicit liaison had been going on for sometime.
Those same rumours purported that at approximately the same time as the first Mrs. Arnold heard rumours of the affair, said secretary's husband also discovered that an illicit liaison had been taking place. Thinking about it now, one most probably led to the other, if you get my drift.
It was further rumoured that a certain trip aboard -- that one George Arnold had taken around that same time -- had in fact been a short stay in hospital while he recovered from a little contretemps he'd had with said secretary's husband.
Shortly after that, the first Mrs. Arnold vanished, and Alice and Emma's mother, moved into the vicarage, eventually to become The Second Mrs. Arnold. It was inferred or rumoured in certain circles, that Alice and Emma's mother had been the notorious secretary referred to earlier.
Yeah well, the adults were trying to ensure that us youngsters did not know the facts. But we youngsters kind-a put it all together between us, from little bits and pieces that each of us overheard at different times.
We also gathered that rumour claimed that in the ensuing court cases, George Arnold's somewhat excessive wealth (or ill-gotten gains as my mother always referred to them) had helped to ensure that he and Alice's mother had carried the day and they had been awarded custody of all of the children.
However that last bit of scandal mongering turned out to be wrong, at least in part.
As youngsters, we didn't understand anything about child custody battles, or the court cases that usually accompanied them. All we knew was that when parents did separate, the children usually lived with one or the other parent; most often -- in our experience -- the parent who did not leave the marital home in the first place. Who decreed which parent the children lived with, or why, we had no inkling; and as it didn't concern us directly, we probably didn't care.
Anyway Alice and Emily (almost universally known as Emma) turned out to be a whole different ballgame from Reggie and Susan Arnold; and their own mother, come to that!
Alice's mother proved to be more than a little like George Arnold; from the start she had delusions of grandeur, living in that big house. Adult rumour once again, but the consensus was that the pair of them thought that George's money made them something special. Instinctively it seemed, most of the adults around our way had come to refer to George Arnold as HRH behind his back. That same title had very quickly been bestowed upon the Second Mrs. Arnold.
They were both obviously unaware that their... um, well, that many of the locals were not impressed by their lack of respect for the marriage vows they'd both surely taken some years before. You get where I'm going here, I'm sure. Most folks around our way were a little on the conservative side; well, they claimed to be.
Even my old-man -- god rest his soul -- who was a card carrying atheist, termed George Arnold "A cheating bas... louse!" -- and Alice's mother a "Stuck-up little tart!" A somewhat confusing description for a youngster to understand, the woman was unusually tall, compared to most of the other mothers I was familiar with. Not that I can claim that I ever was familiar with the Second Mrs. Arnold, by the way. I do not believe that she ever once said two words to me personally.
Whatever, the Arnold's had delusions of grandeur and as the years went by, we youngsters discovered that Reggie and Sue had been cut from the same bolt of cloth.
But like I said, Alice and Emma were not cut from that bolt. They were very quick to join in and play with Sally, Bill, myself and all the other children who lived locally. They couldn't very well play with Reggie and Susan very much because... well because George Arnold's children weren't best pleased that two more youngsters had joined their household. Or so I sort-of realized as I got older. Mind you, that realisation probably once again stemmed from overhearing my parents talking.
To be completely honest with you, Reg and Sue could be really mean to their new half-siblings when they felt like it. On several occasions I'm aware that they reduced both the girls to tears... and if not for circumstance, things might possibly have been even worse.
However, cunning pair of little shits they were, I don't think Reg and Susan ever behaved as badly towards Alice and Emma when either parent was about.
Don't get me wrong Reggie and Susan were not overtly hostile towards Alice and Emma, well not all of the time, anyway. I suppose the best way describe what I mean is to tell you about the first time Sally, Bill and myself ever met the two girls.
It was at the latter end of that summer's school holidays. Along with a few other friends, Bill, Sally and I were playing on the swings in the park down the road. When suddenly -- over in the little copse -- we heard a young child crying out in anguish. On hearing her screams, Bill and I immediately set off at a run to investigate, followed by Sally and the better part of the other children.
As Bill and I arrived at the edge of the copse, we met Reggie and Susan leaving it.
"What's going on?" Bill demanded.
I'll be honest, there never had been any love lost between Bill and Reg Arnold... or Reg and myself, come to that!
"The silly little bitch is stuck up the tree!" Reggie replied, "She got herself up there, she can get herself down again!"
Then the two of them walked off towards the swings in the child play area.
Bill and I looked at each for a second and then -- because the anguished wailing was still emanating from the centre of the copse -- we dashed on in.
In amongst the trees we found Alice precariously perched some way up the climbing tree, hanging onto a branch with one arm, and the seven or eight-year-old -- wailing -- Emma with her other.
Bill and I had no idea who the two girls were; none of us ever clapped eyes on them before. However there was no way that we could leave them in the predicament they were in, that was for sure.
Bill and I didn't even stop to think or discuss it. Both of us knew that climbing tree off by heart. We shimmied up it in a couple of seconds, and then with the aid of later arrivals passed the still traumatized and weeping Emma hand to hand down to the ground.
Although we helped Alice clime down the tree, I'm pretty sure -- from seeing her later antics up the same tree -- that she hadn't required any assistance herself.
Very quickly we learnt who Alice and Emma were and that Susan and Reggie had brought their new half-siblings to the park to show them around. Then Reg and Susan had climbed the tree themselves before enticing the new arrivals to join them.
However, when little Emma had become stuck and then frightened, Reg and Susan had climbed down and left Alice holding the baby, so to speak.
"That was a pretty shitty thing to do!" Bill had ranted at Reggie when we discovered him and his sister innocently playing on the swings.
"She's only a little kid, she could have fallen and got hurt!" I added, probably to show that I was pretty disgusted with their behaviour as well.
"Silly little bitch, shouldn't have got up there if she couldn't climb down again!" Susan had retorted.
"Reggie's old enough to know better!" I quickly dragged out of my mother's arsenal. Then for some reason I added. "You need your arse-kicked for you, mate!" to Reggie.
In an instant, Reg was off the swing and in my face.
"Oh yeah, and who's going to kick it for me... you?" He demanded holding his clenched fist under my nose.
Bigger than me he might be, but Reggie had made a big mistake! My dad had always told me that, "When push comes to shove..." especially with someone bigger than you, as Reggie was by several inches and at least a year... "You make sure that you do the pushing lad!" i.e. get in first and make the bugger count!



Reggie ran home with a bloody nose that day, and never again did he call me out. His brat of a sister went with him.
Alice and Emma stayed with us in the park for a while. Emma recovering her composure and Alice getting to know all the local children, before they thought it prudent to return to the Vicarage themselves.
Theoretically that should have been the end of the incident, but of course it wasn't. That day was the beginning of a strange war that was to rage between my own family and the Arnolds, until my parents passed away. That is George Arnold, his two children and the Second Mrs. Arnold -- oh, did my mum have fun referring to her by that name whenever and wherever she needed to; even to her face!
Anyway George Arnold was round our house as soon as he got home from work that day, demanding that I be punished for bloodying his son's nose.
Having already heard the story of little Emma being stuck up the climbing tree and that Reggie and Susan had walked off and left her there; my father enquired of me whether Reggie had raised his hand in anger to me first. Bill, Sally and a couple of the other local children present, assured my dad that he had. So my old man turned around and informed George Arnold that his son, "Was a little shit! Who had only received what he asked for!"
From that day forth I was persona non grata with the Arnold's, even if I wasn't with Emma and Alice. To the two girls, I was... well both Bill and I were I think, tantamount to Knights in shining armour.
Of course Alice and Emma were forbidden to play, or even associate with Bill and I. But that wasn't really a very practical ruling, because whenever they went to the park and latterly to school... well, Bill and I were around.
Reggie and Susan though did steer well clear of Bill and me whenever they could manage it. Again they found it impossible in school and that was to lead to a few verbal confrontations between Reggie and I, over the years. However for some inexplicable reason, those... contretemps... always occurred when there were plenty of teachers around who could ensure that those shouting matches didn't escalate -- or degenerate -- into fisticuffs.
At the junior school Alice very soon teamed up with Sally. Bill and I had moved to the secondary school by then, where we ran into Reggie and Susan quite often.
To be perfectly honest I didn't see too much of Alice all that first winter, but as I've just said during that time -- at the junior school -- Alice became firm friends with Sally.
It was in the early spring of the following year that Alice and I became firm friends, when she fell into the river from the footbridge in the park.
To be honest with you, it wasn't really a river, it was a fairly large lake that had had a stone bridge constructed over it part of it, to simulate a bridge over a river. Possibly some ornamental landscaping left over from the large mansion that had once stood nearby somewhere.
To this day I do not know how Alice came to fall into the water, or if Reg (or Susan) had anything to do with it. But the pair of them, were on the bank that day; I saw them.
Once again it was young Emma's screams that attracted Bill and my attention. However, this time it was all down to me, because at that time Bill could not swim. And, I might add, it was obvious that neither could Alice.
By the way, Bill had something wrong with his ears, as a young child and he couldn't swim because his physicians forbade him to ever risk getting his head under water. Bill had a series of operations during his teenage years and only then did he learn to swim.
Kicking off my shoes, I dove straight into the river and swam out to the middle where Alice was floundering about. Dodging the panicking Alice's flailing hands as best I could, I grabbed hold of her by the plaits and towed her -- arms still flailing -- to the shallows, where Sally and Bill --- up to their waists in the cold water -- took her from me.
A police officer who had appeared out of nowhere, then hauled all three of us up onto the bank. We were then shipped off to the hospital post-haste where we were treated for hypothermia. Not that I really think anyone, but Alice, was really that cold.
The Arnolds never did thank me. George Arnold didn't even acknowledge that I'd saved his stepdaughters life when the local newspaper interviewed him about the incident. All he did do, was complain that the footbridge's parapet was not high enough. However no one else has ever fallen from that bridge to my knowledge, and the council did not raise the parapet.
I was of course fêted in the local weekly rag, which printed a picture of me, and declared that I was a local hero; it must have been a lean news week.
Whatever the notoriety that came from that, had fall-out at my school where I was publicly praised in a school assembly by the headmaster. And it also probably lead to my being selected as a prefect a couple of years later. I was never really one of the goody-two-shoes type who were usually on the receiving end of that sort of dubious honour, if you understand me.
On the Saturday morning of the weekend following the river incident, there was a knock at my parents' front door, and shortly after my mother showed Alice and Emma into our dining room where I was doing my homework.
Alice thanked me for saving her life and then sat there staring at me. Emma just sat there hanging onto her big sisters hand.
To be honest I was embarrassed, I weren't no hero! I'd just done what I thought I had to do. There was a pretty awkward silence for a while there, until my mother came in and served up ice cream all round. Once that had been consumed the two girls sat there in silence and watched while I completed my homework; somewhat to my embarrassment.
Look, I was eleven years old, I had no idea what hero worship even was; let alone how to handle it. But for the next few years I could do no wrong in either Alice or Emma's eyes. To me they were just a couple of the other local kids; to Alice and Emma it appeared that I had suddenly become guardian angel number one. But I really didn't understand that on that Saturday morning.
"What are you going to do now?" Alice had asked when I finally put my schoolbooks away.
"Go find Bill and Sal!" I'd replied.
"Can we come?"
Yeah well that was it, after that -- nearly every weekend -- Bill and my little gang had grown by at least one member, Alice. Often two, because if Emma was wasn't playing with friends her own age from school, then she'd tag along with her big sister. Never, so I think, did she ever hang around with Reg and Susan.
I say nearly every weekend, because -- since just after Alice and Emma had joined the Arnold household -- every forth Saturday or so, a car would drive in and out of the Vicarage's drive very early in the morning and Alice and Emma would vanish for the day. Sometimes that car would not return them until late on the Sunday evening.
It didn't take a genius to work out that their father was picking two girls up for the weekend when that car did show-up. Shortly after its first appearance, that car had become another clandestine (as far as us children were concerned) subject of discussion amongst our parents. Something else us children were not supposed to know about.
But for some reason, it was something that was not discussed amongst us children as well. Not even Alice and Emma would intentionally mention their father in normal conversation. Although, sometimes young Emma would refer to him in passing.
Anyway about a month after the river incident, one Saturday Bill, Sally, a couple of other children and myself were sitting in the climbing tree. I have no idea what we were doing up there that day or even what we were talking about. Sitting in the top of that tree just because we could get up there, was one of the things we did back then. Alice and Emma weren't with us that day because the car had paid a visit to the Vicarage that morning. By the way Emily had become quite a little tree monkey since Bill and I had shown her all the right, safe hand and footholds that would fit a child of her size.
Whatever Bill and Sally -- who were on the highest perch, from where they could see the river -- suddenly announced that Alice and Emma were "On the bridge with a man!"
I shimmied up to join them in double time; I suppose because I wanted to get a glimpse of the girls' father.
Sure enough Alice and the man who I now know for sure is her father were on the bridge. Young Emma was standing just on our side of the bridge, looking right back at me.
Then I saw her point to the tree, while turning and saying something to her father and Alice. Their father stared at me -- or the tree anyway -- for a while and then all three of them set off in our direction.
"What'd you going to do, Jeff?" Bill asked.
I looked back at him wondering what the hell he was asking me that for, but Bill went on.
"He's coming over to see you, probably to thank you for saving Alice's life the other week."
My friends were aware that I found my sudden celebrity a little embarrassing.
I quickly started down the tree, I think possibly with the intention of making myself scarce. But I wasn't quick enough and I arrived at ground level at the same instant that Alice and Emma led their father into the clearing at the base of the climbing tree.
"Jeff, this is our dad. He wants to speak to you!" Alice said, by way of introduction.
Then she and Emma -- much to her father's obvious consternation -- disappeared up said climbing tree like rabbits down a hole.
"Be careful girls." Their father called after them, a somewhat concerned expression on his face.
"They're fine Mr! Amongst the best tree climbers around here... for girls."
"So I see. They look pretty confident anyway. But familiarity breeds contempt young man; haven't you ever heard that expression before?"
"Yes sir, but Bill and I test all the hand holds before we allow the little ones... or the girls to go up there. That tree behind you, that looks pretty easy to climb, but it's rotten. That's what we painted the red cross on it for. No one tries to climb that."
At that moment there was a thump behind me; so I knew that my back-up -- in the form of Bill -- had arrived at ground level.
"Ah you must be Billy... William is it? The young man who got Emma out of this same tree I suspect... My god no higher girls!"
The girls father had looked up and... well looking back now I suspect he almost shi... Yeah well.
Anyway both his daughters replied "Okay dad!" Stopped climbing and settled themselves onto a large branch.
"I want both of you to promise me that you will never climb up there if Jeffrey and William here aren't here with you. I'm sure your mother would have a heart attack if she saw you up there. Does she know you go up there?"
"Reg and Susan climb up here all the time, when Billy and Jeff aren't here." Emma replied.
Emma habitually called Bill, Billy by the way. I have no explanation why no else ever did, with the exception of his mother.
"What those two do is their father's business, not mine! I want your solemn promise that you will never climb that tree if Jeffrey and William aren't here with you."
I kind-a figured that was an odd thing for him to say really. But it sort-of inferred that the girls' father trusted Billy and me would ensure that they came to no harm.
"We promise dad." Alice replied.
Then their father's gaze fell on me again. "Jeffrey may I speak to you in private, please?"
"Sure Mr..."
"Porter. But call me Frank, please Jeffrey; I think you and your friend here have earned the right to do that.
"Er sure... Frank... What can I do for you?" I asked.
"In private, please?"
"Yeah sure, no sweat!" I replied, then he let me lead the way to the edge of the copse. Bill remained by the base of the climbing tree, but he was within shouting range, if you get my drift.
Once out of all the other children's earshot, the girls' father thanked me for saving Alice from drowning. He somewhat overdid the praise part and I was more than a little embarrassed by it.
Looking back after all these years I have to suspect Frank Porter knew that I would be embarrassed and that's why we'd moved to where the other children couldn't overhear him.
Anyway somehow then Frank moved the conversation on to enquiring about -- as Frank put it -- my obvious proficiency at swimming.
I explained to him that before my uncle -- who'd been a lifeguard at the Country Club swimming pool just up the road -- had died in a car accident I'd been in the habit of swimming there several days every week, throughout the year.
"You said 'used to,' Jeff?"
"Yeah, my uncle could get me in for free. My mum and dad can't afford to join that place."
"So where do you swim now?"
"Just, in the sea, on our summer holidays. The council pool is right over the other side of the borough. Cost's an arm and a leg just to get there. My dad takes me there sometimes, when he can. Besides Bill's not allowed to swim because of his ears, and there's no one else much I'd like to go with. It's too crowded there anyway!"
"Jeffrey, I've been very lax. Alice's mother doesn't swim and consequently... Well, she was never enthusiastic for Alice and Emma to learn how-to. I realize that I should have pushed the point... but, oh well, you'll probably understand when you are older.
"Anyway after our scare with Alice last week. We... and both Alice and Emma have decided that it would be prudent for them to learn how to stay afloat, if nothing else."
"My dad says that all children should learn how to swim!" I said, trying to sound grown-up I think. Alice's father appeared to be talking to me as if I was an adult.
"And your father's right, they should. It was I who was remiss, Jeffrey. But Alice and Emma need someone who they have confidence in, to teach them to swim."
"Oh yeah you have trust your teacher. I was... well. The first time I went swimming it scared the pants off me. But my uncle used to swim in competitions, so he soon had me swimming like a fish, my father says."
"I can believe it Jeffrey, and now I'd like you to pass that skill in the water you have learnt on to Alice and Emma for me, if you will?"
"I don't know if I'd be a very good teacher Mr... Frank. They have classes at the public swimming pool the girls could go to."
"No Jeffrey, both of them want you to teach them how to swim."
"I can't sir, it costs a bomb just to get to the public pool."
"I was thinking more of the Country Club pool, Jeffrey!"
"Jesus that place costs the earth, and your dad has to be a member!"
"I'll sort all that out Jeffrey, don't worry about it. But you have to agree to teach them."
Now I do enjoy swimming, and the Country Club's indoor pool was a pretty swish place to swim. I'm not sure whether I agreed to teach the girls because I was flattered to have been asked, or because I was going to get access to the Club's pool again.
Whatever, my acceptance brought a smile to the man's face and our conversation to an end. We went back to base of the climbing tree and he called for his miscreant daughters -- who during his absence had climbed up much higher to join Sally -- to come down. Then after Frank Porter had said something about speaking to my father, all three of them left.
Bill and Sally were full of questions about what the guy had wanted, so I explained that I was to be Alice and Emma's swimming teacher.
"How much?" Bill instantly asked. Bill had a fixation with money at that time; he sort-of assumed I was going to get paid to teach them. To be honest, the idea hadn't even crossed my mind.
It took me a moment or two to realize what Bill was asking. But when I told them exactly where I was supposedly going to teach the girls to swim, the question was effectively withdrawn. Actually another student was added to the list; Sally asked me if I could sneak her in there for a few lessons while I was at it.
When she did, Bill went kind-of quiet for a while. I've explained that because of his ears Bill was not allowed anywhere where his head might inadvertently go under the water. No at the time I didn't know why, it was one of those facts of life that -- as children -- we had grown to accept. I think Bill was more conscious of the fact he couldn't swim than any of the rest of us children recognised.
When I got home that later day my parents informed me that Mr Porter had paid them a call and cleared the way with them, for me to teach his daughters to swim. My father didn't seem at all surprised that his eleven-year-old son was going to teach two girls to swim.
Neither did either my mother or father mention the fact that I was still persona non grata with the Arnolds. Well not outright anyway, and I began to wonder if Frank Porter was aware of the fact.
It seems that he must have been aware, because it had apparently been arranged that Alice and Emma would meet me outside our house at a specific time and we'd go on to the pool from there. I might add that the old vicarage sat back from the road on it's extensive plot and the front of my house couldn't been seen from the Vicarage itself. Damn it, thinking about it now, I doubt they could even see the road through all the trees and shrubs that shielded the place from the sight of all us plebs.
Monday evening when I arrived home from school, I discovered a brand new bicycle waiting for me in our garage. It seemed that Frank Porter had decided that I had deserved a reward. Whether for agreeing to teach his daughters to swim or for saving Alice that day, I know not. No one ever mentioned it.
There was a certain logic in the new bicycle though. The shortest route to the Country Club was along the main road, with its inherent traffic dangers. On pushbikes the longer route through the park and along the path that ran around the edge of the Country Clubs golf course became a practical alternative.
At the Club itself Alice led the way through the main entrance door. All my previous visits to the place had been sort-of clandestine affairs where I'd entered with my uncle by one of the other entrances. Not that the powers that be at the club and most of the other staff hadn't known I was there. I believe my presence had been ignored as long as none of the members complained.
Somewhat to my consternation, Alice marched right up to the reception desk and announced that she was Miss Alice Porter. But she needn't have bothered the woman was already sorting out some paperwork. She handed Alice and Emma cards that had "Associate Member" printed across the top of them. Them she handed me a similar one that had "Personal Trainer" emblazoned across it. Then she listed off a whole list of do's and don'ts, and can and can't's that were specific to my membership card.
No I didn't listen, I was far too busy reading my own name printed on the card.
When we got to the pool, I noted a sign warning other members that a private lesson had been booked that day and at what time. And on entering we were greeted by one of my uncle's old colleagues who would be acting as lifeguard for the session. The lifeguard being present when anyone under sixteen was using the pool, was club policy by the way. I have no idea whether Alice's father was aware of that fact, that those same lifeguards also gave swimming and diving lessons.
I wont bother going into any further details other than to say that, from that day forth every Tuesday and Thursday evening saw the three of us at the pool. Very strangely I thought, Emily very soon learnt how to swim and rapidly gained confidence. Alice on the other hand, seemed to pick up the floating and swimming side of things pretty quickly, but she definitely lacked confidence. Most of the time Alice insisted that I at least swim beside her whenever she was in the water. Very often, and for no reason that I could see, she'd suddenly start to panic and... well flounder I suppose you'd call it, and I'd have to grab hold of her to reassure her.



After a couple of months, sometimes Sally would come with us, Alice signing her into the Country Club as her guest. And the really odd thing was, that whenever my attention was taken up with Sally... Well, Alice seemed to be swimming around quite happily and never appeared to panic. Much the same thing had happened after the first few weeks when my attention had been on her sister.
Alice's obvious lack of confidence in the water was beginning to worry me, so eventually I sought the advice of the lifeguard.
"Tell me Jeffrey, how old are you now?" he asked.
"Twelve... just about!" I replied.
"And Alice?"
"Well, I'm not sure, she's starting secondary school next month so she must be eleven!"
"You're both a bit young, but I think I know what Alice's problem is Jeffrey, and eventually I suspect you'll learn that it has nothing to do with being frightened of the water."
"I don't understand."
"You will one day son, you will one day!"
And that was all he said, no real help to me at all. A bit of disappointment in fact!
As time went by, Emma became such a proficient little swimmer, that sometimes she wouldn't come to our lessons. So very often it was just Alice and I; Sally usually only joining us for one session a week. I think two nights a week without seeing her Billy was too much for Sally. As the summer went on we'd taken to walking our bikes home. I'm not sure why, Alice would complain that her legs were too tired to pedal her bike home again, I think.
No, it didn't make much sense to me either, but my dad told me that understanding why a female says or does anything, is a lot harder than most men realize.
"Leads to the end of a lot of very promising relationships does that, my boy! But you'll work that out for yourself one day. In the meantime, I suggest that you don't argue, say yes and let them get on with it. It keeps 'em happy and they'll most likely forget all about whatever it was, in a couple of days!"
That little speech had left me just as much -- if not more -- confused than the one my friend the lifeguard had given me. But I did remember my dad's words and it was to come in handy a few weeks later.
It was autumn by then and the nights were drawing in. Alice and I were walking back home from the Country club almost in the pitch dark. I'm not sure when exactly but by then we'd taken to pushing our bikes with one hand while holding each other's hand with the other; but we had got into the habit of doing so somewhere along the line.
Anyway very suddenly and completely out of the blue Alice asked.
"Jeffrey, when we grow up, are we going to get married?"
For a moment or two I was lost for words. I really wasn't expecting Alice to say anything like that. We were friends... we'd become very good friends. But... well, I had not reached the age where I thought of females that way, if you understand me.
Scratching around for something to say that would not hurt her feelings, I suddenly remembered what my father had said to me. "Don't argue with them son! Say yes, and let them get on with it!" or words to the same general effect.
"Yeah sure we will, if that's what you want, Alice." I replied kind-a hoping that would be the end of it.
But it wasn't, well not immediately anyway. The next thing I know Alice's bike is crashing to the ground, her arms are around my neck and she's kissing me on the lips.
After getting over the shock, I did my best to return the compliment. But to be honest, I doubt I made a very good job of it. That was the first time -- other than silly party games -- that a girl had kissed me and... Well, let's say that I hadn't even thought about technique at the time.
A few moths later, Sally, without Bill being aware, I'm sure... er, well, she taught me the proper rudiments of successful kissing. Look, Sally might always have been Bill's girl, but she had always been as close to me -- if not closer -- than a sister would have been.
Sometimes there would things that for some reason Sally did not want to discuss with Bill, and at those times she'd turn to me.
Like for instance, Sally's first bleed. Whether through embarrassment or what, I still do not know; but I was delegated the job of explaining to Bill all about the female menstrual cycle.
Which, by the way, I had had no idea about myself, until Sally herself had explained it all to me -- in far too much detail -- just a few a few hours before. But as my father told me, "Don't argue son, say yes and... etcetera, etcetera, etcetera!"
Anyway from that day forth, Alice had become my sort-of unofficial girlfriend. Well not even that is correct, it's probably better phrased that I became Alice's unofficial -- and very secret -- boyfriend!
There was no hand holding in the street where Reg, Susan or any of their mates might see us. Definitely no heavy snogging sessions to start with. As I said, I weren't really into that kind of thing at that time.
Basically I got the odd kiss on the cheek now and again from Alice, and she habitually walked beside me. Putting Billy's nose out of joint, a little. We'd suddenly gone from Bill and I walking side by side with the two -- or sometimes three girls when Emma was with us -- walking together, but with Sally always holding Bill's hand. To Sally and Alice walking in the middle with Bill and me as outriders. Mind you very often I had young Emma hanging onto my other arm or hand.
In truth -- away from the swimming pool -- I probably had more actual physical contact with Emma than I did with Alice.
Well that was the state of play for the next... what three... maybe four years. Of course Alice and my relationship had developed into secretly snatched snogging sessions by then, well the old hormones had started to do their thing, if you understand me.
These sessions happened most often on our walks home from swimming at the Country club when there was no one else much around. The cycles had dropped out of the picture somewhere along the line; I can't say exactly when or why. Young Emma had also disappeared as far as swimming went as well because... well let's just say young Emma was a little forward for her age, if you get my drift.
Emma had matched her elder sister when it came to the twin plats turning into a ponytail. And in certain other developments that young women go through about that age, so by then she had a little group of hopefuls following her around most of the time. But I must say that only a couple of times were Bill and I forced to get... serious with any of them. It was clearly apparent that little Emma knew exactly how to handle members of the opposite sex. It was also clear that neither she nor Alice took their troubles to their elder half-brother or sister.
But then, -- during the late summer of my fifteenth year -- my nice little settled world suddenly collapsed around me when both Alice and Emma were shipped off to boarding school. I have to admit to you, that I really did not realize how serious my feelings for Alice had become, until she was no longer there.
How or why the sudden change in their educational arrangements came about, I do not know for sure. By bad luck Sally's a parents and mine, -- who always had been great friends -- had arranged to go on holiday together again that year. Something they'd done many times in the past. Billy and his widowed mother -- as usual -- came along with my family, also something that had happened since the year dot as well. Bill's father had died before he was born and larger parties led to smaller charges or group discounts.
But when we returned home three weeks later we found that all of the children in the Arnold household had been sent away to boarding school.
I did find one short letter from Alice that had been stuffed through the letterbox of our house; no more than a brief note really. Roughly explaining that she and Emma were being sent to a boarding school somewhere, to complete their education. Alice also said that she'd write and give me the address as soon as she could.
Sally and I instantly sallied forth enquiring of friends and schoolmates trying to discover more information. Rumours were rife, but solid information was scarce.
From rumour I... we, Sally and I, deduced that Susan Arnold had managed to get herself caught in a compromising situation with a young man. Actually -- rumour once again -- but reputedly one of Reg's best mates.
Why that had led to all of the children being shipped off to a boarding school, I had no idea. Although later, Sally always said that possibly Susan had made some accusations about what Alice and Emma got up to on the quiet. You know what I mean, muddying the waters as much as she could, in an attempt to spread her father's anger about a little.
By that time I'm sure that both Susan and Reggie had worked-out that Alice and I were an item. Jesus everyone in the damned school knew that. And as Sally put it, referring to their stepfather, "Talk about waving a red rag in front of a bull, anyone mentioning you in the same breath as Alice is likely to give the old sod a heart attack!"
But excepting for that note Alice had left me, no other communication ever materialized from her.
Of course I -- nor Sally -- left it there. In the first few weeks of that school term we found a couple of Emma's friends who were in postal communication with her. One had actually spoken to Emma on the telephone just a few days before. But the impression we got from what girl said that... well I'm not sure how to phrase it... Roughly she said that it sounded like Emma was choosing her words very carefully. As the girl put it "Like Emma was talking to a boyfriend she wasn't supposed to have, while her mother was listening!"
Whatever we did get the school's name and address from Emma's friends, so both Sally and I immediately wrote to Alice asking her what was going on. But four weeks later neither of us had received replies.
In the mean time, knowing what school they were at, had allowed me to approach my maths teacher (one of my favourite teachers in school) for help. But when I'd mentioned the name of the Academy he frowned, and said "Oh dear! I've heard of the place Jeffrey. It's a very exclusive and expensive establishment. What possible reason could Alice's parents have had for sending her there?"
But later he did a little further research for me and informed me that the school in question --Academy for Young Ladies -- had the reputation of being not far short of some kind of prison camp. Well, he didn't say that in actual words. But he did tell me, that it was the kind of place where the young ladies of culture were very closely chaperoned at all times. And he also implied that he doubted that any letters that Sally and I had sent to Alice there would ever get through to her if her parents or the school authorities deemed that I was unacceptable company for Alice.
"A friend of mine went there for a job some years ago Jeffrey. She says that... well most of the young ladies in residence there... putting it succinctly, they have been sent there to keep them away from the likes of you and I! Or men in general in some cases, if you understand me...?"
Which, I did not at the time, by the way.
"I shouldn't be telling you this, so please don't tell anyone where you heard it. I've been discussing it with some of my colleagues. Susan Arnold, we can understand why she might be sent to an establishment like that; Susan has a bit of a reputation in the staff-room. But Alice and Emma, they were very highly thought of by all the other teachers. They are both highly motivated in their studies and well behaved. Very pretty girls as you know, and... if we discount the fact that you and Alice have been... very close for a long time. None of the other teachers thought they are in any kind of moral danger. And you're not the type to do anything stupid, are you Jeffrey?"
"No sir!"
"But, as Mr Gorman (the headmaster) said, Alice and Emma's parents have never liked you for some reason; do you know why?"
"Yes sir! I blooded Reggie's nose for him in the park, the first year I started here."
"Knowing Reg Arnold, I would suspect that he deserved it. But he was a lot bigger than you, back then!"
"My dad says, the bigger they are the harder they fall. And yes sir, he did deserve all he got from me that day. My dad agreed with me as well. But Alice's stepfather, he got all out of shape over it"
"Then I might hazard a guess, that perhaps it is Alice's relationship with you that has led to her father..."
"Stepfather sir. When I met him, I got along great with Mr Porter, Alice's real father. He even arranged for me to be able to get into the Country Club, so I could teach Alice and Emma to swim."
"Okay, Alice's mother then. I would suggest that... it is possible that Alice's mother and her stepfather have only recently learnt of... Well, you two have never flaunted your friendship, but it is obvious and the whole school knows about you and Alice. You do know that, don't you?"
"Yes sir."
"Well then, it's highly likely that Alice has been shipped off to pastures new to... separate the pair of you."
"Yes sir, that's what Sally and I thought. But they surely can't stop us writing to her?"
"If you write to her at that school, then I somehow doubt Alice... or Emma will ever receive your letters Jeffrey; that's the kind of place it is. And them, successfully getting letters out to you; I doubt that will happen, unless the girls can find a way to clandestinely smuggle them out of the school."
My maths teacher didn't leave it there, a couple of weeks later our French teacher, Miss Lovette, (reputedly my maths teacher's intended) collared Sally and I together and gave us brochures for the Academy. She also translated some of the gobbledegook in them for us.
According to Miss Lovette, the place literally was a kind of private Approved School. Its curriculum is designed bring (or keep) unruly young ladies under control.
It didn't say any of that in plain English that most people would understand. As I said, our Miss Lovette had to literally translate it for us. But Sally and I were shocked to see that ADHD and couple of other pseudo psychiatric disorders that we had heard of, were mentioned in the text.
However being totally frank, Sally and I were not particularly worried. Okay so we had been cut off from Alice for a while. But we figured that when the Christmas holiday rolled along we'd see her soon enough, and we would be able to work-out some.... Well, as my friendly maths teacher had put it, a clandestine method of communication.
But that had been wishful thinking, it didn't happen! We don't even know if Alice and Emma ever came back to the Vicarage that Christmas. Reggie did, that's for sure, we know that because he was spotted a couple of times by friends of ours. However no one who we knew clapped eyes on Alice and Emma, or Susan Arnold either that year.
Then, a day or so after our own school broke-up for the holiday, the whole Arnold household shipped off abroad somewhere for the rest of the Christmas break. Well George Arnold and the Second Mrs. Arnold did anyway, and one has to suppose that all of their children went with them.
That was to be the norm from then on, around the time any school holidays started, sometimes just the Second Mrs. Arnold and the children, but very often George Arnold as well, would sally forth to far-flung parts of the world.
We heard through the grapevine after each of their trips away, that the Second Mrs. Arnold had a great time bragging to all of her cronies about the magical places she and her husband had taken the children to see. But that was all to come to light in the future.
As the New Year started I was disappointed at how the situation had developed. My... our, Sally's and my plans had come to nothing, and in the ensuing months, my loss of contact with Alice began to have, unforeseen effects on me. I'm told that I became morose and I know my schoolwork suffered.
Well, I hadn't understood it at the time, but looking back later I realize that I really had been in love with Alice. I've been told since that I was effectively mourning my loss of her love. Or pining for her if you like?
Yeah well, my teachers, arranged for me to have a couple of sessions with the school trick-cyclist, and she did her best to explain it all to me. I can't say that she did me any good though.
Sally and I had continued sending letters to Alice at regular intervals, although we doubted she'd received any of them. But we kind-of hoped that someone might get careless one day. The analyst or whatever you call her, told me that I should stop doing that, not that Sally and I took any notice. Actually I don't think that woman achieved anything other than to explain to me that I had been in love with Alice.
It was during the summer holidays -- after it had become patently clear to us that Alice would not be returning to the Vicarage in the near future -- that Bill came up with his master plan.
Bill had been a member of the local Army Cadet Unit ever since he'd been old enough to join. In a funny way that had enhanced my relationship with Sally, because when Bill was at his unit meetings or on camp and exercise with them, Sally was usually with me. And Alice of course, while she had been around.
Anyway, Bill's plan was that when the new school term started, he and I would... well, we'd head up north to where the Academy was situated and then... well we weren't quite sure what we had planned for then. But we figured that we might even be able to break-in to the school and find Alice, or at least find someone who could smuggle messages in to her or Emma.
That was the basic plan, and up to a point it went well. However Bill's plan hadn't included Sally and she was having none of that. So in the end, all three of us boarded the train heading north. Bill had kitted Sally and I out with Cadet Core issue camouflage clothing and all sorts of other gear that he'd begged, borrowed or stolen from his Cadet Unit's stores.
We found the Academy without much of a problem, but at first sight it looked like Fort Knox. The damned place had obviously been a convent or something at one time; it was surround by a wall at least twelve feet high. And as far as we could ascertain none of the students ever left the school grounds during term time.
However we guessed that we would be able to see over the wall from the upper deck of a double-decker bus. We had a good idea of the layout from a little map that had been included in the brochure our Miss Lovette had supplied us with. What she would have said had she learnt of our plan, I have no idea.
Fortuitously we boarded a bus taking local children home from school, with the intention of spying out the layout of the Academy's grounds visually.
"You're wasting your time!" A boy sitting behind us said, as Bill and I discussed a possible route from the wall to the dorm buildings.
We looked at him and he immediately asked which of our girlfriends, was "doing time!"
"Mine!" I replied.
"Well you ain't getting in there, mate! You ain't the first and I doubt you'll be the last. That place has got hidden TV cameras and trip wires everywhere. At least one poor bloke turns up every year trying to find a way in. They all finish-up in the police station, take my word for it. Ain't that right?" he added turning to his friend sitting beside him, who assured us that he was telling the truth.
But Bill pointed out to them that we had all this army camouflage gear with us, and with Bill's Cadet Unit training he was sure we'd get past any security.
The two lads went on to talk about the possibility of hidden mantraps and other such nasty equipment. But we discounted any of that hokum; because there had appeared to be nothing stopping anyone inside the grounds approaching the wall. If there were any mantraps -- besides being illegal -- there would always be danger of one of the students walking into them.



The two lads didn't have an answer for that argument. But they did inform us that -- if we had a good pair of binoculars or a telescope with us -- from a certain vantage point, it was possible to get a view of the students sports ground and recreation lawns. Then they agreed to take us to the place, after they changed out of their school clothes.
The lads led us out of the village and into some woods. Once in the woods we obviously went in a large semi-circle, passing over some pretty rough terrain on the way and mostly uphill. I never really realized that we were climbing up so high until eventually we came to the edge of the woods and there laid out below us was the school and its grounds. I recognized what I was looking at immediately because one of the pictures in the brochure must surely have been taken from the vicinity of where we were standing. The two boys urged us to remain under the cover of the trees.
"We don't like them to spot us up here too often." One of the boys said.
Why not; it's not private ground is it? Bill asked. The woods hadn't been fenced, and lower down there had been plenty of well used paths.
"No, it's its Forestry Commission ground; anyone can walk here. But you see that pond in the school grounds? Well sometimes in the warm weather some of the girls go skinny-dipping in there. Most of the time the school staff seem to ignore them when they do. But if any of the staff have seen people up here on the ridge, well they get jittery and stop the girls' stripping-off.
"Besides this is the only place from which you can see into the grounds properly, and the logical place for anyone to case the joint from. They're not daft down there, they're really security minded, both keeping the girls in and...
"Randy little sods out!" Sally suggested.
"You got it Sally. So if you've got a mind to try to get in there, the last thing you need is for them to spot someone up here on this ridge; you'll have even less of a chance if they do." The boy grinned back at her.
We lay in the grass at the edge of the woods scrutinizing all the girls we could see in the gardens through binoculars. We noted that both the local boys were equipped with a very powerful pair each. But I'll add that it was September, so I doubted anyone would be swimming.
Eventually Sally spotted Emma talking with some other girls. It was frustrating we could see her but we were far to far away to attract her attention. Then very suddenly, all the girls in the garden started moving in the same direction.
One of the boys told us "It's their evening meal time, we can't hear the PA system that sounds the dinner gong up here, unless the wind's in the right direction."
Then while we watched we saw Alice come out of one on the dormitory buildings and join her sister, then both of them followed all the other girls round the side of a building and out of our sight.
However Sally, Bill and I thought that a good development. We assumed that Alice had been in her own dormitory, so we figured we then knew where to find her.
"Right now's the time for us to go for it, while they are all in the dinning hall eating." Bill suggested. "Where's the nearest place we can get to that wall without being seen lads?"
The two appeared shocked that Bill was suggesting that we go in during daylight. But Bill said it looked like there were plenty of places -- bushes etcetera -- inside the wall for us to hide in. We'd get in while all the students and teachers were eating their evening meal and then lie low until it got dark. Bill was working on the premise that if there were trip wire alarms and cameras near to the wall, we'd have a better chance of spotting them in daylight.
In the event there were no trip wires, and possibly no cameras either; we never saw any anyway. But what must have been there, were, microphones, vibration sensors or something along those lines, buried in the ground. They must have set off silent alarms the instant we hit the ground inside that ruddy wall.
Bill and I got in alright and we soon found a really good hiding place. However a number of police with dogs came hunting for us, very shortly after we'd gone to ground. Well before any of the students had reappeared after their evening meal.
Sally who'd remained outside the wall was also picked-up, but the two local boys -- who had remained with her -- had managed to make good their escape. Mainly we think because Sally had made an obvious -- diversionary -- run-for-it, to allow them to getaway. Luckily the police dog just tore the sleeve of her jacket and didn't actually bite her.
At the local police station we soon gathered that the local boys had been telling the truth. A boyfriend trying to get into that school to find his girl was not a unique occurrence. Neither was one or two of the students there trying to break out, by the sound of it.
Bill and I were given police cautions for being on enclosed premises, apparently there wasn't much they could do or say to Sally except for warning her about the consequences for aiding and abetting criminal acts.
Then the police got down to the serious point that the three of us were classed as runaways. Well we hadn't told our parents what we were intending to do, and they'd reported all three of us as missing persons.
My father drove up to collect us, and yeah well, Bill and I got a real... bollocking. My father looked at Sally and said, "You disappoint me girl. These two numskulls I can understand, but what did you think you were doing, Sally?"
Sally didn't answer him.
I think we were all in our families' bad books for some weeks after that, and even my teacher friend tore me off a strip.
However that wasn't the end of the incident. Some weeks later I arrived home from school to find a police officer in the house with my mother and father.
"Jeffrey, do you know what a stalker is?" the policeman asked me.
"Er yeah, someone who wont leave someone else alone. Keeps... well, tormenting them."
"That's it lad. So why are you stalking Alice Porter?"
"I'm not, she's my... well, she was, my girlfriend."
"I see, and since she went off to college how many times has she contacted you?"
"Well she hasn't, we don't think she's allowed to!"
"I somehow doubt that my lad. But anyway you have sent her what... it must be two hundred letters now. How many has she sent you?"
"None sir, we don't think she's allowed to write to us."
"Us?"
"My friend Sally and I."
"Well according to her parents, Alice Porter does not wish for you to keep trying to contact her, and what with your little escapade the other week... Well son, you're beginning to fit the outline of a stalker. A young stalker I'll give you... But a stalker, none the less!
Now if you know what's good for you, you will forget Alice Porter ever existed. Do not write to her again and for gods sake don't try any more stunts like that episode the other week. Or my boy, our next meeting will not ending as amicably as this one has!"
Then the officer wished my parents goodnight and left.
================
No I didn't leave it there, but I ceased writing any more letters to Alice or Emma. Sally though, well she hadn't been threatened with a stalking charge.
What I did was to change tack. Approaching the Arnolds was out of course. But Frank Porter he was a different proposition wasn't he? I could talk to Frank and I felt I could trust him.
However I knew that finding the guy was not going to be easy, I literally had no idea where to start at first. But then Sally suggested the Country Club.
Well for Alice and Emma to be associate members, her father Frank Porter would have to be a member. I knew for sure that the Arnolds weren't members; it was common knowledge that some one had blocked George Arnold's application and blackballed him. The most likely candidate for having done that, I thought was Frank Porter; but it's something I'll never know for sure.
My father insisted that it could not have been, George Arnold had been refused a membership to the Country Cub long before any of that debacle had occurred. My dad did not specify what "that debacle!" actually was. But he went on.
"No bugger has ever liked George Arnold my boy. He just has the habit of rubbing everyone up the wrong way. The man has much too high an opinion of himself for most people's tastes."
"Hilary was very nice!" my mother added.
"Yeah, never did make much sense, that!" My father agreed, "However did a nice woman like that finish up with a tosser like George Arnold? She was a good-looker as well!"
I was just a little confused, having only ever heard her referred to as the "First Mrs. Arnold" but soon enough, I kind-a worked out whom the "Hilary" was, that my mother was talking about.
Anyway Sally's mention of getting in touch with Frank Porter through the Country Club seemed obvious and I could not understand why I had not thought of it before.
Luckily the membership card that said I was Alice and Emma's personal trainer was still arriving in the post every year. Aren't computers wonderful things, they just keep doing things over until some bugger tells them to stop.
However it did not prove to be as easy as I thought it would be. Enquires from the reception desk gave me two pieces of information, neither much use. Firstly, that they could not give out personal details about members. The woman wasn't being obstructive, she actually suggested that my best bet was to search out the member I wanted see while they were actually on site. However after checking the records she also informed me that Frank Porter rarely visited the club anymore.
Following Bill's Maxim, that if the front door is locked, then use the backdoor (or even a window); I then headed for the swimming pool office. Where by that time my old friend the lifeguard/swimming-coach had been promoted to Manager of Aquatic Facilities.
On hearing the story of Alice and Emma's... internment, he promised that he'd discover whatever he could about Frank Porter, i.e. Frank's address and anything else that might be of use to me, and get back to me as soon as he could.
A few days later he turned up at our house one evening and explained that -- because of company rules -- he could not give me Frank's Porters address or telephone number.
"It won't do you any good anyway, Jeffrey. The number is no longer allocated and an Asian family have been living in the flat for sometime now. I know that for sure because I went around there myself. Seems they bought the place last year sometime, after it had been repossessed by a mortgage company."
"Another dead-end for the boy, then!" My father commented.
"Well maybe not. There's something a little different about Frank Porter's membership to the Country Club; a company in London pays it for. Probably a company perk or something like that. I called them and asked to speak to Frank Porter and... well, I got the strangest reaction. They wanted to know who I was and why I was calling, and then after keeping me hanging on forever, some guy came on the phone and said that Frank no longer works for the company."
"Another dead-end!" My father said.
"Not necessarily, it took them a very long time before that guy came on the telephone, and I'd swear I heard the girl who answered say 'it's someone looking for Frank!' before she thought to hit the mute button. A trip up there might possibly be worth your while Jeffrey.
"Mind you, I can't actually give you the company name or their address, that would be going against Club policy and could possibly cost me my job. Right, I'd better be going now; busy night at the club this evening."
But as he got up to leave, a piece of paper fell from the folder he was carrying. Just a page turn from a secretary's shorthand pad; but scribbled on it was the name and address of a company in the City of London.
The next morning my father dropped me at the station on his way to work.
"You sure you want to do this on your own lad?" He asked, handing me a pile of cash.
"Yeah dad," I replied, "they might take pity on a kid!"
"You're not such a kid anymore Jeffrey. Good luck and don't forget to call your mother. I'm sure she's having kittens about this."
"Actually finding the building was a lot harder than I anticipated. But once I got inside, there was a big board on the wall, on where eventually I found that the company I wanted was on the seventh and eight floors. I got out of the lift on the seventh and went straight to the reception desk. The young woman sitting behind it was on the telephone and I immediately assumed that it had been her that my lifeguard friend had spoken to.
When I asked for Frank Porter, she gave me a funny look, then picked up the receiver again and pushed a few buttons.
"There's a young man out here sir, asking to see... Francis Porter."
This was odd; I'd definitely asked her if I could to speak to Frank Porter.
Whomever she had spoken to, obviously said something back to her, because then she added, "Very young sir!" before replacing the receiver and saying. "Take a seat please. Someone will be with you shortly."
Maybe five minutes later a man came out of the lift and went over to the young woman on reception. Then they both looked my way as they whispered to each other. Then the smiling the guy walked over to me and asked.
"May I help you young man?"
"Yes sir, I hope so." I replied getting to my feet and shaking the hand he had proffered.
Trying to make my handshake firm but not aggressive, as my father had always told me that it should be.
"I'm trying to locate Mr Frank Porter?"
"Isn't everyone," the man relied as a sort of throw away remark but then he went on, "Would you mind telling why you are looking for him young man?"
"It's a personal matter sir, I'm... well I was his daughter's boyfriend and..."
"She's vanished as well, I thought..."
"No sir. I know where Alice is sir; I just can't get in touch with her. The security at her new school is unbelievable. Alice's mother doesn't like me and..."
"Ah, I see where you are going. But you and Frank got along alright?"
"Good as gold sir, as far as I'm aware. But I only met him a couple of times and that was a few years ago."
"You and Frank's daughter were together that long? She must have been quite young!"
"We were just friend's back then sir. I met his daughter just after he and his wife separated."
Ah, that explains a lot. Mrs. Porter didn't like you and Frank encouraged your friendship with his daughter. Yes that sounds like Frank to me, all right.
"But I'm sorry young man, we really can't help you here. Frank left this company's employ rather suddenly, a couple of years ago now. I'm afraid that no one here knows where to find Frank Porter today. However if you leave me your name and address... well, I'll pass it along and... well, you never know."
Feeling dejected, I thanked the guy and left to go home.
However once again, that wasn't the end of the matter. Two days later I had another visit from a policeman at home; a detective that time.
My parents sat in while he... well he questioned me about why I was looking for Frank Porter and he seemed to understand.
"You'll be very lucky if you find Frank Porter young man. We've been looking for him for a couple of years now. And you know what, it's highly likely that your Alice... and her sister haven't been sent away to stop you two seeing each other. I would hazard a guess that it's to stop their father whisking them out of the country."
"Why would he want to do that?" my father asked.
"Well a certain person did something rather naughty. A certain George Arnold lives next door to you, doesn't he?"
My father confirmed the fact.
"Yeah well, a certain group of unnamed individuals, but all of whom worked in the City, took George Arnold and his company for a good few million on the quiet a while back. Stitched him up quiet nicely to be honest. Frank Porter disappeared around the same time, and the fraud squad have been looking for him ever since."
"You think that Frank Porter fiddled a load of money out of Arnold."
"We're pretty sure Frank Porter was behind it, Mr Turner. But we can't find him to ask him if you understand me. Lets face it Frank Porter had the motive, didn't he. And if anyone really wanted to hurt George Arnold, then what better place than in his pocket?
"But I'm sorry lad, I can do nothing to help you with your quest to contact the love of your life. But remember, once she's eighteen... well, there's nothing her mother or George Arnold can do to stop you two getting together again then."
The officer then left, but I was to run into him again.
Oh, I should add that the following year my card for the Country Club didn't arrive. When I enquired about it, I was informed that my sponsoring member's account was in default. It appeared that my enquiries at the company in London had led to them updating their computer records.
================
I have no idea for how long Sally kept sending letters to Alice and Emma at that school. Sally -- and all my other friends -- tried their best never to mention Alice or Emma in my presence after that. I really did my best to forget about her.
Although it didn't help that our mothers, and Bill's -- while not ever mentioning either of the girls directly to me -- did try to use their mothers union type network of friends to get information about them. It appears that The Second Mrs. Arnold liked to brag about their holidays abroad and her daughters' achievements. However any information that was gained via that route turned out to be unreliable, often contradictory.
Time passed as it inevitably does. Bill signed up for the army before he'd even left school, much to Sally's chagrin. But if that's what her man wanted, then Sally appeared -- with reservations -- to be happy for him to become a solder. I think we were all somewhat happier to learn later that Bill was going to train to be a helicopter mechanic.
Somewhere along the line my friend at the country club got me a job there. At first just cleaning the pool and later as a part-time lifeguard; I needed to get the relevant qualifications first, both for lifeguard and in first-aid.
I left school and started college. I had had aspirations of going to university, but for a long time I doubted that would be on the cards, financially. University costs money and as a family we just didn't have that kind of spare cash. Yeah, I could have taken out student loans but I really didn't want to spend my whole life with a damned great debt behind me. I hoped one day to own my own house outright like my parents had. God knows what kind of pressure George Arnold might have been able to bring to bear, had my father owed money on our house.
Shortly after I started college Sally and I... Bill was off at his army training camp most of the time, so Sally and I were almost always together. Anyway, we began to hear more and more rumours that Reg Arnold was around, although we never saw him around the Vicarage.
Eventually he got bolder and wherever he was living, we did catch sight of him now and again in town. I say he got bolder because, rumour had it that both Bill and I were looking for Reggie, if you get my drift. We weren't, by the way. I couldn't-a cared less what the bugger did providing he didn't try to get clever with me again.
Whatever, it soon became obvious that the whole damned town was aware of that rumour. Doormen at the local pubs and clubs would get all jittery when Sally and I arrived sometimes. And then shortly after, it would be drawn to my attention that Reggie Arnold had just left the establishment.
It had little effect on me because I was never refused entry anywhere. More likely, I believe, Reggie might have been asked to leave. The Arnolds weren't at the top of very many people's popularity polls.



It was around that time that I first heard mention of Roger Vine. I had no idea who the guy was -- and didn't care really -- but it was often reported to Sally or me, that Vine had been in Reggie's company.
To be honest it was like a little game I played, I never denied the rumour that I was after Reg Arnold's blood, but I never confirmed it either. Life went on as if the guy had never existed.
Sally and I got on well at college and pretty quickly she announced that she was going to train as a schoolteacher. That kind-a left me wondering where I was really going, but the head of physical education at the college suggested that I should study it at University.
Immediately I came up with the "No student loan for me!" argument but he instantly shot that down by talking about bursaries. I'll be honest I had little idea what he was talking about at the time.
Whatever, a year or so later the bugger swung it and I went off to study physical education at university level. But that was in the future.
Bill completed his training and then because he was stationed miles away while he trained, he asked Sally to marry him. Sally said yes and at seventeen and eighteen they became man and wife. What was extremely fortuitous was that Sally quickly wangled her way into a teacher training college not far from the college Bill was attending.
I missed having Sally around almost as much as I'd missed Alice when she had left. But I was much busier by then. Most evenings and weekends, I was either life-guarding or teaching swimming at the Country Club.
Unreliable reports reached my ears that Alice was already at university somewhere, or alternatively at some flash finishing school, reputed to be in Paris. However as I said, several different universities mentioned, ranging between Oxford and Cambridge, and even Yale in the States on occasions. Someone was deliberately feeding-out misinformation I very much suspected. But whether it was intended to confuse me or Alice's real father, or for some other reason, I have no idea.
The day before I shipped off to university I went to the Country Club to say goodbye to all my friends and colleagues there. And on the way home, for some reason I didn't go the short way along the main road. I took the back path round the golf course and through the park as Alice and I had done together so many times. Boy was that a mistake; did that walk make me feel melancholy!
As a walked through the park itself I remembered it all, everything that had happened there over the years. Especially the day Bill, Sally and I first heard Emma screaming in fear up that tree. And how cold the water had felt when I dived into the lake and dragged Alice out. "Yeah, it is a lake, why the hell does everyone call it a river?" I asked myself staring back at the water.
Then I looked up at our tall climbing tree and wondered whether any children still climbed into its hallowed branches.
Don't ask me why because I can't tell you; but something forced me to climb that tree one more time.
It took but a few seconds and at the top I found that someone had obliterated the initials that Bill, Sally Alice and I had carved into the trunk by the top most (sitting) branch many years before.
Taking out my Swiss-army-knife, I carved them back again. Then feeling even more morose, I climbed down and went home.
================
At Uni I threw myself into everything I could find. Student union, sports clubs... you name it and Jeffrey Turner was on the membership list. Before I knew it I was representing the university in swimming and diving competitions. Not that diving was really my forte, but I was roped in anyway. I believe because the chief coach had heard of my uncle.
I also discovered that I had been very lucky getting that particular bursary. It was the first time it had been awarded to anyone, and it covered my term fees, accommodation and there was even enough money leftover for all my books and the like.
I dated a few girls, but never anything serious. Jesus, I was too busy to get serious with another girl. Thoughts of Alice filled my head when my mind went in that direction.
Well really, by that time, I had it figured that Alice had forgotten about me. Surely she had to be in university herself by then and wherever it was, it was unlikely to be a prison camp like that school had been. As far as we knew Alice had made no attempt to contact Sally or myself. Or Bill either, I suppose I should add.
I was in my last year just coming up to my finals when my mother and father died. A gas explosion they said at the inquest. Just one of those things, another unfortunate and tragic accident!
Bill's mother's house had also been damaged but she had been out at the time of the explosion. She had hers repaired, then she sold it and moved into a house she was to share with Bill and Sally. Possibly she bought the house and they shared it with her, I never learnt the details anyway.
I didn't have my parents' house repaired, I sold it as it stood and banked the insurance money. With my mother, father, Bill and Sally all gone, there was nothing back there for me anyway.
Instead -- on graduating -- I took a job on the south coast, with -- of all organisations -- the Ambulance Service. I have no idea why, but I'd made up my mind to train as a paramedic. I really do not know why, possibly because it had been paramedics who'd been the first on the scene of the explosion that killed my parents. Who knows how or why these ideas get into our heads.
I hadn't been down there a year when I got word that Bill had been killed, following a land mine explosion. Actually they don't call them landmines now.... Oh no, lets not go there. Bill had been picked-off by a sniper when he went to the aid of another injured soldier. Posthumously Bill and another guy -- who did survive -- were decorated for their actions that day.
I went back home for the funeral -- Bill was buried alongside his father -- and that's where I had made my naive promise to Sally. At Bill's graveside I promised Sally that, wherever and whenever she needed me, I would be there for her!
At his funeral, Bill's mother had looked like she'd suddenly aged ten years. Within weeks she and Sally had moved in with Sally's parents. Sally getting a job quite quickly at our old junior school. But within eight months, Bill's mother had past away; from a broken heart according to Sally. The grass hadn't fully grown back on Bill's grave when they laid his mother in with her husband.
Almost another year passed and I was visiting Sally, helping her celebrate her twenty-forth birthday. And my own twenty-fifth, which was due shortly I should add. We were sitting in her parents lounge after dinner when Sally handed me an envelope.
"This is addressed to you," I pointed out."
"Yeah, but you need to read it, Jeff!" She replied.
"What is it?"
"For Christ sake, open it and see!"
I did and then pulled out the card that was within and read it out-loud.
Mr and Mrs George Arnold
Request the honour of presence of
Mrs Sally Parsons and Companion
At the marriage of their daughter
Alice Helena Porter
and
Mr Roger Brendon Vine
It went on the list our local church, the time and venue for the reception, etcetera.
"Are you going?" I asked.
"I'm not sure Jeffrey. I really don't know that I ever want to go into that church again. Bill and I were married before that altar. Bill's coffin lay there, and so did his mother's and both your parent's coffins. I'm not sure that I ever want to go into that place again."
"Then don't!"
"That's easy for you to say, but Alice wants me to be her maid of honour!"
"She's asked you; you've spoken to Alice?"
"No, Emma called me the other day to ask me on Alice's behalf; the same day as that invitation arrived."
"Where is she... are they?"
"I'm not sure, maybe over the road, but no one's seen either of them. All of the girls just got invitations in the post like me. I still don't think anyone has seen or spoken to Alice since... well, they went off to that school."
"What did Emma, actually say?"
"Well that was a little odd, but then everything about that family is odd, isn't it? Emma was short and to the point. Like she was in a hurry. She just said "Hello Sal" and asked me if I'd received the invitation to Alice's wedding. I said that it had come that morning and she said that she already knew it had. Then she said that Alice had asked her to ask me if I would be her maid of honour.
"You know Alice and Emma must be over there. Emma must have seen the postman deliver that invite, or even may have asked him if he had when he went there. Then she called not five minutes after I got home from the school that evening. She just gave me time to put the car in the garage and get inside the house. She must have been watching for me."
"But Alice didn't ask you herself."
"No!"
"And are you going to go to her wedding, maid of honour or not?"
"I'm not sure Jeff, I'm in two minds. She was my friend remember, probably the best girlfriend that I've ever had."
"Best Girlfriend?"
"You know that, beside my parents, the two most important people in my whole life were you and Bill. But Alice... and little Emma, they are running close behind you. I'm just not sure that I can face going into that damned church again."
"Then don't Sally, that place holds enough bad memories for me, let alone you. Give it a miss girl, maybe go to the reception later."
"I'm with Jeffrey on that one Sally. You always look like you are about to cry when you drive past the place." Sally's mother added from the doorway.
"Are you going to go?" Sally asked me.
"Jesus no! Nothing in heaven or on this earth could persuade me to attend that wedding, I can assure you of that!"
"That's what I figured you'd say. But you should do!"
"For gods sake why?"
"Because, Jeffrey, just because!"
"Well I wouldn't go even if I did have an invite, which ain't likely to happen you know that as well as I do!"
I popped in to see Sally before I went back my own home on the south coast the following day. From what she'd said then, I thought that Sally had decided to give Alice's wedding a miss. That early morning phone call I received from Sally the following weekend, proved that I was wrong.
================
Story Divergence Point
================
So there we were sitting in the back of church waiting for the service to begin. But then we saw Alice do something rather strange; for a woman who is about to get married that is. She stepped past the Vicar and up onto the top of the steps before the altar, then she turned and scrutinised the congregation through her veil. Then, giving her sister Emma a thumbs-up signal, she gave the two cameramen filming the proceedings a cheery wave, kicking her leg up behind at the second.
Having somewhat destroyed the solemnity of the occasion, Alice then returned to her allotted place.
Obviously someone had turned the radio microphones on that the wedding party were wearing because over the PA system we heard the vicar ask Alice.
"Are you ready now?"
By the sound of his voice I don't think the Vicar had been impressed with Alice's strange behaviour. And by the look of him, neither had been her intended.
"As I'll ever be, Vicar! Whenever you are ready to get started, I am!" Alice said in a remarkably confident tone of voice.
Personally I was beginning to think that Alice might have overdone the Dutch Courage, a little and whispered as much to Sally. She didn't answer and when I glanced in her direction I saw that Sally had the biggest grin on her face that I'd ever seen.
And so it began. The Vicar welcomed all present and unnecessarily told us why we were there. Then he announced the first hymn, which -- much to my amazement and I'm sure most of the rest of the congregations -- turned out to be "Onward Christian Soldiers." Not a hymn that I could recall ever hearing sung at a wedding before. But Alice sure did bang it out, as they say.
Over the PA system no one could mistake Alice's voice. When I looked she was holding the microphone attached to her dress, right up to her mouth.
"Christ she's as pissed as a bloody newt!" I can recall thinking to myself. And wondering how many other folks must be coming to the same conclusion.
After hymn had been well and truly murdered... the old boy got down to the serious business. Very soon he was asking Roger whether he took Alice to be his wedded wife, "I do!" Roger replied.
Then the Vicar asked Alice if she took Roger to be her lawfully wedded husband, and she replied,
"I should bloody cocoa! Would you marry the twerp?" Then she went on, "Sorry Roger but you're not going to get lucky tonight, either! But I have to give it to you, you are a patient bugger!"
That outburst brought consternation to the proceedings and a certain amount of guffawing from certain members of the congregation. Neither the vicar nor Roger Vine appeared to have any idea what to do or say.
However, Alice did appear to know what she was doing, and so did Emma. Alice spun on her heel and then taking her sister's hand the two girls began to stride up the nave.
But suddenly Alice's mother and George Arnold seemed to gather their wits about them. Both of them stood and shouted "Alice!" after her.
Her mother adding. "What the hell do you think you are playing at?"
Alice and Emma stopped, then spinning on her heel again, Alice replied. "Mother... if you think he's such bloody good catch, why don't you marry the randy little shit yourself! After all, you're not averse to changing horses midstream are you? You've done it before!"
Then the two girls proceeded out of the church, but not before Alice had removed her radio microphone and handed it to a gobsmacked usher.
While Alice was doing so, Sally and I were attempting to extract ourselves from the centre of the pew but we had little success. It appeared that everyone wanted to get outside; one assumes in the hope that there would be more fireworks to watch and listen to out there.
When Sally and I eventually did get outside Alice and Emma were nowhere to be seen. However the police officer that informed me of Alice's father's misdeeds, was! He was one of four police officers present; I kind-a wondered why he was there in the first place.
Anyway, when he spotted me the detective called us over.
"May I assume that that was the mysterious Alice Porter?" he asked. "What just happened in there, she and the other girl took off like scared rabbits?"
"She just told her mother a few home truths officer; where'd the girls go?" I replied.
"They had a cab waiting!"
"Shit, did you hear where they asked the driver to take them, by any chance?"
"They didn't. It was sitting there with the door open, waiting. We thought it was there for someone else. Whatever happened inside that church, it looks like it was planned well ahead of time!"
"Bugger!" I said.
"Jeffrey my-boy, isn't the world lucky that you're not a policeman." He smiled at me. "I just told you that they got into cab, a black cab to be precise, not a car!"
"And there's only one taxi firm in town who run Black Cabs Jeff," Sally added, "We can go down there and ask them where Alice went."
"Or you could call them, it would be much quicker." The officer suggested. "I'm sure... that with the right credentials," He went on, pointing the number on his warrant card that he'd produced from somewhere. "They'll tell Sergeant Carter."
Then after giving me another smile, he turned around and went over to join one of his colleagues.
"I wonder what they are doing here?" I asked Sally on our way to my car.
"I wouldn't be surprised at all, if they aren't still looking for Alice's father. Not many men could resist their own daughters wedding." She suggested.
After giving my best Sergeant Carter impression to the Cab Company on the telephone, I was informed that the taxi in question had been booked for the whole day. But at that particular moment it was parked just along the road from the Vicarage.
I found that confusing, but I suppose I assumed the Alice and Emma had gone back there to collect some of their belongings. I drove pretty fast and furiously hopping to get there before they left again.
However when I turned the corner, I could see that the taxi had stopped by the entrance to the park. I parked behind it and asked the driver where the girls were. Well, parking the taxi by the park, might have been a blind or false trail.
"And you are?" The driver asked.
"Jeffrey Turner!"
The guy just gestured towards the park entrance with his eyes, in reply.
Dragging Sally along behind me, I ran through gates and scanned the park for any sign of Alice or Emma.
"There's Emma on the bridge." Sally quickly pointed out.
"Yeah, but where's Alice?"
"Were do you think stupid? You get go get Alice, I'll look after Emma." Sally said and took off across the park at a run.
I was lost for a few seconds and then the penny dropped. In the top of the climbing tree I could just about make out a flash of white in amongst the green of the foliage.
================
"Bleeding funny place for someone to hide, and you've made a real mess of that ruddy wedding dress as well, girl. There are bits and pieces of it all the way up this bloody tree."
"I'm sure that is the least of George's concern. That little fiasco today must have cost him the earth. It was some do he had laid on for this evening you know; that will all have to be paid for."
"But why Alice? Surely you could have walked away anytime you liked in the last few years."
"I could have, but I had nowhere to go... and no reason to want to either."
Alice had confused me, so I must have gone quiet for a little while I tried to make some sense of what she'd just said. I suspect that my silence worried her because she suddenly said.
"Jeffrey do you remember that you told once that we could get married when we grew older."
"Yes Alice, I remember!"
"Well, we are older now?"
"And you want for us to get married?"
"Well I was kind-a hoping. Well... counting on it actually, after what Sally told me last week. You could say that I well and truly burnt my bridges behind me today."
"That sure was a scene kiddo, I've never witnessed anything like that in my whole life."
"Well they asked for it, they had Emma and me convinced..."
"Convinced about what?"
"That you'd all forgotten us. They even had Emma thinking that her friends had ditched her, just in case you made contact with me through her and them."
"You know that your father might add into the equation somewhere along the line, don't you, Alice?"
"Sally mentioned that, but I can't see that stopping my father kidnapping us had anything to do with you and I writing to each other. No, they ruined my life; the embarrassment of that fiasco today doesn't go anywhere near paying them back."
"So you think we should get married then, Alice?"
"It's a plan, but not right away of course. I really can't expect you to marry me tomorrow. We need to get reacclimatized to each other for a while. You know, get to know each other's little foibles and the like."
"Oh yes, that's a good idea!"
"Yeah next week will do, it takes a few days to get a marriage licence anyway."
I shot Alice a look and saw that she was grinning back at me.
"Whenever you are ready, Jeffrey." She said through her smile. "I've waited this long, we can get married in your time."
Then we noticed some movement in the tree bellow us and we heard Sally's voice saying,
"Jesus that's a long way up! Do you two intend to stay up here until you do get married?"



"What makes you think that we are going to get married, Sally?" I asked winking at Alice.
"Jeffrey Turner, don't talk crap! If I hadn't known that you were going to marry Alice, I'd have married you myself years ago! Now can we get back out of this bloody tree and start making some proper plans, I love a good wedding."
================
So that was it, really. Alice and Emma came back down the south coast with me that same night, both girls wanted to be as far as they could be from their mother and George Arnold. Talk about confidence and planning ahead though, they had both sent suitcases full of clothes down to the local carrier during the week before the fiasco wedding. Sally had a lot to answer for I was sure she must have known what was going to happen that day, but she's always denied that she did. Alice and Emma flatly refuse to answer when I ask them whether they had let Sally in on their... Alice's plans.
I wouldn't like for any one to get the idea that Alice and I rushed into getting married. We were in no hurry. For a long time She and Emma were like my lodgers until Alice suddenly realised that she'd missed her period; then we had to react pretty quickly, if you get my drift. In fact subsequent tests proved that it was false alarm. But the ball was rolling so we just let it run.
It was only a registry office wedding, but a very nice one. Sally and her parents were there, along with Sally's new beau. Nice guy, I get on with him well, but he reminds me lot of Bill. I kind-a feared at first that that was what Sally saw in him. But after nearly twenty years they're still going strong.
I suppose I should add that as Alice and I came out of the registry office building that day, I saw a large limousine with darkened windows parked across the street opposite. One of the rear windows was down just a little and I could make-out a camera lens poking through the gap. Something made me stop and nudge my new wife beside me.
"Smile for the camera girl, you're on candid camera!" I whispered
"Sorry!" Alice replied.
"Daddy wants to take a picture of his little girl!" I whispered again.
"Where?" Alice demanded.
"The car over the road, I doubt it's your mother and it certainly isn't George Arnold. So who else can it be?"
Alice smiled and then pulling Emma close as well, I told her smile at the car. A few seconds later a hand poked out the window and waved. Then the limousine drove away as the window slid closed.
"Why didn't he..." Was as far as Alice got, before I pointed-out that there were at least two plainclothes policemen in the vicinity.
Some time later, just after the birth of our first child a package arrived in the post. It contained many candid photographs of Alice, Emma and myself that had obviously been taken over a very long time period of time. There were even some pictures of Alice, Emma and their mother taken abroad.
There was no proper note, but the inference we drew from those photos themselves was that they had all been taken by (or no behalf of) Frank Porter. However it took me a very long time to understand why a copy of my application form for my university bursary had been enclosed.
Life goes on.
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An uncle of mine would often reiterate an adage he recalled from his days in the British armed forces (circa WW2), "Never volunteer for anything!" Especially when you're drunk! But then again, just sometimes...
Clarification: Mufti = out of uniform or dressed in civilian clothes. Sort = a female of the species, usually (but not always) a rather good looking one.
The Volunteer
There's an old adage in the British armed forces; "Never volunteer for anything!" Maybe it's a good rule to follow, maybe it isn't? You have to concede that the Para's, Commandos and SAS, have all found themselves where the shit was flying particularly thickly over the years. Oh yeah, there's some kudos to be gained by being able to wear a particular tie in later life, but that assumes that you're still going to be left with a life to lead.
No, I wasn't in the forces. Not that I'm adverse to the principle of fighting for my country. I just don't trust the buggers who run the bloody place. Honestly there's not a one of them I'd give the time of day to, once they get themselves elected to that private "you scratch my back" club, known to the world as The British Houses of Parliament. Honestly I don't trust a one of them, no mater what party they belong to, once they've joined that exclusive club.
Anyway I'm wondering off the subject, let's get back to the question; should one volunteer? Or maybe I should be asking, should one allow themselves to get roped in, so to speak?
That's a question I should of really have asked myself, when I heard the words
"Look fella's I need a volunteer to escort my cousin Jenny to the wedding?" Billie had announced as, as a collective group, we staggered from the last nightclub in town to the taxi rank.
It wasn't particularly late, but we'd done the rounds of -- and been ejected from -- every available drinking establishment in town. It was then time to get back to... Bugger I can't recall who's flat we stashed the reserves at that night. But I had known that a stripper had been booked for later.
"What about you Simon? Are you gonna do the honours for your ol' mate?" Billie Biddle my soon to be fettered and extremely intoxicated comrade asked. "She's one good looking bit of stuff mate, I promisssh ya!"
Now, had I been sober, I probably have used an iota of common sense and refused Bill's request, or at least, been able to come up with some unlikely excuse for turning him down.
You see, Billie had already spoken one untruth; I really wasn't his old mate. Actually we'd got to that stage in our lives hardly ever speaking to each other. And then only when we'd been forced too. Billie Biddle was one of the guys, the same as I was, but no one could mistake us for close friends. We were just two guys from opposite ends of the spectrum who happened to hang around with the same group of... All right, if you want the definitive description, Piss Artists!
Every Friday night we'd be found at one or other of the towns drinking holes, doing our best to empty the cellars. Actually at one time or another we'd visit them all, twice every weekend; but let's not make things complicated before I need to explain why. Often, when we'd worn-out our welcome in one, we'd -- be request to -- move on to a second, and so on. None of the pubs and clubs ever banned us because we never did any damage. We just... well we pissed a lot of people off! Anyway I'm kinda wandering off the subject here.
Now, if Bill lied about him and me being good buddies, then it stands to reason that he was also going to lie about this Jenny bird being a tasty piece of stuff. That is a logical conclusion, but logicality finds no place in an inebriated brains calculations. Therefore instead of asking Billie why this Jenny bird had not been able to find a date for herself, seven days before a wedding that had been planned for well over half a year. I found myself replying.
"Sure thing, Billie boy; you just tell me where an' when to pick the sort up!"
That's all I can recall really. Well, I was pretty-well stewed by then -- more than pretty-well stewed to be precise, Billie had been paying all night -- and anyway... other things kinda took precedence with the few brain cells I still had working after we got to that flat. Like, "Who the bleeding-'ell was that stripper?" But I'll get to her in a minute.
When we got back to whoever's abode it was that we spent at least some of the rest of the night in; I have no recollection of getting home at all. Not one, but two rather tasty looking strippers turned up, along with a Giant Haystacks look-alike type minder. Quite put a damper on some of the guys' nefarious plans for the rest of the evening, that did; or so I'm told!
I was way past though thoughts of that kind, figuring that I was only just going to manage to stay awake long enough for the main event.
Actually it turned out that one of the strippers not only made sure I was awake for the main event, she made damn sure I'd never forget it either. But I just said, "I'll get to her shortly."
After getting a quick glimpse of the two shapely young females as they entered the flat, I saw no more of them until they came out of the bedroom they'd used as a changing room to get ready do that thing they do.
In the meantime, I'd ensconced myself in a large armchair, handily positioned in the perfect location to get a good view of the main action, and complete with one tinny on the go, and a couple of others -- still sealed -- pushed down the side of the cushion as replenishments.
The first girl to come out was of mixed race. I figured three parts Anglo Saxon, to one (probably) Afro-Caribbean; but that's just an inebriated guess. And unusually, she fixed me, not Billie, with those hypnotic almost black eyes of hers as she and... well, danced I suppose. I also appeared to be the chosen target for all of her discarded garments. That -- for some inexplicable reason -- I found I'd absentmindedly folded on my lap, as I watched her gyrations around the room.
Much to everyone's dismay -- including Billie's -- she gave him -- but a cursory -- lap-dance at the end of her act.
There were a few vocal objections from the boys, but the arrival of the second stripper soon put an end to them.
There was no mistaking the fact that the second bird came from Eastern Europe and she was built like the proverbial brick... Yeah well, all the right bits stuck out in all the right places. Boy, the first girl had one killer of a figure on her, but that bloody Russian tart made Jordan look like a prepubescent schoolgirl.
We were all so engrossed in the Russian birds routine, that even I (for a long time) failed to realise that the first dancer -- still dressed in only her birthday suit -- had perched herself on the arm of the chair I was sitting in. As the Russian girl got near the end of her routine, she began to give Billie a lap dance he wouldn't be forgetting in a hurry. Well, I gathered she did from what I got to see, the last I saw she was sat astride Billie's legs grinding her breasts into his face.
I couldn't see anymore because, apparently the first dancer had slipped from the arm of my chair and was suddenly sitting on my lap. Not only that, but her arms were around my neck and her tongue was trying to locate my tonsils.
Alright yeah, I'm not backward in coming forward, so I'll admit I took the opportunity and enjoyed a quick gentle grope. Who can blame me, what man in his right sense wouldn't, and if you remember I wasn't in full control my faculties, anyway.
Hey, that's my story and I'm bloody-well sticking to it!
God alone knows how long the clinch lasted, until the music stopped at least, and probably a damned sight longer. Then, as suddenly as she had pounced upon me, the young lady in question disentangled herself from me and stood up.
"My my, Simon you're just as good as you ever were. What a shame we've got another booking for later. See ya!" she said, and then she was gone.
Now it ain't everyday of the week that an extraordinary good looking -- and naked -- female, with an unbelievable beautiful figure, snogs me like that girl did that night. And just to make life confusing, one whom I did not recognise. But, who not only appeared to know who I was, but led me to believe that I had the pleasure of at least snogging her, at sometime in the past.
The logical next step was to find out exactly whom she was and possibly take her home, then... yeah well, had she not hinted that a liaison was in the offing?
But there, I had big a problem; I was no longer capable of free movement. I was so pissed by that time that I was incapable of standing up, even though I wanted too. If I had managed to get to my feet, then I was well aware that there was little (if any) chance of me making it to that bedroom door, before I attained a permanent horizontal position on the floor somewhere; for rest of the night anyway.
Yes, my mind, did want to know who that stripper was. And in all honesty, I'd still like to know. But I'd moved on into the realms of alcoholic stupor very quickly after the second stripper left the room.
===================
I have no recollection of getting home that Saturday morning, or maybe it was the afternoon. Although, I do recall being sober enough to make me way down the local for a spot of hair of the dog, sometime during the Saturday evening. Yeah well, I can't actually recall getting there or back home again, but I do remember the bar tab stuffed under my nose by the govner when I popped in there later in the week.
But all-that's really unimportant. What is, is the fact that I was roused from my bed at the unbelievable hour (for me) of eleven o'clock on the Sunday morning. Billie Biddle arrived at my flat with a couple of the gang and announced that his mother and sister wanted to meet the poor sob he'd roped in to escort his cousin Jennifer to his wedding the following weekend. Only he never put it in the same words I did, after I'd remembered that I'd broken the golden rule.
However, a man's word is his bond, as my old man used to say. Never could it be said that Simon Truman, went back on his word. You could say a lot of other things about me, and people often did; but that was one quality of mine that no one could ever challenge.
I have to admit that it took well over an hour to turn the dishevelled drunk into a presentable gentleman. Usually it takes all of Sunday afternoon and a good portion of the evening for me to revert from my weekend drunk mode, into my smart efficient office worker persona. But that morning I had no time to take a long hot snooze in the bath.
The dressed in my second best whistle. My best one I was reserving for the following weekend. Billie's people came from a more affluent area of the town and I wanted to make it clear that I owned more than one designer suit.
There was another reason I wanted to look good, -- and possibly a second reason for me keeping my drunkenly made promise anyway -- Billie's sister Marsha. Marsha was the MD's secretary at my place of employment. And yeah well, I had it figured that she was going to throw one hum-dinger of a wobbly, when she discovered just whom Billie had roped in to as an escort for this Jennifer bird.
===================
Probably now's a good time to explain precisely why Billie and me had never really hit it off. The Biddle's came from an affluent background as I just said, and us Truman's... -- Okay there was only the one of us left, but I bore my proud father's name. -- Well, we were from good working class stock. There were no airs and graces about us Trumans'.
My late father had assured me, that I was as good as anyone, and if I worked hard at school to get the right qualifications, and then studied my job when I got one. Then the world was going to be my oyster!
Yeah, some bloody hopes. I did well at school, passed every exam I ever took; with distinction. I did the same at university and held down a part-time job to pay my own way at the same time. Then I entered the workforce full time.
What's more, I found a job I enjoyed and proved myself to be bloody good at it; too bloody good, as it turned out. It was much later that I discovered -- through office gossip -- that I'd become far too valuable an asset to the company where I was. For years I flogged my guts out and watched while complete idiots were promoted over me.
It took me a very long time to come to terms with the fact that I was so good at the job I was doing, I was going to be stuck with the bloody-thing for the rest of my working life; as far as the company management were concerned anyway.
The thought had crossed my mind, to tell the buggers exactly what they could do with their job. But it's a hard world out there, and there aren't many vacancies where my particular experience would prove an asset. I'd been with the company for some years and I was at the top of my salary grade. If I threw the job in, I'd have to take one hell of a cut in pay wherever I found work.
That might explain one chip on my shoulder. And possibly why I'd eventually thought, "fuck-it" and taken to over-consumption most every weekend.
My second hang-up, were people like Marsha Biddle. Billie weren't really like that, when he was with the boys, anyway. Shit, he wouldn't have lasted long if he was.
But his sister Marsha! God alone knows what she had jammed up her arse, but it kept her nose pointing to the sky I can assure you. I got on pretty-well with a lot of the girls around the office, but Marsha would never give the likes of me the time of day. In the seven years we'd worked for the same employer, not once had she even nodded in my direction, let alone said good morning.
Okay, I hope I've set the scene for what was to happen when I climbed out of Billie's car and followed him into the family mansion. Well not quite a mansion, but bloody not far off. Well-out of my price range, anyway!
Billie led the way into a lounge the size of the complete house my parents had spent their whole married life in and bad me to sit down. Actually he told me to take a seat and I was tempted to do just that; but it was only a thought. Anyway, then he went off to find his family.
Mr Graham Biddle came in first and introduced himself; I of course, stood to shake his proffered hand. We didn't have a lot when I was a kid, but my parents had good manners and they passed them on to me.
Billie's dad was still giving me some bullshit, along the lines off 'how kind I was being offering to escort Jennifer to the wedding' when Billie and his mother entered the room, followed by Marsha. Who took one look at me, then spun on her heel and dragged her mother out of the door again.
Billie and his father -- after giving each other a quick double take -- rapidly followed them. One assumed -- correctly -- to enquire about their sudden withdrawal.
I sort of wondered over to the -- by then closed -- door, to see if I could earwig.
===================
"You have to be joking Billie! Have you any idea who you have in there?" I could just make out Marsha demanding.
"Yeah, Simon! He's a nice guy, and he didn't flinch when I asked him!" Billie replied.
"What about John or Philip, or anyone except the town drunk?"
"Simon is not a drunk Marsha, he holds down a bloody good job. And what's more, Steve reckons your company would grind to a halt if Simon took one day off sick. Damn, Steve told me there was hell to pay when Simon went off with us on that Amsterdam trip. Simon was away four days and it took them a mouth to clear the backlog. Someone who's that important to a company can't be drunk all the time."
By the way Steve is another of the guys who sometimes joined our drinking binges and happens to work for the same company Marsha and I do; but in a different department. Well, I naturally assumed that was to whom Billie was referring.
"But surely you could find somebody else, Billie?"
"I tried Marsha, I can assure you. I don't like doing this to Simon anyway. But Christ, most of the guys remember Jenny from when we were at school. Simon went to the comprehensive so he never got that honour."
Too say that I had suddenly got a little more apprehensive about what I'd let myself in for the following Saturday, would be putting it mildly!
To make things worse I heard Mr Biddle suggest that the three of them go into the library to talk, well out of my earshot.
I made my way over to the large window at the front of their lounge and stared out at the perfectly manicured cricket pitch, the Biddle's called a front lawn.
"Holy cow Simon, what have you done?" I asked myself. Billie appeared to have implied that just having met this Jennifer bird, would be enough to make any of the guys run a bloody mile if he'd asked them to be her escort. What possibly could be so wrong with her?
Oh yeah, she could well be a dog, I realised that. But hey, who hasn't been caught-out on that one at least once on a blind date; another reason never to volunteer to help-out a friend.
And besides there's always that old expression "You don't look at the mantelpiece when you're stocking the fire."
I'd been lumbered more than once in my life, but I'd never come across a female who by just the mention of her name, would have the power to send all of Billie and my randy friends, running for the hills. I was honestly beginning to wish I'd given Billie's stag-do a miss. Suddenly the three of them trooped back into the room again. Billie actually looked like he was surprised to find that I was still there.
Mrs Biddle did all the talking, Marsha' facial expression blatantly displaying the fact that she wasn't happy with the outcome of their discussion.
"We're sorry about that, Simon; a little family dispute."
"Do not concern yourself Mrs Biddle, I understand perfectly." I found myself replying and wondering as I said it, where the hell I'd dragged it up from? Some old film I surmised.
"Marsha run along and find out where Mary is with that tea. You will take tea won't you Simon?"
It wasn't so much a question, as an instruction; I knew that no other answer except "Thank you!" would be acceptable.
It did have a bonus to though. Marsha left the room!
"Simon, it's so kind of you to offer to be Jennifer's escort next weekend." Mrs Biddle went on to say.
But her statement unsettled me even more than I already was. I'm not sure why, but I immediately got the impression that I'd been written-in for a little more than this Jennifer bird's escort to the wedding itself, and the reception.
"Now, she's flying in on Thursday evening. Will you be available to collect her from the airport?"
Sod it! I thought, in for a penny in for a bloody pound. The Biddle's are pretty influential people in our town. Who says a Truman can't kiss-arse now and again? Old man Biddle's say-so might even get me into the town's one good golf club one day!
"Sure, why not? If you give me the flight details, I'll be only too happy to collect the young lady. Is she going to be staying here?"
I got a surprise; just for an instant an expression of horror came over Mrs Biddle's face. But the condescending smile very soon replaced it again.
"Oh dear, no. We have so many relatives coming this week, and there just aren't enough rooms here. Jennifer will be staying at The Moat House Hotel. Its more her style anyway."
Mr's Biddle had said the magic words. The Moat House Hotel is the most exclusive and prestigious hotel in the district. Invisible from the nearest road, I, and most people locally, had only ever seen pictures of the place, and the odd bit of film on the TV news programs when presidents and foreign royalty stayed there. Actually, I'd never met anyone who could afford to enter its hallowed gates, and I hazarded a guess that that included my then present company.



By then the cogs were really churning inside my head. To stay in the Moat House Hotel, inferred that this Jennifer bird to be bloody loaded. Better than loaded actually.
But that kind of confused me, because even if she was a complete dog... Well. You have to admit that there are plenty of dodgy gigolo type characters out there; who are more than willing to avert their eyes from the mantelpiece while they are spending the cash.
Mind you, the same can be said of some women. How often, do you see some rich old fart who looks like he's about to pop his clogs, and who has a sexy young starlet type on his arm, and, sharing his bed most likely. Yeah very likely!
But my mind was wandering while Mrs Biddle was still talking.
"You do have a dinner jacket Simon?"
"Yes; not that I wear it very often these days."
"Oh good, Jennifer's flight gets in a little before six. She should be out pretty quickly, they fast track first-class. Wear your dinner jacket and she'll easily recognise you and then you can have dinner together at the Moat House when you get there. No one gets into the Moat House restaurant without a dinner jacket."
"Friday, if you can pick her up from the hotel about half six. She's not part of the ceremony but you and Jennifer are invited to the rehearsal dinner at the Metropolitan. It'll give Jennifer a chance to get to know everyone again. She hasn't been back to the UK since... Oh my how long has it been, Graham?"
"It must be nearly eight years, possibly longer. My sister's second husband is an American, Simon, but Jennifer was mostly educated in the UK. She lived here with us for many years."
After that, what there was in the way of conversation turned to the standard safe subjects. Mostly the weather, how bad the traffic was getting in town and the shortage of car parking space. While we drank the tea, that had eventually arrived, I kinda wondered which cup Marsha had put the arsenic into.
Then Billie drove me back home in total silence.
I did want to ask Billie what the catch was; but I chickened out. No mater how bad this Jennifer bird looked... Okay I'm a softy; I figured that if she was a dog, then it ain't my place to rub it in. If I asked Billie, then he might let it slip to Jennifer, and then I would never be able to face her. Sorry, that's just how my mind's wired up.
I did enquire of some of the guys who would have remembered Jennifer though, and got everything from "no comment" to "Oh Christ! Billie didn't manage to rope you in on that one did he?"
But there were no descriptions that I could trust as to exactly what was going to come walking through that arrivals gate on that Thursday evening.
I say "that I could trust" because one guys described a sixteen-year-old barrel of lard to me. He told me that he'd only spoken to her once, and that she was a complete spoilt brat. Another guy, told me that she wasn't really all that heavy and that Jennifer had quite a pretty face when she took her bottle bottom spectacles off. And yet another said that she was fat and had a voice on her like a cat being drowned.
The three descriptions had little in common, but to suggest that Jennifer was on the overweight side. I tried to wipe them from my mind, and see for myself what walked off the plane on Thursday evening.
===================
Feeling done-up like a turkey at Christmas I got a few very strange looks from some of the other friends and families, waiting to meet their arrivals.
I noted a couple of people holding up cards with names on and cursed myself for not getting Jennifer's surname. God only knew how many people were getting off her flight, but there were what appeared to me to be hundreds of people waiting to greet them. Dinner jacket or not, I couldn't see that Jennifer was going to have an easy job spotting me.
Then the door slid open, and a great mass of humanity spilled forth through the arrivals gate. There were so many on them that I couldn't look at them individually. I just stood there like a tailors dummy and hoped that Jennifer would be able to spot the idiot in the dinner jacket.
"Mr Truman?" A voice suddenly asked off to my left.
When I looked, an unbelievably charming looking, air-stewardess -- albeit in mufti -- was standing there. Come on fella's, we all know that one of the first things those stewardesses are taught is how to present themselves. They stand out from the crowd like catwalk models.
"Yes. Can I help you?" I asked.
"Jennifer."
"Yes, I'm waiting for a young lady named Jennifer. Do you know what's keeping her?"
"Nothing, I'm here!" she giggled.
"You're Jennifer?" I gasped.
"I was when I got out of bed this morning. Why, what were you expecting?" she giggled again.
"Well er, I don't know."
"Oh my, you've gone all red... Simon, isn't it?
"Y-yes, Simon Truman at your service, milady."
"Oh my, aren't we a slimy one. Come on Simon you can't be one of them. I'd put on a lot of puppy fat when I was a teenager. A horrendous amount actually! It definitely didn't make me popular with the boys and I got a reputation for retaliating if any of them upset me. I should imagine you've heard some pretty horrific stories about me."
"No, no!"
"Simon, I'm not daft. I watched you from over there; there was an expression of apprehension on your face as you waited for me. I know what you were expecting, but this is what you've got."
She stepped back and curtsied toward me.
"Now, you're either a very nice young man, or you're a charlatan who's after some of my stepfather's cash. Somehow I don't think you're going to be the latter. Only time will tell."
"I had no idea that you're parents were rich Jennifer, when Billie asked me to be your escort."
"Yes I know, Billie told me all the boys ran a mile when he asked them. Boy, are we going to surprise some of them."
"Yes, I'm afraid that Billie was scraping the bottom of the barrel when he got down as low as me."
"I don't know, you scrub-up quiet well by the look of it; shall we get going?"
I took Jennifer's luggage from her and we walked the half a mile or so to where I'd parked my car. I had suggested we took the courtesy bus, but Jennifer said she wanted to enjoy the smell of England.
"More like burnt jet fuel!"
"Well it is English Jet fuel Simon. Now don't spoil the atmosphere."
"Bugger the atmosphere your cases are bloody heavy. Haven't you ever heard of weight limits?"
"Give here, I'll take one."
"No, I'll carry them; it would injure my manly pride."
"Simon, I think we're going to get on just fine!" Jennifer giggled again.
"I'm glad you think so. Personally I think that Billie's dropped an unexploded bomb in my lap."
"Why do you say that?"
"It doesn't make any sense to me Jennifer. You're what, twenty-five?
"Four."
"Okay Twenty-four. You are exceedingly beautiful."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome. And you say that your stepfather is exceeding rich. Actually, even I could work that one out; you're booked into the bloody Moat House."
"Yeah, good idea wasn't it. Kinda rubs it in to everyone, that I'm a spoilt rich kid, doesn't it?"
I stopped walking. "Why would you want to do that?"
"If you promise not to tell, I'll explain when we get in the car. I can't hear a thing with all these planes taking off."
"That one just landed, Jennifer."
"Same difference!"
===================
"Is this it?" She asked, as I dropped her suitcases by my car's boot.
"I'm afraid so sweetie. Some of us haven't got rich daddies you know?"
"Well it looks alright. But is it safe?"
"It got me here and you can always walk behind if you wish."
"I'm only joking Simon. It looks very nice actually."
"Thanks, its ten years old and only has eighty thousand on the clock. It'll do me for many years yet. Now what say, we get the hell out of here. Are you going to sit in the front or back milady?"
"The front, but why are you...?"
"Getting short with you? Well, you're up to something I don't understand Jennifer and I get the feeling that I'm a pawn in your game."
"Oh no Simon, I can promise you that you aren't. I'll admit that when I asked Billie to find me an escort for the weekend, you weren't what I expected."
"I'm not?"
"No, I was expecting one of Marsha's goons."
"Goons?"
"Never mind, I've got you as my escort instead!"
"And that's something I can't understand. With your looks and your stepfather's money, you must have a whole raft of eligible young American guys' chasing around after you. Rich ones, as well, most likely. What I can't get my head around, is why haven't you brought one of them over with you?"
"Ah now, two reasons really. One it wouldn't serve my purpose. The second, well, if I were to have invited someone to fly halfway around the world with me, they might have got the wrong idea. I'm very particular about who I choose to go to bed with, Simon. So don't you go getting any smart ideas!"
"The thought never crossed my mind."
"Liar! Anyway that isn't important, you wanted to know what the game is?"
"Yes!"
"Well you might not understand, but it's revenge."
"On who?"
"Everyone: except My Uncle Graham and Billie! And you of course, I've got nothing to feel vengeful towards you about...yet!"
"You've lost me Jennifer, before you've even started."
"Simon, I hope you don't mind me saying, but you're not rich are you?"
"And I'm not on the breadline either!"
"Yes, that's obvious, but you weren't born to excess cash available, were you?"
"Like you, you mean?"
"Hold up Simon. I was not born with a silver spoon in my mouth. My father worked for an airline, but we weren't rich or anything. My mother and father struggled to pay their mortgage just like most other people. And they scraped enough together to send me to a Public School as a day student. I think they only did that, because my aunt, Billie's mother... Well she's a stuck up bitch and she inferred that they were neglecting my education.
"I'll be honest I'm damned sure mother only sent me to a public school to prove to the bitch that they could afford to. "Oh Graham is so clever, he can conjure money out of thin air!" "Are you still working for that little airline, Frank?" Christ, I can hear the bitch now, and I was only about five at the time."
"You don't think much of Billie's mother then?"
"No, I despise the cow. The sooner Billie gets out of that house the better...and that little skink Marsha!"
"Skink?"
"Yes a slimy little two faced lizard."
"Two faced aye? She must have done something to get up your nose."
"Did she!" Jennifer was sounding extremely angry.
Jennifer went on to give me the story of her life. She'd been seven when her father had died in a road accident. Unfortunately the family had been deeply in debt at the time and her mother had little idea what to do. They lost their house and even her mother's car was repossessed. And Jennifer was going to have to leave her public school at the end of term.
Then her uncle Graham, her mother's brother, stepped in. He suggested that Jennifer should go and live with them for a while, and she could go to the same public school as Marsha and Billie. Jennifer did not think he'd discussed the idea with his wife before he made the offer, but she was too young to realise that at the time, or do anything about it.
With Jennifer staying with her brother, Jenny's mother could go back as an airside stewardess. She'd been working on the ground since Jenny had been born. That brought in more money to help clear her debts. But it also meant she that was away abroad most of the time. The airline she and her husband had worked for was not a big one with regular routes. It was a smaller private charter company with executive aircraft. And by far the majority of its work was in the Far East and North America.
Jenny grew up living with her aunt and uncle, and her cousins Billie and Marsha of course. But as she got older she realised that her aunt did not like her, or her mother. Her aunt would infer that all air stewardesses were little more than prostitutes, Jenny's mother included.
Whether that was through jealously of her mother's undoubted good looks, Jenny didn't know. But by the time she was ten her aunt had made her feelings clear.
As Jenny put it, "I wasn't quite treated like a Cinderella, because Uncle Graham wouldn't have allowed it. But that was they way my aunt looked upon me."
As it turned out, Jenny's Uncle Graham was off gallivanting all over the world himself, most of the time, so Jenny had had a tough time of it. Her life was made no better by Marsha, who ganged up with her mother against Jenny. The only person who ever sided with Jenny was Billie, but only then when he was feeling brave.
Jenny told me that things were tolerable until she got to about thirteen. Marsha who is about the same age went into puberty about the same time. But Jenny quite suddenly put on an enormous amount of puppy fat.
"I was enormous and very ugly. Things were made worse when my eyes began to give me trouble a year or so later. Honestly Simon I wanted to die. All the boys at school made fun of me, egged on by Marsha of course. The little cow used to drop her knickers for the first boy who made me cry every day."
"You are joking?"
"No I am not. She wouldn't let them screw her, but they could look, and finger her if they hurt me enough.
"Eventually I realised that I had something that none of them had, size! So if a boy or girl, Marsha had quite a little crowd of bitches around her, said anything to upset me... I belted them as hard as I could."
"Did it work?"
"Not exactly, I got expelled. But Uncle Graham is quite influential and eventually I was reinstated. I'd got myself a terrible reputation with the school staff, but at least most of the other children gave me a wide berth after that.
"I was sixteen when my mother married my stepfather. He'd been a passenger on one of her flights several times and she just happened to say that she wouldn't be able to work airside much longer. Mum has kept her looks, but airlines get a bit funny about the age of their stewardesses. Anyway, my stepfather offered mother a job on his Dude Ranch, and mother went there to see what it was all about.
"It turned out that the Dude Ranch he'd told her about, wasn't a Dude Ranch it was just his home, and the job he was offering my mother was as his wife." Jenny laughed out loud "You'll never believe it, but Jack had been chartering the plane to fly him all over the place for months, just so that he could see my mother. Mum eventually said yes, but of course, before they could tie the knot I had to be out there. I never came back."
"But you are back now!"
"Yes and I want to rub their noses in it. Had Billie talked one of the boys who taunted me into being my escort, I intended teasing the sod, by letting him think he was going to get lucky. Then I'd arrange it so that he wouldn't be able to get past security at the Moat House. Well sorry Simon but we're going to have a security guard following us around on Saturday. Three million dollars worth of jewellery arrived in the UK several days ago. Half, I'm lending to Billie's bride, the rest I intend to wear myself and describe as every day trash to Marsha and her mother. I know those two; it will turn them green with envy."
"And where do I fit into this plan of yours?"
"You don't really. You're neutral; my handsome escort for the weekend and all those boys who teased me when I was fat and ugly and refused to be my escort for the wedding are going kick themselves wondering whether you are going to get shag me over the weekend. I, of course, will hint as much if any of them dare to ask me to dance."
"And if I don't want to play?"
"Oh but you do, Simon. There's just the slightest hope in your heart that I might want you to take me to bed sometime over the weekend. Tell me, when was the last time you drove a woman who looked as good as I do, to her hotel?"
"I can't recall ever being in the same room as a women as beautiful as you are Jennifer, let alone in the same car."
Out of the corner of my eye I saw a smile come on Jenny's face.
"Such a shame it will be the last time we will be in each others company."
"Pardon!"
"Jennifer, I hate to go back on my word. But I will not assist you in your childish attempts to get your own back for wrongs done you as a child. Those guys are so small minded that they will have no idea what you are doing or why. Marsha, she's not worth the bother, just loaning Billie's bride some expensive jewellery will make your point to her and her mother. Shit, just staying in the Moat House has done that.
"Giving everybody the idea that you're going to bed a low life like me just cheapens you. No, girl, find some other arsehole to play your silly game." I said as I stopped at the security station at the entrance to the Moat House hotels drive.
"How long is your stay sir?" The guard asked
"Five nights," Jennifer replied.
"I'll give you a five day pass sir. Please display it in your windscreen when you arrive and depart."
"That won't be necessary, the lady's staying. I'm not!"
"Yes it will. He'll be collecting and dropping me off every day, officer."
"He's a security guard not a police officer, Jennifer. Anyway I told you, no deal!"
"I did know, what else am I supposed to call him? Please come in Simon. Let's have dinner and talk about this."
"There's nothing to discuss Jennifer. I've made my feelings clear."
"Then can't we please just have dinner together?"
I acquiesced. After all, it isn't everyday you get the chance to have dinner with possibly the most beautiful woman you've ever laid eyes on, at the most prestigious restaurant in town, and she's footing the bill.
Jennifer signed in at the desk and was told that her table was awaiting us. Some flunky took her bags from me and then disappeared. I was to discover that the staff at the Moat House made a habit of doing that. Look for one and there was no one in sight, but look back down again and a voice would say, "Can I help you sir?"
She took my arm and we headed for the restaurant together. We'd seated for but a few seconds when Jenny said she had to make some running repairs and promptly vanished towards the ladies powder room. Yeah, that's what it said on the door.
The waiter brought me a beer while I was waiting. Something I do believe he was unused to doing; but he treated my request politely.
When Jenny returned, she'd no sooner seated herself (with the flunky who shown us to our table originally assistance, yet again, yeah wood work job I never saw where the bugger appeared from) then the waiter arrived again to take our order. That's when I got a shock, the place was a-la-carte and the menu was in French.
I took Spanish in school just to be different.
Hey, the Spanish teacher was something to be admired, whereas our school's French teacher was an old bat. Spanish won my vote. But that was not going to help me at the Moat House. Suddenly I realised that Jenny was talking, with a very strong American accent.
"Bring us a couple of steaks with fries, please?"
No sooner had the first waiter left -- after enquiring how we'd like our steak cooked -- when the wine waiter appeared and asked me what wine I'd like to order?
"I'm not a wine drinker Jenny, what do you fancy?" I asked
"I'll have a cold beer like, my friend please?" That American accent again.
"Certainly Madam." The waiter said then he disappeared into the woodwork.
Mere seconds later he was back placing Jenny's beer on the table.
"You are right Simon, I was being childish. I'd been dreaming of bringing them all down for so long that I never got to think about how childish is all was."
"I'm pleased to hear that you've come to your senses."



"Would you really have just driven away this evening?" she asked.
"Yes of course; Why not?"
"Well I kinda hinted that you might get lucky this weekend. Wasn't it worth taking the chance?"
"No, Jenny: because I can't bring myself to believe that you're that cheap. You'd have brought some flash git over from the States with you, if you were that kind of a woman. A film star type I should imagine. Hey, with your looks, you could have probably bagged a real one anyway."
Jenny smiled.
"You know what, Simon? I'm really glad Billie asked you to be my escort this weekend. I met you less than two hours ago and I think you're the nicest man I've run into in a very long time. Not counting my dad and my stepfather, but I'm sure you know what I mean?"
"No, not really, Jenny." I replied.
"Simon, I want to get to know you better, a whole lot better!"
During our meal, and after, we talked about our personal likes and dislikes, and our lives thus far. Jennifer enlarged on her life at the Biddle house, and it didn't make for pleasant listening. I told her about my disappointment that I hadn't got further in my career after all the hard work I'd put in. Possibly I explained why I thought I'd become stuck on the particular rung of the ladder I had, but I can't quite recall.
I know that I did tell her about the drinking crowd Billie and I hung around with most weekends. She appeared a little perturbed about that, and asked why I wasn't out dating. I almost explained why I'd given up on the dating game but didn't. I just told her that I enjoyed having fun getting pie-eyed with the guys.
Around ten-ish Jennifer started to show signs that she was flagging, so I walked her up to her room, or rather suite. I don't think they have rooms at the Moat House.
She gave me a gentle peck on the cheek and bade me good night at the door.
===================
I was a little early on the Friday evening and Jennifer was a trifle late coming down from her suit. I had to spend nearly twenty minutes kicking my heels in the Moat House reception, waiting for her to appear.
When the lift doors finally opened, the sight of Jenny coming out of the lift took my breath away.
Honestly, I'd got a surprise at the airport the day before. But that air-stewardess in mufti who'd appeared from the crowd by that arrivals gate, couldn't hold a candle to the vision who emerged from that lift. "Gobsmacked," is the only word I can think of to describe it
"Earth to Major Tom!" Jenny whispered in my ear as she planted another peck on my cheek.
"My god girl, what can I say?" Was all I could think of to say.
"I should think so. I've spent the whole afternoon in the beauty parlour. And I didn't get much change out of twenty thousand dollars for this little get-up."
"Oh, my, you certainly don't have need to play those silly games you were talking about. There isn't a woman in the country who isn't going to been jealous of you this evening. And I should imagine a few guys will be kicking their own arses because they aren't me."
"And they so easily could have been?" Jenny added.
"Yeah, lucky bugger ain't I?"
"Hey cowboy, don't go counting your horses. The coral gates are still open."
"Jenny you know what?" You have a distrusting nature; the thought never entered my mind."
It might surprise most people to learn, that no matter what happened, I had no intention of bedding Jennifer that weekend, or any other occasion come to that. I'd got myself severely burnt once by looking above my station in life, and I had no intention of going through that emotional turmoil again.
I'd happily, even proudly, be Jenny's escort and confidante for the weekend. But, Jenny being everyman's wet dream or not, I had no intention of leaving myself open to an experience like that again. And, I was fully aware that climbing into bed with a woman, any woman, is the first step on that slippery slope.
We didn't drive to the Metropolitan in my car; Jenny had lain on a Rolls. I've learnt since, that Jennifer has a thing about Rolls Royce's, especially big ones.
Our choreographed entrance (I'm not completely daft, Jennifer's late appearance in the Moat House reception was not an oversight) caused somewhat of a sensation. Everyone recognised me, but no one expected the vision on my arm. Marsha literally spat out her drink, and her mother almost chocked on her dentures. I might be being a little vindictive there.
Whatever, I can assure you that not one person in that very large room expected to see what they found themselves staring at as Jennifer and I made our entrance.
Jennifer's uncle was the first person to approach us and he gave her a big hug. There was no doubt in my mind that they were pleased to see each other. Billie and his soon to be bride came next, Billie also giving Jennifer a hug and his bride, taking me at least by surprise, went to curtsy to Jenny, who threw her arms around her before she could complete the manoeuvre.
It was pretty obvious that she was completely awestruck by Jennifer, and hardly strayed far from Jenny's side for the rest of the evening. It took a little time for the penny to drop but I'm pretty sure that put Marsha's nose out of joint. One had to assume that until that moment the young bride had been looking up to Marsha as Queen Bee. Suddenly there was a new kid on the block.
When I got a moment I pointed the fact out to Jenny and said that I told her that silly games weren't necessary. She agreed that I had been correct; her mere presence had had the desired effect.
At one time during the evening Jenny, the bride and the bride's mother went into a little huddle on their own. I noticed Jenny had produced some photographs from somewhere and the three women were studying them. It was only when the shrieks of joy started coming from the bride to be, that I realised that she was choosing what she wanted to wear from the jewellery that Jenny had mentioned the day before.
Marsha and her mother sauntered over and... well, green isn't the word for it. They did hang around the other three while the bride made her choice, but from what I could see, they made little comment.
I must have taken a very pleased with herself Jenny home a little after midnight. Once again I got a peck on the cheek at her suite door, and a "Thank you for a wonderful evening Simon."
The Saturday was a bit of a dash around, for Jenny and me. I arrived at the Moat House and noted that there was a much smaller Rolls waiting. Jenny explained that it would not be proper to out limousine the bride. I took that as a good omen. She had also gone light on the jewellery, less than twenty five thousand bucks according to Jenny.
"You lay far too much value on financial value, for your own good, Jenny." I told her.
"I know I do, but I'll try not to in future; if you'll forgive me?"
"It's not my place to forgive you Jenny. I was making an observation, not passing a judgement."
"No, you wouldn't do that would you? Simon, I'm a spoilt brat; aren't I?"
"You are a little old for the brat description, but you're not far off the mark!"
"Then why have you agreed to come today?"
"Because... I gave my word to Billie!" I lied.
I noted a definite downturn come over Jennifer's facial expression.
I've got to be honest, although I'd told Jenny the evening we met that I would refuse to go to the wedding with her; I'd been lying. Nothing was going to keep me from Billie's up-market shindig, once I'd been invited. I definitely had not been on the guest list, before Billie came up with the idea of asking me to be Jennifer's escort for the event.
Two formal looking men were waiting at the reception desk for Jenny. One handed her a metal briefcase that I assume contained her jewellery. They trailed us out to the Rolls and then followed behind in a large, but nondescript car, as were driven to the bride's house. I stayed in the Roll's and waited while Jenny went in with the jewellery and shortly later came out again empty handed. The two goons car didn't trail us to the church, they stayed very close to the bride for most of the rest of the day. Sometimes a little too close for her comfort I fear.
"Jesus, she's walking around with a quarter of a million bucks worth of gold and diamonds hanging all over her, what did she expect?" Jenny pointed out when I'd mentioned the guards. "Those goons are nothing to do with me by the way; the insurance company lays them on whenever that shit comes out." She added.
I'm not sure what expression I had on my face, but it led Jenny to add. "No, I usually stick to paste, if it's nothing special. I'm not that bad, Simon."
The wedding was a wedding; they're all the same, except for the prime participants. Oh the guys looked like clowns in those morning suites, but don't they all?
The reception was interesting. I'm not sure why, but it was pretty obvious that some hurried rearranging of seating had taken place. The ubiquitous Top Table had a distinctly lopsided look about, and I was the only guy sitting at it not wearing a clown suit.
The meal and formalities over, the dancing started. Jenny very soon proved to me that dancing was one of her favourite pastimes. Christ, the girl tried to wear me out, I'm sure of it. I was aware that she committed one of the cardinal sins as far as I'm concerned. Jenny counted my drinks. Hey I'm a big boy, if I want to get pissed, I will.
Jenny only stopped counting when I suggest she tasted one of my drinks.
"Non-alcoholic!" She exclaimed.
"Of course. You might have that Rolls outside, but I have to drive home later.
"Oh yes sorry, I didn't think of that."
"But I did Jenny, and I'm drinking all these pints of this horrible shit, because you're not the only one watching what I'm drinking this evening."
"Who else is watching you?"
"Marsha has been making little marks on a napkin she has on the table she and her boyfriend are using."
"How do you know?"
"I added a couple of extra marks myself for good measure while they were dancing. I don't know what Marsha is up too, but I suspect that it's something unpleasant."
As the evening wore on, I noted that Jenny had resorted to paying me a kind off compliment, when anyone but Billie and her Uncle Graham asked her to dance. Hey, she was probably paying the two guys the same compliment.
"Sorry I'm taken for this dance; besides, I only dance with real men!" appeared to be Jenny's standard refusal to guys of about her own age.
I got a trifle annoyed about it and ticked Jenny off. After I had done so, Jenny just told then that she was taken for that dance, then turned to me, poked her tongue out and winked.
===================
Back at the Moat House, Jenny and my parting was almost an exact repeat of the night before. Except that she asked me what we were going to find to do with ourselves the following day.
I told her that my Sundays were my chill-out days, usually very informal, and I rarely did much except laze around. "Beside's," I added, "my part of the bargain is complete."
"You think, I can do laze around as well when I want to, Simon. I'll call you in the morning." Were Jenny's last words as her door closed.
===================
I found out exactly what Marsha's game had been almost the instant I drove through the Moat House's main gate and turned onto the road. I hadn't gone but fifty yards when their blue lights came on. God alone knows where they had been hiding.
They followed me into a lay-by about another fifty yards along the road.
"I have reason to believe you have been drinking this evening sir." The officer said after approaching my car.
"Actually it was mostly last night, officer; it is nearly three in morning now."
"Have you had much to drink sir?"
"Twelve pints, officer, and a couple of glasses of wine. It took some doing I can assure you!"
"I'm going to have to ask you to give me a sample of your breath sir. Would you mind getting into the back of the police car sir?"
"Lead the way constable, lead the way?"
I can only assume that the officer thought that I was drunk; maybe he was so busy grinning to himself; that he failed to notice that I was grinning back at him. Or perhaps he took my grin as a sign that I was intoxicated anyway.
Three times the bugger had me blow into his little meter, before he had to admit defeat.
"From the reading on this machine, I'd say you've consumed no more than a single glass of wine in the last ten hours or so, sir."
"Two glasses of wine officer; but I believe I didn't finish the second."
"But we have received information that you drank at least fifteen pints of beer during the evening."
"Twelve actually, officer, I'm afraid I fiddled the score card a little. And as I told you, it was bloody hard going. Have you ever tried that non-alcoholic shit they serve at the Metropole?"
"Why the hell didn't you tell me you were drinking non-alcoholic beer this evening?"
"Last evening actually, officer. Because you didn't ask? Usually you guys tell folks to shut up and only answer the questions you ask."
"Hang on a minute, I recognise you! You're one of the "Rovers" aren't you; the crowd that does the rounds of the pubs in town every weekend?"
"Yeah, usually one pint in each and every drinking establishment within the town limits, or within staggering distance anyway."
"And you spent the evening drinking non-alcoholic beer. You'll never live it down!"
"Only you, I and my very good friend that barman at the Metropole knows that officer. And it did prove to me that a certain evil bitch was trying to embarrass me, and the young lady I was with, this evening. The first rule of the Rovers is that mechanised transport is left at home whilst you are participating in a serious session. A drink-driving charge is enough to get you barred from the club."
"Explains a lot sir; have a safe journey home. Good night!"
"I will officer, I will!"
I hope I've explained why I'd started on that non-alcoholic crap the moment the bar at the reception opened. Usually, I'd have made a couple of pints of the stuff last all evening but I'd seen Marsha watching me with that look on her face, and I spotted that she'd was making notes on that serviette. I just had to find out how far she was intending to take it.
===================
It must have been before ten when, the telephone roused me that Sunday morning. For some reason, I wasn't surprised to discover that it was Jenny calling. She informed me that she was outside my block, and wanted me to release the outer door so she could come up to my flat.
I told her to wait until I was decent. Jenny giggled and then told me she couldn't wait that long, she needed to use the loo. I hurriedly pulled on a pair of jeans and then pushed the button to open the outer door.
By the time Jenny arrived in my flat I had my tee shirt on as well. Jenny -- dressed in jeans and a tee shirt herself -- looked disappointed as she came into my flat, and somewhat remarkably, appeared to have forgotten that she wanted to use the bathroom in such an all-fired hurry.
So I went in there myself -- locking the door behind me -- to get undressed again, then shower and shave. While Jenny stood on the other side of the door and listed off places she wanted to visit that day. I kind of reminded her that Sunday was my chill-out day. But she insisted that she'd been out of the country for eight years and didn't want to go around all the places on her own.
The day definitely wasn't a chill-out Sunday for me. I must have put four hundred miles on the cars clock by the time we got back to the Moat House after dinner. Remember Formal dress only in the Moat Houses restaurant. I'm not sure that they were too happy about our jeans and tee shirts in the bar either, but besides some funny looks from some other patrons nothing was said.
Mind you, those funny looks could well have been directed at Jenny, more than me. I'd given up quite early in the day, trying to figure out just how she'd got into those jeans. The words "painted on" came to mind.
In a way, I was sorry that I wasn't going to get the opportunity to watch her struggle out of them. Oh, I suppose I should point out that her tight-fitting tee shirt invoked a similar response in my mind.
Well after it was dark, at Jenny's suggestion, we took a stroll round the hotels grounds chatting about our day. She hung tightly onto my arm and couple of times Jenny sneaked her arm around my waist, I didn't rise to the bait. She even found a couple of places to lean -- provocatively -- against, a fence and a little footbridge's parapet, almost blatantly inviting me to lean down and kiss her. But I managed to control my natural instincts.
No, Jenny was flying home on the Tuesday morning and... Well, I told you I can get emotionally involved far too quickly. I very much doubted she'd be returning to the UK in a hurry. There was no way I wanted to get... Yeah well, you either understand, or you don't.
At her suite door that night, she did kiss me on the lips instead of the cheek, but I only held the kiss long enough not to be impolite, and pulled away again quickly.
"What are we doing tomorrow?" she asked.
"I don't know about you Jenny, but I will be slogging the day out behind my desk for eight hours. Some of us have to work for our living you know?"
"Sorry! Dinner then, what time do you get off?"
"Jenny, I've been out on the town four nights in a row. I have to have an early night now and again.
"Oh come on Simon. I go home on Tuesday morning, tomorrow's my last evening in the country; we have to do something special."
"My point exactly. Tuesday morning you fly of back to your nice cushy life in the USA and things will back to normal for me."
"Is that why you won't..?"
"I won't what, Jenny?"
"Of course. Never mind. Just tell me what her name is?"
"Who's name?"
"Her name! The woman who screwed you up, like you are?"
"I'm not screwed-up Jenny. I'm a realist. I know who I am and what I am... and where I'm going in my life."
"And you fell in love with some woman who screwed your mind up, for you!"
"No she didn't, she got herself killed, on me. She went skiing with her stupid rich flash-git friends, and they went skied Off Piste. All four of them were killed."
"Ah, it's because I'm rich is it? But I can't see what having lots of money has to do with it."
"One hell of a lot, Jenny. I have to work for my living so I couldn't afford to take the time off to go with them again. We'd all been skiing once just before that Christmas but her friends decided that they wanted to go again. I should have known what was going to happen, the idiots had wanted to go Off Piste and ski on virgin snow the first time we were out there. I wasn't there to stop them was I? The French authorities said that they probably started the avalanche that killed them."
"You can't blame yourself for that, Simon. They took a risk and unfortunately it was a bad one. You could nothing about it." "No but I can understand why I wasn't able to be there to stop her from killing herself. And I won't make the same mistake again, Jennifer. I think I'd better go, goodnight."
===================
I did not have a good journey home, or get a good night's sleep. For years I had tried never to think about Elaine, if I could help it. Thoughts of her made me melancholy and brought bad dreams in their wake.
===================
That Monday was one, like many others. I kept my nose to the grindstone all day, which kept me from thinking thoughts of either Elaine or Jennifer.
I was itching to run into Marsha around the offices somewhere. I planned to have a few -- very loud -- choice words with Marsha when our paths crossed again. But as luck would have it, I didn't see her all day.



I did get a chance to have a word with my immediate superior though, and possibly because of my demeanour, he reluctantly agreed to the request I made of him.
===================
The Rolls Royce stood-out like a sore-thumb as I entered my block's car park on my way home from work that evening. Jenny -- dressed in a short skirt and blouse -- bounced out of it, and was waiting by my car door when I opened it.
"Hey stranger, this is a coincidence, fancy taking a lady to dinner?" She asked with a tentative smile on her face.
"Let me get washed and changed then." I replied.
"Oh yeah, no hurry; the car will wait."
Jenny's smile had changed into a grin.
"Jenny."
"Yes?"
"You wait in the Rolls; I won't be two minutes."
"Spoil sport!"
===================
We had a meal in one of the local pubs, nothing special or anything. Then we sat in the bar and talked. Eventually Jennifer brought the conversation around to Elaine -- which I was not too pleased about -- and wangled the story of Elaine and my, three year relationship out of me. She didn't really make much comment but she appeared to understand how emotionally upset I'd been specifically concerning how Elaine had died.
Back at the Moat House I walked Jenny to the door of her suit again, the Rolls was waiting in the car park to run me home.
That night Jenny kissed me on the lips again and I let the kiss go on a little longer, because it would be the last time she did it. I didn't, and had never taken Jenny in my arms, by the way; unless we'd been on the dance floor.
"I guess this is goodbye?" She said as she broke our little kiss.
"Not quite Jenny. I have to drive you to the airport in the morning, haven't I?"
A big smile came over her face and she threw her arms around my neck, squeezing me like hell and kissed me again. But much harder that time, if you understand me?
Then she suddenly released me and apologised. Jenny told me that she'd lost control of her emotions for a moment because she was so surprised and happy that I managed to get the time off work to take her to the airport.
I explained that I'd informed my superior at the office that I either got the morning off work, or I took the day off sick. And, as he was aware that I was not actually ill, he'd then be forced to reprimand me. And, that I'd take that happening as an excellent opportunity, to tell him exactly in which part of his anatomy, he could file the relevant paperwork.
"Oh god Simon; don't lose your job just to run me to the airport. I've got a car booked anyway."
"Jenny, I promised Billie I'd be your escort for the weekend. Actually I agreed on the wedding, but everyone else seems to think that included your whole visit to the country. I neglected my duties today, for which I apologise. I'm bored out of my mind with my current job anyway; I've been doing it so long. So if push comes to shove, who gives a monkeys?"
===================
You know, I almost cried as Jenny went through the departure gate. We'd kissed again and I'd even taken the risk of taking her in my arms. Funny, I'd only known her for five days and she'd really got to me.
I watched her plane take-off and then went home and got drunk; bugger the bloody office!
My superior didn't admonish me, when I strolled into the office a few minutes late on the Wednesday morning; neither about my late arrival, or my failure to appear at all the previous afternoon.
Someone did drop a letter on my desk later in the day, but that informed me that I was being moved up a salary grade. I figured, I'd have to do a vanishing act again sometime in the future. Or maybe it was the home truths I'd voiced to my superior on the Monday afternoon.
===================
I suppose that I was a little disappointed that only one letter arrived from Jennifer, a week after she got home. It simply said she'd got home safely and that her mother and stepfather had been pleased to have her back. I should imagine the local guys were as well!
Several weeks past and Jenny almost faded from my memory, but not quite. I found I was having some interesting -- if a little upsetting -- dreams. Usually the only person in my dreams had been Elaine; suddenly I had to contend with Jennifer making an appearance, and often substituting for Elaine.
===================
Then one morning I arrived at the office and very quickly learnt that there was an almightily flap going on, on the top floor. During the day word filtered down to the lower floors that there was a hostile takeover in the offing.
Quite a few of my fellow employees immediately began to worry about their jobs. Our employers didn't run the most efficient company around. The guys upstairs appeared happy to have the latest computers on their desks, but nearly everyone else in the place did things the hard way; shoving bits of paper around; hence my recent raise being announced via a letter instead of email.
However being in a niche in market and having a reputation for reliability, if not efficiency, the company had always maintained a full order book. But I'd been well aware that the place was ripe for a takeover by some multi-national, more interested in our companies patents, than they were in its manufacturing (dis)organisation. So I wasn't really surprised to hear about the panic going on, on the top floor.
To be honest I'd got into more than a bit of a rut. Redundancy would possibly do me good. It would force me to get out and find a different job. Hopefully one I'd be able to make my mark in.
For the next week or so and atmosphere of doom pervaded to whole company. The stuffed shirts from the top floor had the gloomiest expressions on their faces. I'm pretty sure they knew that they would be the first to be thrown out on their ears. Some of the folks on the lower floors would survive I was sure, and maybe even some of the workers out in the plant. The only really good thing about the company was the reliability of the stuff they turned out.
Two weeks and it was a done deal. Word quickly filtered down that there were some new faces -- wearing very serious expressions -- wandering around the upper floors.
In the following days those serious faces began to venture for quick forays onto the lower floors. They were usually spotted in department managers' offices and those managers always had equally serious expressions on their faces.
The next thing that I noticed as I arrived at the office one morning was one of the maintenance guys' removing the chairman's reserved parking place sign. When I came out that night I noted that nearly all of the directors named signs had also been taken down. The chairman's sign being replaced by one reading CEO, led me to believe that maybe and American company had been behind the takeover. Although I knew that a lot of Multi-nationals and some British companies used American terminology for their executives nowadays.
I managed to clap eyes on Marsha a few times, but the opportunity never presented itself to embarrass her. Usually she had a notepad in her hand and was trying -- best she could in those stilettos of hers -- to keep up with some guy who strode around in double time, like he was on a mission. Which, I suppose, he was!
Us workers still had no idea of exactly who had bought the company out; or what their long-term plans for it were. Some names had been banded about, on the gossip grapevine. But no one from upstairs was really talking. I believe they were all scared shitless that to say anything to anyone, might lead to them losing their jobs.
Two weeks later and I had had enough. On a whim that Monday morning I didn't go into the office, instead I paid a visit to the local Job Centre to see how job market looked. Not that I thought I'd find a job for myself there, rather I thought my visit might give me an idea of how things were going generally. It didn't look good, but I still went home and hit the telephone.
Two days I wasted before I worked it out that my only real option was to sit it out and wait until the axe fell. At least I'd get my redundancy pay that way. But I figured that I might be able to hurry that eventuality along a little; I hated the permanent air of limbo that was pervading the office.
Fifteen minutes late, I figured ought to do the trick. And, maybe a little more lackadaisical approach to my work! I'd always been known for my dedication and efficiency, maybe if I eased off a bit, I'd get shown the door a little sooner.
As I wandered into the office that morning, I caught sight of my department supervisor watching me through the glass wall of his office. With him was one of the new guys from the top floor who'd I'd seen kicking around a few times.
Placing the cup of coffee I'd picked on my way in on my desk, I pulled the top file from my in-tray and opened it. As I did so, out of the corner of my eye I saw the new guy leave my boss's office. I didn't look up, but I was aware that had his eyes were on me as he passed my desk.
No sooner had he left the department than my supervisor was standing over me. I was expecting an ear bashing for being late, what I got was.
"Simon, you're wanted on the sixth floor. You are to go up there immediately."
"Who wants to see me?"
"Farnforth, in Human Resources!"
"Human Resources: aye." I thought, "Christ I hadn't expected it to work that fast." Human Resources had to be the new name for the Personnel Department and they had always done the hiring and firing in the company. I wondered whether I should clear out my desk before I bothered to go up there.
"Well, are you going or not?" he demanded when I didn't immediately leap to my feet.
I picked up my still nearly full mug of coffee -- bringing an even blacker look the numbskulls face -- and headed for the lifts.
===================
When I arrived at the door that had a cardboard sign declaring "Human Resources" taped over the painted on words: "Personnel Department." I'd noted those cardboard signs stuck on nearly every door on the sixth floor.
"Simon, you better go straight in, Roger's been waiting for you!" Jean, one of the few faces I'd recognised on the sixth, grinned at me.
Then confusing me even more she gave me a double thumbs up signal and hurried me along with a sideways gesture of her head. Still confused I gently tapped on the door and strode into the room.
"Simon, come in; pleased to meet you at last." Farnforth said, rising to his feet and proffering his hand for me to shake.
Then clearing a space on his crowded desk for me to put my coffee he added, "Take a seat please?"
Having sat where he'd indicated, I suppose we eyed each other for a few seconds before I asked. "You wanted to see me Mr Farnforth?"
"Roger, please, Simon? Yes now, tell me what do you know about computers?"
"Computers?"
"Yes computers. Things have got to change around here Simon and your department is going to be moving into the twentieth century very shortly. Most of the paperwork done in there should have been computerised years ago. Far more efficient!"
"Yes well, I should imagine I'll soon be able to pick up the new system."
"Wow Simon, you misunderstand me. We don't want you to work with a new system. We want you to help the programmers design it."
"I'm sorry?" I wasn't quite sure that I understood what Roger Farnforth was saying. There was no way I could write a computer program and I expressed the fact to Roger.
Roger laughed and explained to me that professional computer programmers would write the software. The job he was offering me was to work with them and ensure that the program they wrote fulfilled the tasks the company needed it to do.
"Shouldn't my supervisor be doing that job?" I suggested.
Farnforth, looked at me long and hard, before he said. "Simon, you know as well as anyone that that bloody idiot would be lost before he even got started. He sits behind the desk only because his father is a member of the same Lodge as this company's previous MD. I don't believe the new CEO will tolerate that kind of thing.
"No, you're the ideal candidate. But I believe you'll have to keep an eye on what's happening in the department at the same time. Things appear to go a little haywire down there when you are not around.
"Now if you are prepared to undertake the task, we'll get down to the details; your salary for instance."
"Just a minute Mr Farnforth..."
"Roger!"
"Okay Roger. What about all the staff? Surely modernisation is going to lead to a lot of redundancies."
"It's termed rationalisation nowadays Simon. Yes, some of your co-workers will probably go; the department won't need as many staff. But, as many as we can, will be redeployed elsewhere in the company.
"Simon, whether you or anyone else helps with this modernisation, that fact won't change. Are you in?"
I thought for a few moments. If I was on the inside myself, I might be able to... protect at least some of my colleagues' jobs.
"Well, on the proviso that any members of the present staff are offered alternative employment within the company; I'm in!"
"Brilliant! But you drive a hard bargain. It's agreed that all non-supervisory staff will be offered alternative employment. We are expecting the organisation to expand in the long term anyway. Now we'll going to leave everything down there as it is, until we've got this modernisation underway. However to start with, you will spend most every morning up here of the sixth floor with the computer programmers. They're ensconced in the conference room now, waiting to talk to you. The sooner you brief them on what needs to be done, then the sooner they can get started. I'll take you down there now.
I spent the rest of that morning and most of the afternoon -- I'm not sure what happened to my lunch hour that day -- cloistered in the conference room with half a dozen computer geeks trying to explain what was needed. Not that I was sure I understood myself what was required. But I was surprised that the geeks appeared to think their work wasn't going to take very long. I kinda got the impression that all they had to do was make modifications to programs they already had written, and were being used elsewhere.
Oh yeah, the high point of the day was that Marsha had apparently been assigned to keep us stocked-up with tea, coffee and sandwiches. I really enjoyed saying, "Thank you, Marsha!" in the most condescending tone of voice I could muster.
One of the geeks asked if there was any history between us. I smiled and told him "Not of the kind you imagine!"
I got some work done back at my desk, but I had to fend-off a lot of questions about where I'd been all day. I hadn't thought about how to answer them, so I remained as noncommittal as I could get away with.
My supervisor sat in his office glowering at me. I'm sure he had an inkling as to what was in the wind. He was still sitting in his office with a sullen expression on his face when I left for the evening.
===================
As I left my flat for work the following morning, there were some removal guys carrying furniture into the empty flat opposite mine. Nothing odd really, it was a bachelor pad type complex and people were moving in and out all the time. One thing I did notice was that all the furniture I saw looked like it was brand new to me, straight from the showroom. The guys had to move their lorry so that I could get my car out. That made me late for work again and I wasn't best pleased about that, for obvious reasons.
At the office, I'd parked my car already, when I found myself doing a double take of one of the reserved parking place signs. It had "Simon Truman" written on the bugger, with "IT Liaison" below.
I must have stood there for several minutes convincing myself that my eyes were not deceiving me and that I was seeing, what I thought they were seeing. I was only brought back to the real world, when out of the corner of my eye; I noted four of the new guys rushing down the main entrances steps. One of them I recognised as the guy that Marsha was usually running along behind.
As they approached a black cab that had apparently just pulled up at the bottom of the entrance steps, John Wayne stepped out of the bugger. Well not really John Wayne, but a bloody good look-alike.
He had the same build as the actor and looked to me like he was seven foot tall. But that was probably because, even though he was dressed in a business suit, he had a massive Stetson perched on his head and a pair of cowboy boots -- with at least two-inch heels -- on his feet. You know, the quintessential incarnation of a Texan oil millionaire we've all seen in films. I was a little surprised that he wasn't wearing spurs, holster and gun.
After exchanging brief greetings with his welcoming committee, he turned back to the taxi and assisted an elegant woman to alight.
Chalk and cheese! The woman looked half his size even with her three-inch stilettos. I figured she was about forty-five, maybe fifty years old, and noted that she was carrying those years extremely efficiently.
For just an instant she glanced in my direction and smiled. I've got to say I had no idea at the time, whether she had smiled at me, or just returned the stupid grin I had on my face. And I still don't know whether I was grinning myself because I'd just seen that reserved parking sign with my name on it, or that I'd found the sight of her cowboy companion slightly humorous.
Look, you don't come across many people dressed as he was in the UK; not even in the country and western bars and dance clubs.
The woman had an enchanting and vaguely familiar face, which was to trouble me for the rest of the day. Still smiling she said something to the big man, who also glanced my in my direction, and appeared to study me carefully me for an instant, moving his head back and actually appearing to get even taller as he did so.
Then he said a few words to the woman before returning to talk with the welcoming committee as they all made their way up the steps and into the building. The elegant woman sneaked another smiling glance my way just before she stepped through the door.
There was something about that woman that I couldn't get my head around. Film star looks, okay maybe an older film star, but you know what I mean and... Oh yeah, that picture of an air-stewardess in mufti crept into my brain. I remembered someone else bringing that thought into my mind, but I couldn't recall whom at that moment.
The doors were closing on both lifts by the time I followed them inside, so I waited and watched the indicators as they up to the seventh floor and slowly returned again.
===================
"What about redundancies?" I heard one of my colleagues call out even before I'd entered the department.
As I made the door, the first thing I noted was that everyone was sitting on chairs grouped around my desk. Roger Farnforth was actually sat on my desk and another man -- I'd never seen before -- was standing beside him addressing everyone.
"We do not envisage any redundancies at all in this department. That was the first query Simon had before he accepted the position. Eventually though, we envisage that some of you will be invited to transfer to other departments. Please understand that this modernisation is long overdue. The new management accept that you've done so well considering the archaic conditions you've been working under so stoically. We have no intention of forgetting your dedication this company.
"Now things are going to get worse for Simon. He's going to have to keep this department struggling along, as well as spend a lot of his time helping design and implement the new systems. His first thought was for you, his work colleagues. I hope you'll all give him all the support needs."
Then the guy, who'd obviously seem me enter the department, gestured to where I was standing.



"Ah, here he is now! Good morning Simon, I was just explaining what is happening to your staff."
"Your staff" was the bit that sank home. I wish I'd been around when he'd started; I had no idea what the bloody hell was going on.
I looked across at the supervisor's office and noticed an almost sterile emptiness about it. The walls were bare of the family photographs that had adorned them the evening before.
I learnt later that my supervisor had gone upstairs after I left the previous evening. He had demanded to know where I'd been for most of the day and why. Well, he was told and insisted that it was he, as the department supervisor, who should be advising the computer people. It was never made clear to me what happened after that, but I do believe he then found himself on the losing end of a game of brinkmanship. Whatever happened, it led to him leaving the building permanently that same evening.
I was standing there with the rest of the departments staff staring at me, while wondering how they were going to take all this. When one of them shouted "Good on ya, Simon!" then they all crowded around congratulating me. Only I'm not too sure what they were congratulating me for. Helping with the change over to computers, or replacing our a-whole of a department head.
The melee was still going on when Jean, Farnforth's secretary, rushed into the department and had a word in his ear. Farnforth rather deftly brought order to the chaos and told me -- and everybody else -- that the computer wallies were waiting for me upstairs.
Then leaving the other guy whose name I still hadn't been told in the office, he and Jean, all-but, dragged me to the lifts.
The computer guys were all grouped around a collection of laptops. I must say that I was surprised at what they had achieved literally overnight. But they said it was finding the right bits of already written programming together and then persuading them to talk to each other. They also went on about how large a server was going to be required and wanted me to talk to the production and design departments because they were all going to be on the same system. I was kinda lost most of the time and spent quite a lot of the day ringing around different people in the company and dragging them into our discussions.
Farnforth had given me carte blanche as far as that sort of thing was concerned. I suppose that's what the IT Liaison title was all about. I kinda wondered whether I'd end up taking the can if the system didn't work. Hey shit, we all know that nothing can cause a greater cock-up than a computer system that doesn't work properly. I was wondering whether I'd been roped-in as the whipping boy.
Marsha wasn't running around after us with refreshments that day, one of the other girls was. This disappointed me a little, because I'd enjoyed myself winding her up the day before.
When I enquired about her absence the girl told us that some very important guy and his wife had arrived in the office that morning and all the top knobs were running around upstairs like demented cats. The girl said that for some reason Marsha looked as if she was terrified of them, especially the guy's wife.
We'd sort of missed out on taking a proper lunch the day before, so I suggested to the computer guys that we should take one that day. My suggestion was not met with universal approval. The guys explained that some computer guru was due over from the U.S. very shortly to look over their system. They wanted to get as far along as they could, before he turned up and stuck his nose in.
So it was sandwiches for lunch once again. Yeah, I could have overruled them, (I think) but I didn't want to upset the guys, we'd been getting along just fine up until then.
I did manage to find time to nip down to the department only to find everything was running tickety-boo. I have no idea whether it was due to the change in supervisor, the fact that some of them were scared shitless that they might be out on their ear, or that they were trying to help me. But they were all working like dervishes down there and weren't far off schedule; which I'll add, was pretty unusual for our department.
I left them to it and went back up to my new computer geek friends. We didn't leave the conference room until after six that evening when everybody else, except the security staff and cleaning people, had left the offices.
===================
There was load music coming form the flat opposite when I got home that evening. I hoped to hell I wasn't going to have a noisy neighbour like I had before one time. Maybe the thought crossed my mind to knock on the door and introduce myself, but I feared I'd make a comment about the loudness of the music and that wouldn't make for a good neighbourly relationship. I'd leave the complaining to the miserable old bugger down below if I could.
Besides I was tired, it had been a long day.
After I had a shower, I was perusing the selection of frozen food in my freezer and trying to decide whether to cook something or resort to calling one of the local takeaways and having something delivered, when the doorbell rang.
But not the intercom bell from the outer door down on the street. Whoever it was, they were already in the block.
"Damn it!" I thought, I really wasn't in the mood to meet my new neighbour. Besides, I was still dressed in nothing but a bath towel.
Hoping they'd give up and go away, I sneaked over to the door and squinted through the little spy hole. Only to be confronted by an eye trying to look in from the outside.
"I'm sorry, but I'm not dressed at the moment, could you come back later?"
"Oh, but I just needed someone to open my wine for me, so that I can have a glass with my dinner!" And extremely deep and sultry -- if not sounding a little false -- female voice replied.
Curiosity got the better of me; I slipped the catch and stuck my head around the edge of the door.
"That happens to be a bottle of beer!"
"Yeah, but you're not a wine drinker are you? Anyway, your steak's done just how you like it. Come on let's eat."
"Jenny I'm not dressed. What are you doing here anyway?"
"I'd have thought that was pretty obvious, I live here in that cute little apartment opposite."
"No, what are you doing back in the UK?"
"Ah well, my basic plan is to get you to ask me to marry you. I figured that if I move in next-door, then I'll be able to... Well, you won't be bringing any other girls back here, will you? Not with me standing out here and... Well, I'll leave that to your imagination. Now come-on lets eat I'm starving."
"I'm not dressed Jennifer!"
"Hey, do you see me complaining? I can take my clothes off as well if you like, it'll save time later."
"Give me a couple of minutes?" I said before closing the door.
"Spoil sport!" Jenny called out as I did so.
===================
The steak was cooked exactly as I liked it. Jenny grinned back at me when I complimented her on her cooking and memory.
After we'd eaten she had great fun showing me all the new furniture she'd bought, including her bedroom furniture. Explaining that it was a little large for the flat but assuring me that it was going to look wonderful in "our house!"
I didn't rise to the bait, and no, we didn't end the evening in her bed; or mine. Although we were up until well gone one A.M. talking about what the little minx had been up to. Or maybe I should say what her stepfather had been up to.
Jenny explained that she informed her mother and stepfather that she'd met the man she intended to marry while in the UK, when they collected her from the airport over there. She said her stepfather hadn't been impressed, until her mother had got it out of her that Jenny had failed to tempt me into trying to bed her.
"By the way Simon, if anyone had tried anything that I found unwelcome... Well, I always had my little friend here!"
Jenny pulled a little gadget from her handbag and waved it at me.
"You do realise that those things are illegal in the UK, don't you?" I informed her.
"Are they? I didn't know!"
"Well, I think they are. I've never seen them on sale or anything. You were lucky you never got stopped at the airport with it."
"It came over in the metal case, packed in with my jewellery, a couple of weeks before and was safely locked up in the bank vault."
Well that explained to me how she'd got a stun gun into the country.
Jenny further explained that it had gone back to the States with her jewellery and returned once again packed in with her test equipment. Suddenly I suspected that I knew who the computer guru, the guys had been so worried about all day, might turn out to be. But I didn't ask Jenny about that at the time, because she was explaining how her stepfather had insisted on having me thoroughly checked out.
Apparently whoever he had got to look into my background, had been very thorough. I somehow didn't think they were normal private detectives either, because while checking me out they realised that my employers were a potential gold mine -- Jenny's description -- and ripe for a take over.
"Lee's people say that the company just needs a few million dollars pumped in to modernise the place and then it's going to take off." Jenny said with a grin on her face.
"And my sudden and unexpected promotion?" I asked.
"No Simon; that had nothing to do with me, or my stepfather. Although I should imagine that some of the new management will know that Lee has a special interest in you. They will be the same guys who suggested the takeover to him anyway. Lee has a hands-off attitude, and pays other people to do the worrying.
"Mind you, I think it's very... fortuitous that you're the IT liaison officer, and I'm my stepfathers IT consultant."
"Oh, fortuitous for who?"
"For us silly! It means I get to consult with you all day and then we can really get friendly all night. Hey, I only live next-door; you can drive me too and from work. Isn't that a lucky coincidence?"
===================
Yeah, I put up a token resistance for about a month or so. Well, just long enough to convince Jenny to stop trying to rush me into anything, and then I climbed into bed with her. Well not exactly bed actually, we finally lost control of ourselves in her, now my, office one evening after everyone had gone home.
Hey, it was kinky and fun, even if I did have to keep one eye open in case any of the cleaning staff suddenly appeared in the IT department. Yes, I am the IT manager now; well, Jenny's training me up, she has been since the first day she stepped into the company if I dare to admit it. Jenny says she wants to be a stay-at-home mum.
I had to meet the big man of course, and I'll be honest, he scared the life out of me until I got to know him. He certainly worships Jenny's mother and I do believe he thinks the sun won't rise in the morning if my Jenny isn't happy. Mind you, I think the same thing nowadays.
The wedding and reception was held at The Moat House, but it was a pretty casual affair. You know just family and friends and the more presentable members of the Rovers and their girlfriends.
Billie and his pregnant bride were there, and so was Jenny's Uncle Graham. Jenny's aunt was unfortunately unwell and couldn't make it to the wedding, so Graham brought his secretary in her stead. Billie kinda hinted that the secretary -- whom he appeared to know remarkably well -- might find herself as full time stand-in for Mrs Biddle in the near future.
Mind you, it was probably a good idea that the old bat never turned up, Jenny's mother always has venom in her tone whenever the woman is mentioned. Jenny told me that she had never let on to her mother how nastily Marsha and her aunt had treated her, until she herself got over to the Big Guy's ranch. If those two ever do run into each other, I suspect that there will be some real fireworks.
Marsha didn't show either because she was too near her time. She'd gone on maternity leave shortly after Jenny came to work at the company. Er, no! I don't know who the father is, and from what I've heard, neither does Marsha. What more can I say?
Oh well, I suppose I could say that Jenny would like half a dozen children, but I'd prefer just two. I suppose we'll have to wait and see on that one. But generally I think my life's pretty well planned out for me from now on.
But there's only one question that really keeps creeping back into my mind every so often. Just who the hell was that bloody Caucasian-Afro-Caribbean stripper bird, at Billie's damned Stag Party?
Life goes on.
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This is a little wander through realms of improbability; concerning a confused young man and his interactions with one particular member of female of our species. Of course it is possible that the young lady in question, had just came up with a novel approach to solving the age old problem of "not being noticed" by her intended pray.
My thanks go to SH for her assistance in preparing this improbable tale for posting.
Three Times! A Lady?
Okay, the first time it happened it took me by such surprise that I really didn't take too much notice. Well now, that isn't exactly true; but she came at me from nowhere and to be honest I'm still not sure of what really went down that day.
The second time it happened... well, I figured that it just had to be a case of mistaken identity or something.
But the third time, that a complete stranger walked up to me and slapped me around the face, I really thought that it was about time I had a talk to the lady in question, and found out what her bleeding problem was.
Look okay, the first time I came across her... or rather felt her distain. I was out with the lads on Ronnie's stag do, and their had been highly probable that one of the guys might have taken a verbal liberty or two with the young lady, that she had mistakenly attributed to myself. Consequently -- when I'd regained my senses -- I kind-a took whoever's punishment with a grin, and laughed-it-off best I could.
Well, I have to admit that -- with the quick glance I'd got of her -- I'd observed that she was one very tast... er, desirable looking female. And as the guys were getting a little on the horny side; after we'd visited three of London's less reputable gentlemen's entertainment establishments in quick succession. It seemed obvious to me... highly probable even, that one of the guys might have overstepped the bounds of acceptable behaviour, and said something he shouldn't, if you get my drift.
I'll add, we'd been unceremoniously requested to make ourselves scarce from each club in rather rapid succession. Anyway there we were, discussing which purveyor of intoxicating liquors establishment, we were going to get thrown-out-of next. When suddenly this gorgeous looking brunette strides up to me... and -- without a by-your-leave -- clocks me one, right round the kisser. Much to the amusement of my inebriated mates, I might add. Then, just as quickly as she'd appeared, the woman was gone again. My memory of the remainder of that evening is sort-of shrouded in alcoholic haze, even if my credit card statement assured me that it had been a night I should remember.
==========================
Whatever, several months had passed and I was standing by the exit gate to the passport and customs control area in Heathrow airport one afternoon, when the brunette made her second appearance.
Once again I didn't really see her approach, basically because I was watching out for my sister and her husband's imminent arrival. The brunette was suddenly standing there before me, and then, without uttering a word, she up and clouted me one again. The smack came from nowhere; well, I never saw the bugger coming anyway!
"What got her knickers into such a twist, Toby?" My sister -- who unfortunately had managed to witness that incident -- asked.
"Buggered if I know, Sis! But I think that's the same bird who left that red mark on my face after Ronnie's Stag night."
"So, just what did you do to upset her so much that night?"
"Honest Sis, I told you at the time, I never said a bloody word to her. Shit, it was just like this time; I never even saw her coming, until she ups and clocks me one."
"And you expect me to believe that?"
The expression on my sister's face, informed me that my reputation as 'Mr Nice Guy', had taken somewhat of a knock, in her eyes. I'm not too sure what her in-laws -- who were also travelling with her -- made of the encounter either.
==========================
Okay, several more months passed and then there I was, at a big company do in a flash hotel in town. Every bugger I work with on a daily basis was there, plus all the company top brass, including the big cheese himself, and almost everyone's respective spouses as well. As a company, we were celebrating an extremely successful year and several of us minions were supposed to be receiving presentations of some sort for our valiant efforts on the company's behalf; hopefully big cash bonus's.
This time I actually did spot her coming, but still far too late to take any kind of avoiding action.
"Smack!" my head snapped around like Cassius Clay had just landed me one, and I staggered backwards for a few paces; almost falling over.
Something had to be done about this, I kinda had it figured that the bird had to be either working out at the gym, or something. She appeared to getting far more proficient at landing her slaps with practise. However, I was beginning to get just a little bit pissed-off that she was forever using my face to practise on.
And besides, she had embarrassed me somewhat, first in front of my friends, then my family and finally in front of my work colleagues
"Just a bloody minute miss?" I said chasing after her and taking firm hold of her arm as she tried to make her usual smart get away. "What in heaven's name was all that in aid of?"
She turned and looked me directly in the eye; boy, could I see that there was real contempt in her expression. But before she or I had the chance to say anything much else, my department manager -- one John Hewlett, an arse-kisser extraordinaire whom I was not particularly fond of -- was on the scene.
"Toby, unhand Miss Wendy this instant. How dare you touch Miss Montague in such a manner?" Hewlett demanded.
"But she just..." I tried to explain.
But Hewlett wasn't in listening mode.
"Toby, I'm disappointed in you, you do not manhandle young ladies like that; especially the new chairman's daughter. Well, not in my presence you don't anyway!"
"John, she just slapped me around the face for no reason whatsoever."
"Oh don't talk rubbish lad. What did you say to upset her?"
"Nothing, I've never spoken to the girl in my life before. She just upped and smacked me one."
"Don't give me that sh... rubbish, boy! Nice young ladies don't go around striking people without just cause. Most likely you said something out of turn. Your trouble is young man, that you are far too headstrong; I've warned you about that it the past. God, you'll be lucky if Mr Montague doesn't demand that you're contract is terminated over this! I've got a good mind to terminate it myself anyway."
Now up to a point, John Hewlett was right; I am naturally headstrong. I'm a decision maker, and that's what had made me so successful in my job. Whereas, some of my colleagues tend to procrastinate, rather than commit the company to any particular course of action; I don't beat around the bush. I make snap decisions on the information that's available at the time and usually they turn out to be correct. Of course I'd have studied every angle anyway and consequently I've usually prepared for almost anything that goes down. That was the main reason I'd risen to number two in the department at such a young age, hard work and preparation, whilst the rest of the guys were wittering away to one another
Headstrong I might be, but something that I have never been, is short tempered. Unfortunately everyman has his breaking point though.
This Wendy bird striking and embarrassing me in front of my peers on three separate occasions -- and without any reason that I was aware off -- had pushed my self-control to the extreme limit.
John Hewlett -- never my favourite person, who had regularly taken the credit for my hard work -- stepping into the fray and making threats of dismissal, was the proverbial straw that broke the Camel's back.
"You can stuff your effing contract right up your bleeding arse." I found myself replying. "This ain't the only company in the world!"
With those words I found myself heading out of the hotel's reception room, alone. None of the other guys dared come after me to try and calm me down. They knew me too well, and they were also scared shitless of John Hewlett.
==========================
I'm not completely sure of where I went for the rest of the evening. A couple of pubs to start with, I think, and then at least one nightclub; where I could drink until I lost track of everything.
Wherever I went, I somehow managed to get home safely, and get my mobile phone lifted as well. Well, possibly I just mislaid the thing!
Whatever, sometime during the Sunday afternoon, I was awoken by the telephone; with a headache to rival all others before or since.
"Toby mate, where the fuck did you get too?" A so-called mate from the office asked.
"I dunno Tony, I tied one on a bit."
"Jesus mate, I've been calling you all bloody morning, was there some hell to pay after you done a runner last night. You were supposed to be the number one star of the show, you know?"
"Who gives a shit?"
"Jesus mate, Montague was standing up on the stage singing your praises and telling everyone that you had made the greatest contribution to the company's success this year, and you were a bloody no show. He looked like a real prune when someone told him you'd left earlier."
"Did they also tell him I'd quit?"
"No, I don't think anyone dared. Anyway it was in the heat of the moment; no one believes you meant it."
I told you that I'm a snap decision maker, maybe what I didn't say was that, once I've made a decision, I bloody-well stick with it. Probably that was the reason that I did so well in my job; at work I was decisive and didn't get cold feet later and change my mind.
Regretfully, I hadn't always been as astute when it came to the female of our species and of late had been avoiding emotional involvement with any of them.
"Have you ever known me to change my mind, Tony?"
"Oh come on, Toby mate. This is a little different; your career is involved here."
"Tony, Markham's isn't the only company in the world. And besides, John Hewlett and me have been at loggerheads for so bloody long, I'm sick of it. I'm gone mate, and that's the end of it!"
"But your bonus?"
"They can stuff their effing bonus right up their bleeding Jacksey's for all I care. Look Tony, I've only just woken up and I need the loo rather urgently, right now. I'll see you Monday when I come in to pick up my gear to say good-by!"
With that, I hung up the phone. Tony was one of John Hewlett's arse-kissers; I couldn't really be bothered with the man.
During the afternoon, until I pulled the plug on my landline, I received several more anxious calls from concerned work colleagues. I had no idea where my mobile phone had gone, and eventually figured that I must have lost it during my binge session. I never did see the thing again, and had to get a replacement a few days later.
Anyway, besides hearing repeats about the debacle of my presentation, that didn't happen. I picked up on some rumours about the reason why Wendy Montague had chosen to clock me one. The consensus of opinion appeared to be, that it concerned an incident that had occurred on the island of Martinique.
"Martinique, what the fuck was supposed to have happened there? Where is the place anyway, ain't it one of the places the poseurs go to? Can you imagine me going to a place like that?" I demanded of the guy who first mentioned the island to me.
"I don't know for sure. In the Caribbean isn't it. Christ mate you're the bloody sailor; I figure you know where your going."
"Yeah round the coast and down to the bloody Med when I can get the chance. I ain't likely to risk taking my little boat across the bleeding Atlantic, am I? Anyway I'm not even sure Martinique is in the Caribbean, it could be one of those flash places in the Indian Ocean, for all I know."
==========================
I weren't in any hurry to arrive at the office on the Monday morning. The boxing of your own gear and walking out with it, is always the most embarrassing part of leaving any job. I kind of hung around in a local café until I figured most people would have gone off to lunch.
"Hi Toby. John would like to see you. He told me to ask you to go to his office the minute you arrive."
"You told me Claire, and I don't care sweet FA about what Hewlett wants. I'll be packing my gear and then heading up to personnel. If he wants me, he better find me before I'm done."
Poor Claire, the department's communal secretary and PA, didn't know what to say. I don't believe she had seen me angry before. Well not openly hostile to everyone anyway.
I was waiting for the lift up to the fifth floor, when the two security guys arrived in a lift that was on its way down. At the time, the significance of the lifts direction didn't strike me as important. Neither did the fact that they got into the lift with me for the ride up to personnel on the fifth floor. After all, I'd seen employees who'd been fired, escorted from the building a few times in the past.
What did strike me as odd though, was that one of them hogged the control panel and pressed the button for the seventh floor, where all the big-knobs hang out.
"I want the fifth." I told the donkey.
"No mate, you are wanted on the seventh floor!" He replied, with a 'You really don't want to argue with me!' tone to his voice.
Taking into account the size of the guy, and the fact that there were just the three of us in the lift -- and consequently there would be no independent witnesses -- I chose to take the advice implied by his tone.
On the hallowed seventh floor -- a place I'd rarely had the opportunity to visit -- it was indicated that I should proceed towards the chairman's office. An inner sanctum, I knew of no man who'd ever entered and lived to tell the tale.
A very tasty, but at the same time extremely efficient looking secretary, leapt from behind her desk as my escort and I approached and tried to wrestle my precious cardboard box from me. Eventually she conceded that it was my damned cardboard box, and I was bloody-well keeping the bleeding thing; then she opened the gigantic door to the chairman's domain and ushered me inside.
"Toby! There you are at last, my lad. I was getting a little concerned that you weren't going to put in an appearance today." Mr Montague said rising from his seat and coming around his massive desk, all the while holding out his hand in welcome.
I couldn't exactly shake the proffered hand, because I was holding my precious cardboard box full of junk, wasn't I?
After a little confusion, Montague took the box from me and placed it on his desk. Then he shook my hand, somewhat overenthusiastically.
"Now, what can I get you to drink Toby... Scotch, or do you prefer Brandy?"
"I er..."
"Suzy can make us tea or coffee, if you'd prefer. Now, which will it be?"
I didn't want anything really; I just wanted to know what the chuffing-'ell was going on. But I found myself replying. "Coffee, I think sir!"
Hitting a button on his desk, Montague asked the lovely Suzy to make two coffees, then he turned back to me.
"Now sit down, my boy?" He said, indicating towards a massive three-piece suite that adorned one corner of his office. I sat on the sofa and he settled himself into one of the armchairs.
Almost at the same instant as Suzy -- his sexy secretary -- taking me by surprise, appeared in the office and went round behind Montague's private bar. Every-time I looked in a different direction, I spotted something else, and the room appeared even bigger than I'd first thought it was.
Suzy smiled at me and began making the coffees, whilst Mr Montague muttered inconsequential pleasantries to me, I think. I'll admit, that as overwhelmed by being in the big cheese's presence as I was; my concentration was all but completely taken up by the gorgeous Suzy. Eventually she placed a cup before both Montague and myself. Then left the office again, carrying the third; for herself I assumed.
"Now my lad, are you one difficult man to get a hold of? I've had people trying to get in touch with you since first thing this morning." Montague said with humour in his voice.
"I've been a little busy, Mr Montague. I do have to find alternative employment after all."
That was a lie of course, my telephone back at the flat was still unplugged, and as I've said, I'd lost my bloody mobile. But I figured it kind-a sounded the right thing to say at the time. Sort-a rubbed the point home that I was no longer one of his humble minions.
"Now, now lad, that is a silly and short sighted attitude, Toby. Sometimes, we all may say things in the heat of the moment, that we don't really mean." He suggested with a grin on his face.
I had never met the man in person before. Well, he was the new chairman who had the reputation of being a ruthless businessman; so I was a little surprised at his demeanour and the conciliatory line that he was apparently taking with me. But I was still on the offensive, and distrusting of the bugger.
"Mr Montague. Sometimes, in the heat of the moment we get the inclination to say things we should have said much sooner. Personally I can't stand John Hewlett, I never have liked working under the guy since he took over the department. What happened on Saturday evening was bound to happen at some time or the other; the incident with your daughter was only the catalyst."
"Ah yes, Wendy! Hmm, well, I'm afraid she can get a little headstrong on occasion; a little like yourself, in fact. I'm not sure what happened between you two out on Martinique; whether it was just a misunderstanding or something. Whatever it was, she'll get over it eventually."
"Mr Montague, I've never been to bloody Martinique in my entire life. If you don't mind me saying, that sort of place, just isn't my scene!"
An expression of surprise came over Montague's face.
"That's odd, Wendy doesn't usually lie. She seemed pretty adamant that you and her were involved in a lia... er, an incident on Martinique last year."
"Then she's mistaken sir. I've never been to the place in my entire life! Actually I'm not even sure where it is."
"Oh my, how odd." Montague looked thoughtful for a few moments, and then went on. "Oh dear, your sister said that Wendy had... er, accosted you in a similar manner at the airport some weeks ago, as well as on Saturday evening. That is embarrassing."
"And outside a club in town here a few months back. That time she chose to clock me one, in front of my friends. Your daughter, is extremely efficient sir; she's managed to make a scene in front of my friends, my family and then finally my work colleagues. I'd call that a full house wouldn't you? My problem is, that I have no idea why she's taken to using my face as a punching ball."
"Oh my god, the silly girl. You could have had her charged with assault."
"Yes I could have; but I'm unusually patient with the mentally challenged. I just thought she'd escaped from Shenley or somewhere."
"Shenley?"
"Yes, it's a special hospital out near St Albans."
"Oh, somewhat along the lines of Bedlam I presume. That's where her mother and I thought we were going to end-up several times when Wendy was younger. Wendy always has been a bit of a handful!"
"Yeah, you're on the right track. I'd never clapped eyes on your daughter in my life, before she assaulted me the night in April, outside a... nightclub. I was with some friends and we laughed off that first incident.
"After our second brief encounter at Heathrow, I figured that she was just a nutcase and ignored it as best I could. Although that particular incident did carry some unexpected repercussions for me. And then at the reception on Saturday evening I figured it was time to have it out with the young lady. I had no idea who she was, but I really can't go through the rest of my life wondering when she's going to pop up out of the woodwork, and clock me one again.



"I'm afraid that John Hewlett intervened before I had a chance to challenge her."
"Oh I see, and John Hewlett's intervention escalated the situation somewhat, did it?"
"No, not exactly sir, it changed the encounter's direction. I'm a great believer in fate Mr Montague. I'd say that your daughter's action only brought forward by a few months something that would have happened very soon anyway. John Hewlett took all the credit for the Thomas account, didn't he? I worked my bloody arse off on that one, and him coming-on all righteous on me on Saturday evening... Well that was the last straw.
"Daniel Thomas is a personal friend of mine, Toby; we play golf together almost every week. John Hewlett might have tried to take the credit for the account. But Daniel told me about all the work you did to smooth troubled waters. Why the hell did you think you were getting that damned great bonus anyway?"
As Montague was speaking, a thought suddenly struck home in my mind.
"Just a moment sir. Did you just say, that my sister told you about the incident at the airport?"
"Yes. I told you, I've had people trying to find you all day. Your PA turned up your sister's telephone number, and I had a little chat with her this morning. Oh, you'd better give her a call by the way; she was most perturbed that we couldn't locate you this morning. She mentioned something about a yacht."
"Probably, she thinks I might have sailed off into the sunset again. My sister's never been very nautical, even when we were children and she came sailing with my father and I. She insists I let her know exactly where and when I'm out on the boat."
"I'd say she loves you very much, and she is concerned about your health and safety."
"Following that little incident with your daughter at Heathrow airport. I'm afraid that my sister doesn't think as highly of me as she used to do sir. She's is convinced that I had to have done something to precipitate your daughter's behaviour that day."
"My apologies. Wendy can be difficult and a real trial on occasions; but I've never known her become violent with anyone before. No matter what else results from our meeting today, Toby; I think we need to get you and Wendy together so you can thrash this out between you.
"I try to make a point of not meddling in my daughter's social life anymore. I'm sure that when she was younger, Wendy took-up with the most unsavoury of characters just to spite me. But I feel this has got to be an exception; she can't go around striking you every time you encounter each other. God man, you've every right to have her arrested. Are you free for dinner this evening?"
"Er, well, yes sir; I suppose I am." I replied.
I had no idea why I was still calling the old fart sir, or why I'd so readily accepted his offer of dinner. I had quit the company, after all.
But then again, reputedly a complete bastard in the business world; Montague appeared to me to be a very nice guy. So I sat there and listened as he (after producing a mobile phone from somewhere) called his wife, and explained to her that they had a guest for dinner that evening. He also asked her to ensure that their daughter Wendy was present for the meal.
"There, that was simple; you and Wendy can sort out whatever gripe she's got with you over dinner. You seem like a personable young man to me Toby, and from what Daniel Thomas told me, you can talk the hind legs off a donkey when you choose too. If you two sit down and discuss whatever Wendy's is with her; then maybe we'll be able to bring an end to that little misunderstanding.
"Right, now, we'd better move on to the matter of your employment."
"But..."
"No buts young man. I'm used to dealing with the likes of John Hewlett. There's a lot of dead wood around in every company. Now I suggest that we forget all about your resignation the other night. It wasn't in writing anyway, and that is how you should have submitted it; as stipulated in your contract of employment."
Montague smiled, as if he'd just laid the winning hand on the table in a game of cards.
"But I don't think you can remain working with a man who you obviously dislike so much in the mean time. Even if it is for the short period he remains with us. So, for the time being at least, I'm thinking upon the lines of moving you up here to the seventh floor."
I have no idea what kind of an expression that statement my face.
"Oh, don't look so surprised, Toby. You sweet-talked one of the toughest businessmen I know around, and made a mighty big impression on him."
"But I've never met with Mr Thomas."
"Yes you did, a rather overweight gentleman; he sits in on discussions and doesn't appear to say very much. Actually, he watches everyone very closely and instructs his mouthpiece with a collection of subtle hand signals. Look, Toby if I don't keep you, Daniel Thomas will be after adding you to his payroll; he's all-but told me as much.
"I haven't got anything specific in mind for you up here at the moment; so my personal assistant will have to do for the time being. With a salary befitting that station of course. What do you say to that, young man?"
"Um, well I..."
"Good, that's what I wanted to hear. I know as well as you do that the offer is far too good for you to refuse. You might be headstrong on occasions, but you are also a realist, not a fool.
"Now you take the rest of this week off, as a reward for all the hard work you put on the Thomas account, and we'll see you at the house this evening at seven-thirty for eight, shall we say? Oh, and you can leave that little box of tricks of yours with Suzy; she'll see that it's waiting in your office for you on Monday morning."
I kinda gathered that I'd been dismissed; so I picked up my little cardboard box and left Mr Montague's office.
"Gets to you, doesn't he?" Suzy said as I stood outside the door in a daze.
"Yeah, I'm not quite sure what happened in there really. I went in expecting a fight and I think I got sweet-talked back onto the firm."
"You never left, your resignation wasn't in writing. Mr Montague's a stickler for formality in those kinds of things. Now, when you come in next Monday that will be your office over there, Toby."
"Christ, did he have it all planned before I even got in there?"
"Well, in a way yes. He'd worked out what he wanted, it was how you reacted to his job offer that mattered."
"But how do you know that I accepted it?"
"You'd be a fool not to accept it, that was obvious to everyone. And of course, I do have the advantage of wearing this." She lifted her long hair to reveal that she was wearing an earphone in her left ear. "Every word that is said in that office is recorded, and I have to take notes as well."
"Charming!"
"No, just Mr Montague being suitably careful."
"Thanks for the nod, Suzy. Is my office going to be bugged by the way?"
"Only if you want it to be. I'll show where the relevant switches are on Monday. Now run along and enjoy your week's vacation, Mr Montague will probably run you ragged next week.
==========================
It wasn't really a very big house, on the outside. Not a bloody great mansion like you'd expect to see out in the country. But spread over four floors and with a large basement below, it was a surprisingly spacious building.
Mr Montague himself let me in, and immediately insisted that I called him Monty. Then he led the way into a very large lounge and introduced me to his charming and remarkably beautiful wife, Silvia. I could see where Wendy had got her good looks.
We were still stood in the lounge drinking dry Martinis' when Wendy made her appearance in the room. She took one look at me and stopped dead in her tracks.
"Father how could you invite that animal into this house?" She demanded. "I cannot tolerate being in the same room as him?"
Then she turned, as if to leave the room again.
"Just a moment young lady? You owe Toby here an apology!" Her father said with a commanding tone to his voice.
Somewhat surprisingly, Wendy did check her step and turned back to glower at me.
"Oh Toby is it now? It was Gerard the last time I encountered the bastard!"
"Wendy, there's no need for that sort of language. Toby is a guest in this house." Silvia Montague admonished her daughter.
"Well he shouldn't be. He's nothing but a damned philanderer. That man toyed with my emotions mother. He seduced and assaulted me, then deserted me after promising to marry me."
Well that explained the animosity Wendy felt towards me, even to me. The problem was she'd obviously mistaken me for someone else.
"Miss Montague, I can assure you that I'd never laid eyes on you until our encounter in town that evening in April."
"Oh Jerry, do you believe dropping your fake American accent is going to convince me that you aren't who you really are?"
"Wendy it's obvious you've made a mistake. Toby here has never been to Martinique in his life." Monty said in my defence.
He said it with such conviction, that -- knowing Monty as I did by then -- I figured he'd have checked that fact out very thoroughly during the day.
"Oh yeah, well I know otherwise and what's more I can prove it. If he isn't Gerard then your guest will not object to taking his shirt off, will he?" Wendy threw back at her father.
"And that will achieve?" Monty asked.
"Gerard is a flamboyant and vain creature father!" She spat back at him. He has numerous distasteful tattoos all over his arms and torso."
Monty didn't say anything to Wendy; he just looked at me.
"I know because, nothing like that is mentioned in your personal file, Toby. But would you mind removing your jacket and shirt? For Wendy's mother's reassurance, if nothing else."
Putting my glass on the mantelpiece, I removed my jacket and handed it to Monty. Then I did the same with my tie. Very slowly I began undoing the buttons on my dress shirt, turning to face the glowering Wendy as I did so.
God, I had to admit that she really was a good-looking young woman, even when angry.
"Oh god no!" Wendy screamed, as the shirt slipped from my shoulders.
Then after hiding her face behind her hands for and instant, she fled the room.
"Well I think that solves that little misunderstanding, don't you mother? Now all we've got to do is get her back in here to apologise to Toby."
As you might have guessed, I have no tattoos. I abhor the things and cannot understand anyone wanting to disfigure his or her body in such a way
"I'll go!" Silvia Montague said, and followed her daughter from the room.
"It is apparent to me that you have got a doppelganger out there somewhere, Toby. I didn't think Wendy had gone completely mad. You will accept her apology, wont you?"
"Under the circumstances sir, I can do nothing else. It is obvious that she was convinced in her own mind that I was this Gerard guy."
The dinner gong had rung, and Monty and I were well into a couple of whiskies before Silvia returned. Dragging a very sheepish looking Wendy behind her. Wendy went to apologise for slapping me, but I raised my hand to stop her speaking.
"No apology is necessary Wendy, providing that the next time we meet in public, you say hello verbally, and not physically."
"Good man Toby. Now you two can talk after dinner; we'd better go in, I should imagine that cook will be getting fractious by now." Monty said and then led the way into their dining room.
The meal was accompanied with polite conversation about nothing much in particular. Wendy spent most of the time blushing after Sylvia Montague enquired exactly how many times she had clocked me one in public. Only Mrs Montague didn't exactly use those words. Sylvia raised her eyebrows and smiled at me when Wendy admitted it had been three times. It was obvious that Mrs Montague had not even been aware of the fracas at the hotel that previous Saturday evening.
After the meal the two ladies disappeared, whilst Monty and I were served Brandy. "I could get used to this kind of life." I thought as the maid or whatever she was left the room. Then Monty invited me out onto a patio whilst he smoked a cigar.
"Sylvia gets a little intense if I smoke in the house nowadays!" he explained. "Here you better have these, Wendy hasn't seen it yet and it would the perfect opportunity for you two to bury the hatchet. We can't have the pair of you at each other throats around the office."
"Is Wendy going to work for the company?" I enquired.
"Oh yes, I just need to find the right person to show her the ropes and keep her... well, keep her mouth in check, actually. I told you, she could be pretty headstrong when she wants to be. Tonight she's on her best behaviour, possibly because she's embarrassed herself."
I peeked into the envelope Monty had given me and saw that it contained theatre tickets, and realised that I was, all-but being, instructed to invite Wendy out on a date. Still, who was I to complain, Wendy was an extremely tasty bit of real estate, and rich to boot.
Monty finished his cigar then suggested that we joined the ladies in the lounge.
By the way, Sylvia referred to it as the drawing room and so did Wendy. Or to give it its correct description, the withdrawing room. The room the ladies withdraw to after the meal, whilst the gentlemen (me a gentleman that's a bloody joke) smoke cigars, drink Brandy and chew the cud.
The conversation was somewhat stilted for a while, and to be honest I really would have liked to have taken my leave. But Monty had given me those bloody theatre tickets, and I had to find some way of inviting Wendy to come to the theatre with me.
After a while Monty refilled our glasses -- me trying to point out to him that I had to drive home, but Monty insisting that his driver would do the honours, later -- then he promptly did a disappearing act.
Shortly after he'd gone, Sylvia Montague said something about talking to the cook and she also left the room. Wendy and I sat there in silence for a long time until she eventually gushed.
"Toby I'm so embarrassed about everything. God its bad enough that I struck you, but to tell you about..."
"Wendy, please stop apologising." I said, in as commanding a tone as I could muster. "You made an honest mistake and I can accept that. You embarrassed me in front of my peers yes. But I'll get over it! In fact I already have; so can we say no more about it?"
"But what must you think of me I told you that I'd... slept with Gerard."
"Jesus Christ girl, this is the twenty first century, not the bloody Middle Ages, and if you don't mind me saying, you are well over the age of consent."
"I'm twenty five." She said for some unknown reason.
"And I'm twenty eight. We are both old enough to sleep with whomever we wish, whenever we wish, aren't we?"
"Yes but to come out with it like that, I've never told my parents that I'd slept with anyone before. It was so embarrassing. And I still don't know how I can make it up to you for slapping you like that."
"Warn me it's coming next time next time gal, and maybe have dinner with me on Friday evening. I appear to have a couple of tickets for The Mousetrap on Friday evening as well, perhaps we could go on there together?"
Wendy sat and stared at me without speaking for a very long time, and then I remembered what the context of our previous conversation had been.
"Oh bugger, now I've embarrassed myself haven't I?" I blurted out. "Look Wendy, there's no... er... strings or anything attached to my invitation. I was just thinking... Well, look I'm inviting you to dinner and the play then I'd be bringing you directly back here."
Wendy burst out laughing and then -- once she'd regained her composure -- told me that she would be honoured to accept my invitation.
"Perhaps we can be friends?" She suggested.
I told her that I liked the sound of that suggestion, then we very formally shook hands on the deal.
Shortly after we'd shaken hands Monty and Sylvia returned to the room and Monty informed me that the car would be ready in about twenty minutes. There followed, some more small talk after Monty had refilled our glasses yet again.
It was a good idea of Monty's for his chauffeur to drive me home that evening. And probably a better one that I was on holiday and didn't have to get up early the following morning
==========================
I spent most of the rest of the week with my sister and explained to her about Wendy's misidentification. Margaret thought that I had to be insane to take her out for dinner and to the theatre. But accepted that, what with my new job offer, I didn't really have much choice. Considering who Wendy's father was, and all.
Actually the Friday evening was great fun. Wendy looked absolutely gorgeous when I picked her up from the Montague House. She also didn't take any liberties when I came to ordering her meal. I'd picked an up-market restaurant and she could have fleeced me if she'd chosen too.
She daintily held my arm as we walked to the theatre and made interesting conversation. Well, looking back maybe she is a chip off the old block. Thinking about it now, she subtly kept me talking about myself. Before the evening was over she must have pretty-well had my life story out of me, even down to the details of my two failed engagements.
I didn't realise at the time, but I've pulled the same trick myself on occasions. She kept me talking about myself; in consequence, I learnt very little about the real Wendy.
I tell you what though; I was like a two-year-old when she politely kissed me goodnight on her doorstep when we got home that evening. I really would have liked to have invited Wendy to go on to a nightclub or something with me. But I had specifically told her that I'd take her directly home after the play.
==========================
Suzy greeted me at the lift when I arrived on the seventh floor on the Monday morning, and led me directly to my nice new office. It was rather larger than I expected and did have the odour of fresh paint about it. Also, much to my surprise, there were two desks.
"Monty's had the decorators in all last week, you two should be quite cosy in here." She said with a wink.
"Oops, sorry I spoke; forget I said that!" Suzy added when she saw the look of confusion on my face. Then she went quickly on. "This switch turns the recorders on and off, and this one turns my earpiece on if you want a witness anything that's being discussed."
Suzy winked again, confusing me more.
"Of course, turn them both off and I can't hear a word, and neither can anyone else. This room is completely sound proof by the way!"
Suzy openly giggled, that time.
"And this switch here, locks all of the doors. Oh, that door leads directly into Monty's office. The other is to your private facilities."
"Private facilities?"
"Yes, toilet, private changing room and shower. You can have meals sent up from the staff dining room if you wish as well. That's the main reason the little conference table is over there."
"Who am I sharing this office with Suzy?"
"Um. Well, I think it better if Monty tells you that himself; don't you? It'll be a nice surprise for you."
"I'm not much into surprises from the Montague family, Suzy. I'm sure you know all about my problems with Monty's daughter."
"Oh yes, it's been the talk of the sixth floor."
"And all the other bloody floors as well I should imagine, after that 'do' at the hotel last week."
"I don't get down get down any lower than the sixth floor, Toby, but you are probably right. Still, after word gets around about you and Wendy going to the theatre on Friday evening..."
"You know about that?"
"Who do you think ordered the tickets, Monty?"
"Oh yeah, stands to reason when I think about it."
"Okay I'll leave you to settle in, Monty won't be in for another hour or so; he's got a meeting."



Suzy left me alone and after looking through my almost empty desk draws. Suzy -- or someone -- had stowed the contents of my cardboard box reasonably logically. I took a stroll around my little domain and perused the facilities that Suzy had mentioned.
"Jesus Christ mate! You'd better not fuck this little number up! How the hell would you ever get used to working in a tiny office on the third floor again?" I asked myself. Unintentionally out-loud I soon discovered.
"Charming way for an executive to talk!" A rather too familiar voice said behind me.
I spun around and found Wendy standing there grinning at me.
How do you like our office?" She asked. "I chose the colours myself, are they alright with you?"
"Wendy what...?"
"I told you daddy would find me a nice teacher, to show me how to do things around here. After all, all this is going to be all mine, one day. Well... daddy appears to have chosen you."
"But Wendy, I've come straight from the third floor. I have no idea how things work up here!"
"Oh don't worry, daddy knows what he's doing. We'll probably learn together, only you'll be my guide on how to behave around these people. Now, what do you fancy, coffee or tea?"
As we drank our coffees we re-explored the office again together, with Wendy pointing out all the little feminine touches she'd added.
Then I took Wendy on a full tour of the lower floors where she'd never trespassed before. I give you that we got some very bewildered looks. Most everyone had heard about the debacle at the presentation 'do', and few could figure-out what was going down.
The guys in my old department were friendly enough, if not a little withdrawn, and John Hewlett did a runner the moment we entered the department. I learnt later that he'd been severally reprimanded for not spreading the credit for the department's work, where it was due.
Less than a year later, shortly after Hewlett had been told that he'd have to report to me in future, he resigned.
Anyway I've got ahead of myself. Over the next few weeks Wendy and I went on a steep learning curve. We sat in on all board meetings and lots of other meetings as well, trying to understand what everyone actually did. We spent time loosely attached to each department. That was fine until it came to the accounts department; there was just too much for us to take in going on in there. But Monty told us we really only had to bother about the bottom line. The accounts director was supposed to worry about everything else.
"Mind you, you must never take your eyes off the bugger. A dodgy accounts director can kill any company. Make sure you have a good and reliable set of auditors as well. A big name doesn't necessarily mean you can trust those buggers either." Monty told Wendy and I over dinner at the Montague house one evening.
As the months slowly passed I appeared to be becoming a regular dinner guest of the Montague's. I can't say that I was particularly enamoured attending with Sylvia's dinner parties though. They tended to play Bridge after the meal; neither Wendy nor I enjoyed the game very much. Actually we'd often sit out and talk about work.
Then came the day that everything changed. Wendy and I had just come back from lunch and I was reading through a very boring report. By then Monty was charging Wendy and myself with reading these damned reports and highlighting anything we thought he should take note of. He must have been reading the same things himself though, because he'd chew both of us out if we'd missed anything he thought important.
Anyway there I was staring at my computer screen, when suddenly Wendy was beside me. I saw her hand disappear under my desk to check that the recorders and Suzy's earphone were switched off.
"What's up, kiddo?"
I have no idea when or why, I'd started calling Wendy kiddo when we were in private. It just seemed the right thing to do and she had never objected.
"I was wondering, just how long are you going to keep beating around the bush, Toby?"
"Sorry Kiddo, I'm not with you!"
"Oh Christ Toby, don't play bloody dumb with me. I see you watching me when you think I'm not looking. And I know that look in your eye as well. When the bloody-hell are you going to ask me out on another date? I can't hang around forever, you know!"
"Er, Wendy, I had no idea that you were attracted to me."
"That's Codswallop Toby. You know that I was attracted to Gerard enough to fall in love with his looks alone. You're his bloody double, so you were more than half way there before we'd even met."
"I wouldn't have thought that, taking the circumstances of that meeting into consideration, Wendy."
"Yeah but I thought you were Gerard then, didn't I? But eventually I discovered you weren't. You're a completely different kettle of fish. Shit Toby, I fell in love with you at that bloody play we went to.
"Christ, I made it clear enough didn't I? I asked if you were romantically involved with anyone and you assured me that you were a free agent. Why did you think I was interested? And I've even made it clear enough that I'm not interested in any of the guys who've tried to come on to me when you're around. I've even told that you they were wasting their time."
She had me, she really did; I had fallen for Wendy pretty soon after we started working together. But for obvious reasons, I hadn't dared push my luck.
"Wendy... Well, you're right, I am more than attracted to you, but..."
"But what?"
"Well you're are the bosses daughter and well... there's the old adage about the guy who... courts his way to the top."
"Ooh-er, what a diplomatic way to but it? But haven't you noticed something Toby. You're almost at the top right now and we haven't been dating. Everybody in the building thinks we have, by the way; so it wouldn't make any difference anyway.
"Look my father has a plan. I have a pretty large portfolio of shares in my father's numerous enterprises. Daddy controls them at the moment and represents me on the various boards etcetera. His plan of getting me in here was to teach me how to run a company, I'm supposed to branch out and take things into my own hands by the time I'm thirty. But before I do that, I need a good husband who will be there with me.
She looked into my eyes and grinned.
"Actually he's going to have to run everything because I'll need to be home looking after all of our children. I want lots of children, and I know you do as well."
"What gives you that idea?"
"You've told me on numerous occasions, Toby."
"I have?"
"Oh yeah, you certainly have. Now what say you flick that little switch under your left hand and we take this conversation over to the couch."
"Sofa!" I said, as we both heard the distinct click of the office doors locking.
"Okay Sofa. But it will be a drawing room!"
Suzy was all grins when we left the office later in the day. I didn't discover until later that a little 'Do not disturb!' light illuminates on Suzy's desk, when that door lock switch is pressed.
Life goes on
Note: There's one question that Toby apparently never thought to ask himself. Did the "Gerard" character, ever really exist?
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I had to admit that she was pretty! Much prettier than I'd expected her to be actually; considering whom she was married to, that is.
She must have instantly seen the red rose in my lapel as she entered the hotel bar, and came directly over to perch herself on the stool beside me.
"Hi, been waiting long?" she asked, with a confident smile.
"Er, well, a few minutes," I replied. I didn't want her to think I was too... er, eager.
She ordered a large scotch on the rocks from the barman, who'd come over as she'd been climbing onto the tall stool. I paid for it! "You don't have to," she'd said.
"I wouldn't feel right if I didn't," I replied.
Then we both sat in silence for what seemed to me to be a very long time.
"Well are we going to do this or not?" she eventually asked.
"Y-yeah, whenever you're ready," I replied nervously.
I'd never done anything like this before and the fact that I was a novice, must have been showing. Knocking her scotch back like an old soldier, she slid off the barstool and took hold of my arm, then gently guided me from the bar out into the hotel foyer.
I must admit that I felt somewhat proud, that I had such a beautiful stranger hanging onto my arm in a public place. Look, I ain't no god's gift to the females of this planet and I'm the first to admit it; mind you, I ain't no Quasimodo neither.
Crossing the expanse to the lifts, I noted that she seemed to momentarily lose her balance, then, inexplicably, she all-but collapsed against the lift wall as the doors closed.
"Are you alright?" I asked.
"A little too much Dutch courage, I think. I should have made that last one something that doesn't have a kick behind it."
"You're pissed, aren't you?"
"You could say that! Double pissed really, from the alcohol I've consumed today, and pissed-off with what that arsehole has been doing for the last six months."
"Six months?" I mused to myself, had I been completely blind?
We were out of the lift by then, and making our way along the corridor to the specific room we'd pre-booked.
"I'm not so sure that this is a very good idea, if you're not fully in command of your faculties." I said as I put the card into the slot on the hotel room door.
"Shit, Donald. If I was fully in command of my faculties, I wouldn't bloody-well be here. I'd be out at the house loading one of his damned shotguns ready for the bastard to arrive home again. I've only got through these last few weeks by staying drunk most of the time."
Then she staggered across the room and collapsed in a heap on the bed.
I had some difficulty equating the woman who'd so confidently walked into the hotel bar just a short time before, with the inert figure lying on the bed. Honestly, I'd never seen anyone go from apparently stone cold sober, to completely legless in such a short period of time.
"Are you going to do me now?" she slurred, as I swung her legs up onto the bed to make her comfortable.
"Oh yeah!" I thought to myself, "Screwing non-compos mentis females is my favourite parlour trick!"
Once I was sure she was completely out for the count; I made a couple of minor adjustments to her clothing to ensure that she'd be comfortable during the night; then gently rolled her into the recovery position for safety's sake.
Then, taking a soft drink from the mini bar, I settled myself into the one comfy chair in the room to watch over her, and wait.
I wasn't sure which would come first, the woman recovering consciousness, or my wife and her lover exiting the room on the opposite side of the corridor. To tell you the truth I wasn't at all sure that I wanted to be there any more anyway.
But I was kind of trapped in that hotel room whether I liked the idea or not. I daren't leave the woman because she might well vomit and choke to death. I had no idea how much, or what she'd consumed earlier in the evening, and I'd been the last person seen with her. Consequently all eyes would be on me, if anything untoward happened to her.
And yet, I wasn't sure how I was going to handle the confrontation with my wife -- and her lover -- in such a public place as a hotel, on my own.
The hours passed slowly with only a faint snoring rising, now and again, from the inert figure lying on the bed, but with not a sound coming from the room opposite; I'd propped the door open so I could see and hear.
More than the odd other occasional hotel guest, looked-in on us through the open door, as they made their way to and from their own rooms; confusion clearly discernable on their faces.
Around seven-thirty in the morning, the woman made strange noise. When I looked, she was sitting up on the bed, staring back at me.
Then she looked down at her somewhat dishevelled clothing.
"You... we didn't; did we?" she asked reaching down and touching her hip.
I do believe to make sure that her knickers were still there.
"No, but I did loosen a button or two on the top of your dress and remove your shoes. It's not my habit to molest comatose females." I replied with a smile.
Then I noted that she wriggled her shoulders slightly.
"Sorry, I forgot. I slipped the catch on your bra as well. One handed, it's a trick I learnt in my youth. I thought it would be more comfortable for you."
"Neat trick, you'll have to demonstrate it to me again sometime when I'm... well, when I know what's going on around me. Have our lovers left yet?"
"You haven't heard any fireworks have you?"
"Well, I was so far gone that there could have been a bloody earthquake and I probably wouldn't have noticed!"
"Tell me, what was the point in all this? Why invite me here last night to join you in getting our own back on them, and then getting so pie-eyed that you wouldn't have remembered it anyway?"
"I don't know really. As I told you on the telephone, I've known what my husband's been doing with your wife for months now, but I never had the courage to confront him. I suppose I thought that if I offered to let you bed me, then we could... I don't know, not only get our own back, but confront our cheating spouses together.
"My problem was that I had to rely on Dutch courage. I suppose I'm lucky that you aren't a weirdo. The condition I was in last night, you could have done anything to me you wished."
"In my experience, Dorothy, that is your name, isn't it?"
She nodded.
"Well sex, or preferably making love, is far more enjoyable if both parties are compos mentis during the engagement."
"Engagement?" she exclaimed, "You make it sound like a war!"
"Not so much a war, Dorothy. But a major engagement that needs to be entered into with all the commitment one would use in warfare."
"Christ, what did I miss out on last night?"
"I'm not sure, maybe we can find out after we've ditched those two cheating buggers over the corridor."
"I'll not only take you up on that offer, but I promise that I'll be sober next time. Now bugger, I'd better get cleaned up, or they will think we have been at it all night as well."
She slid off the bed and after locating her handbag, disappeared into the en suite. I distinctly heard the lock click home after she closed the door.
It was almost nine o'clock before the door across the corridor opened and my wife backed slowly out of the room opposite, giggling, and with her lips tightly engaged on her lover's.
The flash of my camera very quickly got their attention.
"What the fuck?" My wife's lover shouted, but then he spotted Dorothy standing there beside me snapping away with her camera as well. "Dorothy, what are you doing here? Look, this isn't what it looks like!"
I wasn't really listening to what he said after that; I was somewhat confused by Lydia's reaction to seeing me standing there. After an expression of shock had come over her face, she'd kinda slowly melted down onto the floor and then curled up in the foetal position, crying silently.
I really wasn't expecting her to do that; I'd been all geared-up for one hell of a ding-dong. No one could ever describe Lydia as the type to try to roll up into a ball and try to pretend that she wasn't there.
You know, all I could think to say was, "Don't bother coming home, Lydia!"
Then I turned and walked away towards the lifts. It was only when the lift door closed that I realised that Dorothy was in there with me.
"Breakfast would be nice!" she said, with an odd smile on her face when we reached the ground floor.
"Sure, why not? Not much to dash home to now, is there?" I found myself replying.
Dorothy took a firm grip on my arm and then we headed for the hotel dinning room together.
===================================
Lydia didn't come home that day. Or any other day when I was around! Oh, she did go to the house the following day, all right! While I was at work, she not only cleared-out all her personal stuff; but anything else of value in the place that wasn't bolted down, as well. Some items of which actually belonged to our landlord.
Oh my, did Lydia look sick, when the judge divided our assets right down the middle. The flat had been rented, which meant there was no equity there, and where the hell she'd disposed of all the valuables, I have no idea. But I'm pretty sure she must have only got about "ten cents on the dollar on them" as our American friends say. It took Lydia months to come up with my share of the cash. And she only did then, after the Beak threatened Lydia with some serious jail time. Oh and of course she had to pay the landlord for his stuff as well.
Dorothy and I did end up in bed together, eventually; but only after both of our divorces had been finalised.
To be perfectly honest with you, I suppose we really should have thanked our respective first spouses. Because, without them, Dorothy and I would probably never have found each other.
Oh yeah, we share the same bed every night, nowadays!
Hey, that's something else we should thank her first husband for. The bugger paid for the house we're living in together, to this day. Yeah, marriage is on the cards, eventually. But for the moment, we're enjoying really getting to know each other.
No, we bought a nice new bed! What the hell kind of a bloke do you take me for?
Life goes on.
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Along with Sally and maybe a couple of hundred other people, I stood the instant the first bars of the wedding march thundered out of the church's organ. For reasons of my own, I tried not to, but I could not stop myself turning my head and trying to snatch my first glimpse of the bride as she paraded down the aisle on her stepfather's arm.
Actually that's not exactly true, it's a misnomer; I wonder just why people say aisle? In fact Alice had been escorted by her stepfather down the nave of the church, as most other brides are.
Whatever, I did kind-of get a glimpse or two of her between the other guests' heads. Not that I could make out Alice's face, because it was shrouded by the traditional veil. But I did note that Alice's head nodded just slightly a few times; evidently as she acknowledged several different people in the congregation. But I somehow doubted that any of those little nods were directed at me.
Being that we were somewhere near the back of the church, in a matter of seconds Alice's entourage had passed. I kind-a wondered who had organized the seating plan in the church. At first it struck me as a little odd that Alice would have her old friend Sally sitting so near the back. But on second thought if Alice had been aware in advance that I was going to be accompanying Sally... Well that would have kind-a made sense, in a way. Thoughts briefly passed through my mind about what the seating plan at the reception was going to look like.... And I also began to wonder if my presence would bring any unfortunate repercussions to the receiving line at that venue.
While these thoughts were passing through my head I was watching from behind as Alice's stepfather led her down the nave and handed her over to the beaming Roger Vine, awaiting her before the alter.
Then there was the usual short hiatus in the proceedings during which the vicar and those who are to actually participate in the service exchanged a few hushed words. That was the instant that I realized that it really had not been a good idea for me to come that day, and that I really should not have agreed to accompany Sally. But for some reason I wasn't blaming Sally; I found myself cursing the invention of the telephone.
================
It had started at some unearthly hour the previous Sunday morning. I was comfortably tucked up in bed when the damned telephone's insistent ringing roused me. .
Forcing myself to half-consciousness, I struggled to focus on my bedside alarm and saw that it was three o'clock in the morning.
Scrabbling around I grabbed the ruddy phone and with more than a little difficulty located the answer button; then -- after pushing the thing -- I demanded, "Yes!" into the mouthpiece.
"Hi handsome, did I wake you? Sorry, please don't sound grumpy at me?"
Very suddenly I was wide-awake, very wide-awake. The voice was that of Sally Parsons, a long time friend whom had, not a year before, lost her young husband (and my good friend) while he was on active service for HMG. He was one of the many who... well where and why he died is really of little importance here. What is important is the fact that following his demise I'd promised Sally that I'd "be there" for her, wherever and whenever she needed me.
"What's up kiddo, are you alright?" I asked as gently as I could manage.
"Yeah, sorry Jeff, I'm fine. Just a little tipsy that's all."
"You're not drunk are you Sally? Where are you?"
"No Jeff, just a little tipsy. Alice had her Hen Night this evening, and I went along..."
"Sally, I thought we'd agreed that you were going to give Alice's nuptials a miss!"
"We did Jeff... but..."
"But what, Sally?"
"Alice... well she's my friend... and your friend too..."
"At one time, Sally; when we were kids. But Alice is a big girl now, and she forgot all about you and me a very long time ago. Anyway, we discussed this the other week, and we both agreed that you attending her wedding, wasn't a good idea under the circumstances. Christ Sally, even your mum agreed with me on that one, and that's a first... one for the record books!"
"But Alice asked me to go along this evening... and I just couldn't find it in my heart to refuse. You know that we were best mates when we were at school together. How could I refuse to go with her on her Hen Night? It was good fun actually, I didn't find it upsetting at all."
"Well, providing that it's only her Hen Night, Sally."
Ah well... you see, Jeff... Um, that's why I'm calling you so late really. We had a great time this evening and I... er sort-of agreed to..."
"Jesus Sal, you haven't said you'd be her maid of honour, have you? I thought we'd agreed on that at least."
"No, no, Jeff I'm not that dumb. I really think standing that close to that alter would... well, the memories..."
"Well that's alright then; but I still think you'd have been better served, not to go at all."
"I know, I know; you made that pretty plain the other week when you were up here. But Jeff, I need to ask a big favour of you..."
"My answer is no, Sally; before you even ask."
"Oh come on, please, Jeff, I need you there! And you did promise that you'd be here for me whenever I needed you. Well, I really do think I'm going to need you here next weekend."
"Sally, you know..."
"Yes, I know, Jeff, and I do understand. I know I'm asking a really big favour of you, but I need someone... you, beside me at the ceremony next weekend."
"Dammit Sally, you're asking too much really! But I did promise you at Bill's graveside. So... under protest and against my better judgement... I'll be there. But you must realize that I have my own crosses to bear. I doubt that I'll be the happiest person in the world."
"Jeff Turner, you are the best friend a girl could have in the whole wide world, I could kiss you."
"Promises, promises, Sal. I'll call you when I get up to town on Friday evening, but God alone knows what time that will be. But hold on a minute, I haven't got an invite; you know that I'm the last person in the world that the George Arnold would invite to his stepdaughter's wedding."
"No worries there, Jeff. My invite says Sally Parsons and companion."
"A little... careless of him, wasn't it?"
"Possibly, but his Royal Highness knows that you sold your parent's house and that you didn't come back here to live after Uni. I suspect he's forgotten you ever existed. There's no way that he or Alice's mother knows that you've been such a rock for me. Besides I should imagine that Alice sent the invites anyway. Call me when you get in on Friday evening, goodnight Jeff."
"Good morning more like, Sally. How much did you have to drink toni... last night, anyway?
"We're still at it Jeff. Well, some of us are. Alice, kind-a keeled-over about an hour or so ago, so we dropped her off at the Vicarage. Then some of the girls came on over here and we're attacking my mum's cocktail cabinet, what there is left of it. Since then, I've been trying to work up the courage to call you."
"Sally, you know I think that you're are being very silly about this. And somewhat stubborn; but that's no surprise."
"Jeff, you know I think the poor girl was trying to drown her sorrows this evening."
"What girl?"
"Alice of course: I'd have thought that was obvious."
"As obvious as it is that you've drunk far more this evening than you should have, young lady. Alice is getting married next weekend; I'll bet she's like a cat with two tails. And you are going to wake-up with one hell of a hangover tomorrow, by the sound of it."
"Not as bad as the one Alice is going to wake-up with, Jeff; of that I'm bloody sure. Anyway I'd better go. Night, night lover."
"In my dreams gorgeous; in my dreams!" I replied just before the line went dead.
================
A little background would probably help the reader at this point.
Sally was... well, a year my junior, we'd grown up together; Sally had been my neighbour from across the street as far back as I could ever remember. As had her deceased husband Bill Parsons. But Bill didn't live across the street; he lived in the house next door to mine, on the north side of my parents place. Bill and I had been best buddies -- as some folks call it -- since the year dot.
As we had all grown-up together, it had become patently obvious, remarkably early on, that Sally and Bill were one day going to end up man and wife. As they eventually did when Sally was only seventeen years old. Bill, like myself, was just one year older. They'd got married just a few months after Bill joined the army.
I had never been able to understand why; but Bill appeared only ever to have had two goals in his life. Firstly to marry Sally! And the secondly, to follow his father into the army. In his short life Bill did manage to achieve both those goals though.
But Bill -- I'm sure -- had always believed that he'd return wearing his gallantry medals; unlike his father, whose medals were displayed on a little shrine in the family home.
Alice came into the picture when Bill and I were about ten years old. His Royal Highness George Arnold had always lived at the vicarage, -- the house on the south side of my parents house -- well, the Arnolds had lived there as long as I could remember anyway.
No, he wasn't a vicar; the gigantic Victorian pile had been sold-off by the church many years before, because the up-keep on the place was so expensive; or so I've been led to believe.
Somewhere along the line George Arnold and his first wife had bought it, and spent a load of dough on the place bringing it into the twentieth century.
The first Mrs Arnold -- unlike her husband -- was a very nice person. I can just about recall her, along with Sally's, Bill's and my own mother, taking all of us tykes to the park together when we were small. She did have two children of her own, Reginald (who was roughly a year older than Bill and I) and Susan (who was our age). But for some reason those two never quite gelled (or fitted in well) with the likes of Bill, Sally and me, when we all played together. As tots we never realized it; but as we grew older we kind-a got the idea that the two Arnold children thought we were beneath them socially.
But then -- when Bill and I were about nine or ten years old -- the first Mrs. Arnold suddenly vanished into thin air, and a short while after Alice's mother replaced her in the Arnold household, bringing Alice and her younger sister Emma along with her.
Exactly what happened in that household back then, and why; has always been shrouded in mystery. Well, no one much talked about it while us kids were around it anyway. Not that us kids were even worried really, I don't think. People just appeared and disappeared as far as we were concerned back then.
Although we probably missed the ice-cream and sweets that the first Mrs. Arnold used to buy us all the time. Er, us kids had liked the First Mrs. Arnold, as you might guess.
But amongst the adults locally -- who only discussed such things when they thought that children weren't listening, couldn't hear them or wouldn't understand anyway -- the consensus of opinion appeared to be, that the first Mrs. Arnold had discovered that said George Arnold had been making whoopee with his secretary. The inference being that certain locals at least, had been well aware of, or at least suspected, that the illicit liaison had been going on for sometime.
Those same rumours purported that at approximately the same time as the first Mrs. Arnold heard rumours of the affair, said secretary's husband also discovered that an illicit liaison had been taking place. Thinking about it now, one most probably led to the other, if you get my drift.
It was further rumoured that a certain trip aboard -- that one George Arnold had taken around that same time -- had in fact been a short stay in hospital while he recovered from a little contretemps he'd had with said secretary's husband.
Shortly after that, the first Mrs. Arnold vanished, and Alice and Emma's mother, moved into the vicarage, eventually to become The Second Mrs. Arnold. It was inferred or rumoured in certain circles, that Alice and Emma's mother had been the notorious secretary referred to earlier.
Yeah well, the adults were trying to ensure that us youngsters did not know the facts. But we youngsters kind-a put it all together between us, from little bits and pieces that each of us overheard at different times.
We also gathered that rumour claimed that in the ensuing court cases, George Arnold's somewhat excessive wealth (or ill-gotten gains as my mother always referred to them) had helped to ensure that he and Alice's mother had carried the day and they had been awarded custody of all of the children.
However that last bit of scandal mongering turned out to be wrong, at least in part.
As youngsters, we didn't understand anything about child custody battles, or the court cases that usually accompanied them. All we knew was that when parents did separate, the children usually lived with one or the other parent; most often -- in our experience -- the parent who did not leave the marital home in the first place. Who decreed which parent the children lived with, or why, we had no inkling; and as it didn't concern us directly, we probably didn't care.
Anyway Alice and Emily (almost universally known as Emma) turned out to be a whole different ballgame from Reggie and Susan Arnold; and their own mother, come to that!
Alice's mother proved to be more than a little like George Arnold; from the start she had delusions of grandeur, living in that big house. Adult rumour once again, but the consensus was that the pair of them thought that George's money made them something special. Instinctively it seemed, most of the adults around our way had come to refer to George Arnold as HRH behind his back. That same title had very quickly been bestowed upon the Second Mrs. Arnold.
They were both obviously unaware that their... um, well, that many of the locals were not impressed by their lack of respect for the marriage vows they'd both surely taken some years before. You get where I'm going here, I'm sure. Most folks around our way were a little on the conservative side; well, they claimed to be.
Even my old-man -- god rest his soul -- who was a card carrying atheist, termed George Arnold "A cheating bas... louse!" -- and Alice's mother a "Stuck-up little tart!" A somewhat confusing description for a youngster to understand, the woman was unusually tall, compared to most of the other mothers I was familiar with. Not that I can claim that I ever was familiar with the Second Mrs. Arnold, by the way. I do not believe that she ever once said two words to me personally.
Whatever, the Arnold's had delusions of grandeur and as the years went by, we youngsters discovered that Reggie and Sue had been cut from the same bolt of cloth.
But like I said, Alice and Emma were not cut from that bolt. They were very quick to join in and play with Sally, Bill, myself and all the other children who lived locally. They couldn't very well play with Reggie and Susan very much because... well because George Arnold's children weren't best pleased that two more youngsters had joined their household. Or so I sort-of realized as I got older. Mind you, that realisation probably once again stemmed from overhearing my parents talking.
To be completely honest with you, Reg and Sue could be really mean to their new half-siblings when they felt like it. On several occasions I'm aware that they reduced both the girls to tears... and if not for circumstance, things might possibly have been even worse.
However, cunning pair of little shits they were, I don't think Reg and Susan ever behaved as badly towards Alice and Emma when either parent was about.
Don't get me wrong Reggie and Susan were not overtly hostile towards Alice and Emma, well not all of the time, anyway. I suppose the best way describe what I mean is to tell you about the first time Sally, Bill and myself ever met the two girls.
It was at the latter end of that summer's school holidays. Along with a few other friends, Bill, Sally and I were playing on the swings in the park down the road. When suddenly -- over in the little copse -- we heard a young child crying out in anguish. On hearing her screams, Bill and I immediately set off at a run to investigate, followed by Sally and the better part of the other children.
As Bill and I arrived at the edge of the copse, we met Reggie and Susan leaving it.
"What's going on?" Bill demanded.
I'll be honest, there never had been any love lost between Bill and Reg Arnold... or Reg and myself, come to that!
"The silly little bitch is stuck up the tree!" Reggie replied, "She got herself up there, she can get herself down again!"
Then the two of them walked off towards the swings in the child play area.
Bill and I looked at each for a second and then -- because the anguished wailing was still emanating from the centre of the copse -- we dashed on in.
In amongst the trees we found Alice precariously perched some way up the climbing tree, hanging onto a branch with one arm, and the seven or eight-year-old -- wailing -- Emma with her other.
Bill and I had no idea who the two girls were; none of us ever clapped eyes on them before. However there was no way that we could leave them in the predicament they were in, that was for sure.
Bill and I didn't even stop to think or discuss it. Both of us knew that climbing tree off by heart. We shimmied up it in a couple of seconds, and then with the aid of later arrivals passed the still traumatized and weeping Emma hand to hand down to the ground.
Although we helped Alice clime down the tree, I'm pretty sure -- from seeing her later antics up the same tree -- that she hadn't required any assistance herself.
Very quickly we learnt who Alice and Emma were and that Susan and Reggie had brought their new half-siblings to the park to show them around. Then Reg and Susan had climbed the tree themselves before enticing the new arrivals to join them.
However, when little Emma had become stuck and then frightened, Reg and Susan had climbed down and left Alice holding the baby, so to speak.
"That was a pretty shitty thing to do!" Bill had ranted at Reggie when we discovered him and his sister innocently playing on the swings.
"She's only a little kid, she could have fallen and got hurt!" I added, probably to show that I was pretty disgusted with their behaviour as well.
"Silly little bitch, shouldn't have got up there if she couldn't climb down again!" Susan had retorted.
"Reggie's old enough to know better!" I quickly dragged out of my mother's arsenal. Then for some reason I added. "You need your arse-kicked for you, mate!" to Reggie.



In an instant, Reg was off the swing and in my face.
"Oh yeah, and who's going to kick it for me... you?" He demanded holding his clenched fist under my nose.
Bigger than me he might be, but Reggie had made a big mistake! My dad had always told me that, "When push comes to shove..." especially with someone bigger than you, as Reggie was by several inches and at least a year... "You make sure that you do the pushing lad!" i.e. get in first and make the bugger count!
Reggie ran home with a bloody nose that day, and never again did he call me out. His brat of a sister went with him.
Alice and Emma stayed with us in the park for a while. Emma recovering her composure and Alice getting to know all the local children, before they thought it prudent to return to the Vicarage themselves.
Theoretically that should have been the end of the incident, but of course it wasn't. That day was the beginning of a strange war that was to rage between my own family and the Arnolds, until my parents passed away. That is George Arnold, his two children and the Second Mrs. Arnold -- oh, did my mum have fun referring to her by that name whenever and wherever she needed to; even to her face!
Anyway George Arnold was round our house as soon as he got home from work that day, demanding that I be punished for bloodying his son's nose.
Having already heard the story of little Emma being stuck up the climbing tree and that Reggie and Susan had walked off and left her there; my father enquired of me whether Reggie had raised his hand in anger to me first. Bill, Sally and a couple of the other local children present, assured my dad that he had. So my old man turned around and informed George Arnold that his son, "Was a little shit! Who had only received what he asked for!"
From that day forth I was persona non grata with the Arnold's, even if I wasn't with Emma and Alice. To the two girls, I was... well both Bill and I were I think, tantamount to Knights in shining armour.
Of course Alice and Emma were forbidden to play, or even associate with Bill and I. But that wasn't really a very practical ruling, because whenever they went to the park and latterly to school... well, Bill and I were around.
Reggie and Susan though did steer well clear of Bill and me whenever they could manage it. Again they found it impossible in school and that was to lead to a few verbal confrontations between Reggie and I, over the years. However for some inexplicable reason, those... contretemps... always occurred when there were plenty of teachers around who could ensure that those shouting matches didn't escalate -- or degenerate -- into fisticuffs.
At the junior school Alice very soon teamed up with Sally. Bill and I had moved to the secondary school by then, where we ran into Reggie and Susan quite often.
To be perfectly honest I didn't see too much of Alice all that first winter, but as I've just said during that time -- at the junior school -- Alice became firm friends with Sally.
It was in the early spring of the following year that Alice and I became firm friends, when she fell into the river from the footbridge in the park.
To be honest with you, it wasn't really a river, it was a fairly large lake that had had a stone bridge constructed over it part of it, to simulate a bridge over a river. Possibly some ornamental landscaping left over from the large mansion that had once stood nearby somewhere.
To this day I do not know how Alice came to fall into the water, or if Reg (or Susan) had anything to do with it. But the pair of them, were on the bank that day; I saw them.
Once again it was young Emma's screams that attracted Bill and my attention. However, this time it was all down to me, because at that time Bill could not swim. And, I might add, it was obvious that neither could Alice.
By the way, Bill had something wrong with his ears, as a young child and he couldn't swim because his physicians forbade him to ever risk getting his head under water. Bill had a series of operations during his teenage years and only then did he learn to swim.
Kicking off my shoes, I dove straight into the river and swam out to the middle where Alice was floundering about. Dodging the panicking Alice's flailing hands as best I could, I grabbed hold of her by the plaits and towed her -- arms still flailing -- to the shallows, where Sally and Bill --- up to their waists in the cold water -- took her from me.
A police officer who had appeared out of nowhere, then hauled all three of us up onto the bank. We were then shipped off to the hospital post-haste where we were treated for hypothermia. Not that I really think anyone, but Alice, was really that cold.
The Arnolds never did thank me. George Arnold didn't even acknowledge that I'd saved his stepdaughters life when the local newspaper interviewed him about the incident. All he did do, was complain that the footbridge's parapet was not high enough. However no one else has ever fallen from that bridge to my knowledge, and the council did not raise the parapet.
I was of course fêted in the local weekly rag, which printed a picture of me, and declared that I was a local hero; it must have been a lean news week.
Whatever the notoriety that came from that, had fall-out at my school where I was publicly praised in a school assembly by the headmaster. And it also probably lead to my being selected as a prefect a couple of years later. I was never really one of the goody-two-shoes type who were usually on the receiving end of that sort of dubious honour, if you understand me.
On the Saturday morning of the weekend following the river incident, there was a knock at my parents' front door, and shortly after my mother showed Alice and Emma into our dining room where I was doing my homework.
Alice thanked me for saving her life and then sat there staring at me. Emma just sat there hanging onto her big sisters hand.
To be honest I was embarrassed, I weren't no hero! I'd just done what I thought I had to do. There was a pretty awkward silence for a while there, until my mother came in and served up ice cream all round. Once that had been consumed the two girls sat there in silence and watched while I completed my homework; somewhat to my embarrassment.
Look, I was eleven years old, I had no idea what hero worship even was; let alone how to handle it. But for the next few years I could do no wrong in either Alice or Emma's eyes. To me they were just a couple of the other local kids; to Alice and Emma it appeared that I had suddenly become guardian angel number one. But I really didn't understand that on that Saturday morning.
"What are you going to do now?" Alice had asked when I finally put my schoolbooks away.
"Go find Bill and Sal!" I'd replied.
"Can we come?"
Yeah well that was it, after that -- nearly every weekend -- Bill and my little gang had grown by at least one member, Alice. Often two, because if Emma was wasn't playing with friends her own age from school, then she'd tag along with her big sister. Never, so I think, did she ever hang around with Reg and Susan.
I say nearly every weekend, because -- since just after Alice and Emma had joined the Arnold household -- every forth Saturday or so, a car would drive in and out of the Vicarage's drive very early in the morning and Alice and Emma would vanish for the day. Sometimes that car would not return them until late on the Sunday evening.
It didn't take a genius to work out that their father was picking two girls up for the weekend when that car did show-up. Shortly after its first appearance, that car had become another clandestine (as far as us children were concerned) subject of discussion amongst our parents. Something else us children were not supposed to know about.
But for some reason, it was something that was not discussed amongst us children as well. Not even Alice and Emma would intentionally mention their father in normal conversation. Although, sometimes young Emma would refer to him in passing.
Anyway about a month after the river incident, one Saturday Bill, Sally, a couple of other children and myself were sitting in the climbing tree. I have no idea what we were doing up there that day or even what we were talking about. Sitting in the top of that tree just because we could get up there, was one of the things we did back then. Alice and Emma weren't with us that day because the car had paid a visit to the Vicarage that morning. By the way Emily had become quite a little tree monkey since Bill and I had shown her all the right, safe hand and footholds that would fit a child of her size.
Whatever Bill and Sally -- who were on the highest perch, from where they could see the river -- suddenly announced that Alice and Emma were "On the bridge with a man!"
I shimmied up to join them in double time; I suppose because I wanted to get a glimpse of the girls' father.
Sure enough Alice and the man who I now know for sure is her father were on the bridge. Young Emma was standing just on our side of the bridge, looking right back at me.
Then I saw her point to the tree, while turning and saying something to her father and Alice. Their father stared at me -- or the tree anyway -- for a while and then all three of them set off in our direction.
"What'd you going to do, Jeff?" Bill asked.
I looked back at him wondering what the hell he was asking me that for, but Bill went on.
"He's coming over to see you, probably to thank you for saving Alice's life the other week."
My friends were aware that I found my sudden celebrity a little embarrassing.
I quickly started down the tree, I think possibly with the intention of making myself scarce. But I wasn't quick enough and I arrived at ground level at the same instant that Alice and Emma led their father into the clearing at the base of the climbing tree.
"Jeff, this is our dad. He wants to speak to you!" Alice said, by way of introduction.
Then she and Emma -- much to her father's obvious consternation -- disappeared up said climbing tree like rabbits down a hole.
"Be careful girls." Their father called after them, a somewhat concerned expression on his face.
"They're fine Mr! Amongst the best tree climbers around here... for girls."
"So I see. They look pretty confident anyway. But familiarity breeds contempt young man; haven't you ever heard that expression before?"
"Yes sir, but Bill and I test all the hand holds before we allow the little ones... or the girls to go up there. That tree behind you, that looks pretty easy to climb, but it's rotten. That's what we painted the red cross on it for. No one tries to climb that."
At that moment there was a thump behind me; so I knew that my back-up -- in the form of Bill -- had arrived at ground level.
"Ah you must be Billy... William is it? The young man who got Emma out of this same tree I suspect... My god no higher girls!"
The girls father had looked up and... well looking back now I suspect he almost shi... Yeah well.
Anyway both his daughters replied "Okay dad!" Stopped climbing and settled themselves onto a large branch.
"I want both of you to promise me that you will never climb up there if Jeffrey and William here aren't here with you. I'm sure your mother would have a heart attack if she saw you up there. Does she know you go up there?"
"Reg and Susan climb up here all the time, when Billy and Jeff aren't here." Emma replied.
Emma habitually called Bill, Billy by the way. I have no explanation why no else ever did, with the exception of his mother.
"What those two do is their father's business, not mine! I want your solemn promise that you will never climb that tree if Jeffrey and William aren't here with you."
I kind-a figured that was an odd thing for him to say really. But it sort-of inferred that the girls' father trusted Billy and me would ensure that they came to no harm.
"We promise dad." Alice replied.
Then their father's gaze fell on me again. "Jeffrey may I speak to you in private, please?"
"Sure Mr..."
"Porter. But call me Frank, please Jeffrey; I think you and your friend here have earned the right to do that.
"Er sure... Frank... What can I do for you?" I asked.
"In private, please?"
"Yeah sure, no sweat!" I replied, then he let me lead the way to the edge of the copse. Bill remained by the base of the climbing tree, but he was within shouting range, if you get my drift.
Once out of all the other children's earshot, the girls' father thanked me for saving Alice from drowning. He somewhat overdid the praise part and I was more than a little embarrassed by it.
Looking back after all these years I have to suspect Frank Porter knew that I would be embarrassed and that's why we'd moved to where the other children couldn't overhear him.
Anyway somehow then Frank moved the conversation on to enquiring about -- as Frank put it -- my obvious proficiency at swimming.
I explained to him that before my uncle -- who'd been a lifeguard at the Country Club swimming pool just up the road -- had died in a car accident I'd been in the habit of swimming there several days every week, throughout the year.
"You said 'used to,' Jeff?"
"Yeah, my uncle could get me in for free. My mum and dad can't afford to join that place."
"So where do you swim now?"
"Just, in the sea, on our summer holidays. The council pool is right over the other side of the borough. Cost's an arm and a leg just to get there. My dad takes me there sometimes, when he can. Besides Bill's not allowed to swim because of his ears, and there's no one else much I'd like to go with. It's too crowded there anyway!"
"Jeffrey, I've been very lax. Alice's mother doesn't swim and consequently... Well, she was never enthusiastic for Alice and Emma to learn how-to. I realize that I should have pushed the point... but, oh well, you'll probably understand when you are older.
"Anyway after our scare with Alice last week. We... and both Alice and Emma have decided that it would be prudent for them to learn how to stay afloat, if nothing else."
"My dad says that all children should learn how to swim!" I said, trying to sound grown-up I think. Alice's father appeared to be talking to me as if I was an adult.
"And your father's right, they should. It was I who was remiss, Jeffrey. But Alice and Emma need someone who they have confidence in, to teach them to swim."
"Oh yeah you have trust your teacher. I was... well. The first time I went swimming it scared the pants off me. But my uncle used to swim in competitions, so he soon had me swimming like a fish, my father says."
"I can believe it Jeffrey, and now I'd like you to pass that skill in the water you have learnt on to Alice and Emma for me, if you will?"
"I don't know if I'd be a very good teacher Mr... Frank. They have classes at the public swimming pool the girls could go to."
"No Jeffrey, both of them want you to teach them how to swim."
"I can't sir, it costs a bomb just to get to the public pool."
"I was thinking more of the Country Club pool, Jeffrey!"
"Jesus that place costs the earth, and your dad has to be a member!"
"I'll sort all that out Jeffrey, don't worry about it. But you have to agree to teach them."
Now I do enjoy swimming, and the Country Club's indoor pool was a pretty swish place to swim. I'm not sure whether I agreed to teach the girls because I was flattered to have been asked, or because I was going to get access to the Club's pool again.
Whatever, my acceptance brought a smile to the man's face and our conversation to an end. We went back to base of the climbing tree and he called for his miscreant daughters -- who during his absence had climbed up much higher to join Sally -- to come down. Then after Frank Porter had said something about speaking to my father, all three of them left.
Bill and Sally were full of questions about what the guy had wanted, so I explained that I was to be Alice and Emma's swimming teacher.
"How much?" Bill instantly asked. Bill had a fixation with money at that time; he sort-of assumed I was going to get paid to teach them. To be honest, the idea hadn't even crossed my mind.
It took me a moment or two to realize what Bill was asking. But when I told them exactly where I was supposedly going to teach the girls to swim, the question was effectively withdrawn. Actually another student was added to the list; Sally asked me if I could sneak her in there for a few lessons while I was at it.
When she did, Bill went kind-of quiet for a while. I've explained that because of his ears Bill was not allowed anywhere where his head might inadvertently go under the water. No at the time I didn't know why, it was one of those facts of life that -- as children -- we had grown to accept. I think Bill was more conscious of the fact he couldn't swim than any of the rest of us children recognised.
When I got home that later day my parents informed me that Mr Porter had paid them a call and cleared the way with them, for me to teach his daughters to swim. My father didn't seem at all surprised that his eleven-year-old son was going to teach two girls to swim.
Neither did either my mother or father mention the fact that I was still persona non grata with the Arnolds. Well not outright anyway, and I began to wonder if Frank Porter was aware of the fact.
It seems that he must have been aware, because it had apparently been arranged that Alice and Emma would meet me outside our house at a specific time and we'd go on to the pool from there. I might add that the old vicarage sat back from the road on it's extensive plot and the front of my house couldn't been seen from the Vicarage itself. Damn it, thinking about it now, I doubt they could even see the road through all the trees and shrubs that shielded the place from the sight of all us plebs.
Monday evening when I arrived home from school, I discovered a brand new bicycle waiting for me in our garage. It seemed that Frank Porter had decided that I had deserved a reward. Whether for agreeing to teach his daughters to swim or for saving Alice that day, I know not. No one ever mentioned it.
There was a certain logic in the new bicycle though. The shortest route to the Country Club was along the main road, with its inherent traffic dangers. On pushbikes the longer route through the park and along the path that ran around the edge of the Country Clubs golf course became a practical alternative.
At the Club itself Alice led the way through the main entrance door. All my previous visits to the place had been sort-of clandestine affairs where I'd entered with my uncle by one of the other entrances. Not that the powers that be at the club and most of the other staff hadn't known I was there. I believe my presence had been ignored as long as none of the members complained.
Somewhat to my consternation, Alice marched right up to the reception desk and announced that she was Miss Alice Porter. But she needn't have bothered the woman was already sorting out some paperwork. She handed Alice and Emma cards that had "Associate Member" printed across the top of them. Them she handed me a similar one that had "Personal Trainer" emblazoned across it. Then she listed off a whole list of do's and don'ts, and can and can't's that were specific to my membership card.
No I didn't listen, I was far too busy reading my own name printed on the card.
When we got to the pool, I noted a sign warning other members that a private lesson had been booked that day and at what time. And on entering we were greeted by one of my uncle's old colleagues who would be acting as lifeguard for the session. The lifeguard being present when anyone under sixteen was using the pool, was club policy by the way. I have no idea whether Alice's father was aware of that fact, that those same lifeguards also gave swimming and diving lessons.



I wont bother going into any further details other than to say that, from that day forth every Tuesday and Thursday evening saw the three of us at the pool. Very strangely I thought, Emily very soon learnt how to swim and rapidly gained confidence. Alice on the other hand, seemed to pick up the floating and swimming side of things pretty quickly, but she definitely lacked confidence. Most of the time Alice insisted that I at least swim beside her whenever she was in the water. Very often, and for no reason that I could see, she'd suddenly start to panic and... well flounder I suppose you'd call it, and I'd have to grab hold of her to reassure her.
After a couple of months, sometimes Sally would come with us, Alice signing her into the Country Club as her guest. And the really odd thing was, that whenever my attention was taken up with Sally... Well, Alice seemed to be swimming around quite happily and never appeared to panic. Much the same thing had happened after the first few weeks when my attention had been on her sister.
Alice's obvious lack of confidence in the water was beginning to worry me, so eventually I sought the advice of the lifeguard.
"Tell me Jeffrey, how old are you now?" he asked.
"Twelve... just about!" I replied.
"And Alice?"
"Well, I'm not sure, she's starting secondary school next month so she must be eleven!"
"You're both a bit young, but I think I know what Alice's problem is Jeffrey, and eventually I suspect you'll learn that it has nothing to do with being frightened of the water."
"I don't understand."
"You will one day son, you will one day!"
And that was all he said, no real help to me at all. A bit of disappointment in fact!
As time went by, Emma became such a proficient little swimmer, that sometimes she wouldn't come to our lessons. So very often it was just Alice and I; Sally usually only joining us for one session a week. I think two nights a week without seeing her Billy was too much for Sally. As the summer went on we'd taken to walking our bikes home. I'm not sure why, Alice would complain that her legs were too tired to pedal her bike home again, I think.
No, it didn't make much sense to me either, but my dad told me that understanding why a female says or does anything, is a lot harder than most men realize.
"Leads to the end of a lot of very promising relationships does that, my boy! But you'll work that out for yourself one day. In the meantime, I suggest that you don't argue, say yes and let them get on with it. It keeps 'em happy and they'll most likely forget all about whatever it was, in a couple of days!"
That little speech had left me just as much -- if not more -- confused than the one my friend the lifeguard had given me. But I did remember my dad's words and it was to come in handy a few weeks later.
It was autumn by then and the nights were drawing in. Alice and I were walking back home from the Country club almost in the pitch dark. I'm not sure when exactly but by then we'd taken to pushing our bikes with one hand while holding each other's hand with the other; but we had got into the habit of doing so somewhere along the line.
Anyway very suddenly and completely out of the blue Alice asked.
"Jeffrey, when we grow up, are we going to get married?"
For a moment or two I was lost for words. I really wasn't expecting Alice to say anything like that. We were friends... we'd become very good friends. But... well, I had not reached the age where I thought of females that way, if you understand me.
Scratching around for something to say that would not hurt her feelings, I suddenly remembered what my father had said to me. "Don't argue with them son! Say yes, and let them get on with it!" or words to the same general effect.
"Yeah sure we will, if that's what you want, Alice." I replied kind-a hoping that would be the end of it.
But it wasn't, well not immediately anyway. The next thing I know Alice's bike is crashing to the ground, her arms are around my neck and she's kissing me on the lips.
After getting over the shock, I did my best to return the compliment. But to be honest, I doubt I made a very good job of it. That was the first time -- other than silly party games -- that a girl had kissed me and... Well, let's say that I hadn't even thought about technique at the time.
A few moths later, Sally, without Bill being aware, I'm sure... er, well, she taught me the proper rudiments of successful kissing. Look, Sally might always have been Bill's girl, but she had always been as close to me -- if not closer -- than a sister would have been.
Sometimes there would things that for some reason Sally did not want to discuss with Bill, and at those times she'd turn to me.
Like for instance, Sally's first bleed. Whether through embarrassment or what, I still do not know; but I was delegated the job of explaining to Bill all about the female menstrual cycle.
Which, by the way, I had had no idea about myself, until Sally herself had explained it all to me -- in far too much detail -- just a few a few hours before. But as my father told me, "Don't argue son, say yes and... etcetera, etcetera, etcetera!"
Anyway from that day forth, Alice had become my sort-of unofficial girlfriend. Well not even that is correct, it's probably better phrased that I became Alice's unofficial -- and very secret -- boyfriend!
There was no hand holding in the street where Reg, Susan or any of their mates might see us. Definitely no heavy snogging sessions to start with. As I said, I weren't really into that kind of thing at that time.
Basically I got the odd kiss on the cheek now and again from Alice, and she habitually walked beside me. Putting Billy's nose out of joint, a little. We'd suddenly gone from Bill and I walking side by side with the two -- or sometimes three girls when Emma was with us -- walking together, but with Sally always holding Bill's hand. To Sally and Alice walking in the middle with Bill and me as outriders. Mind you very often I had young Emma hanging onto my other arm or hand.
In truth -- away from the swimming pool -- I probably had more actual physical contact with Emma than I did with Alice.
Well that was the state of play for the next... what three... maybe four years. Of course Alice and my relationship had developed into secretly snatched snogging sessions by then, well the old hormones had started to do their thing, if you understand me.
These sessions happened most often on our walks home from swimming at the Country club when there was no one else much around. The cycles had dropped out of the picture somewhere along the line; I can't say exactly when or why. Young Emma had also disappeared as far as swimming went as well because... well let's just say young Emma was a little forward for her age, if you get my drift.
Emma had matched her elder sister when it came to the twin plats turning into a ponytail. And in certain other developments that young women go through about that age, so by then she had a little group of hopefuls following her around most of the time. But I must say that only a couple of times were Bill and I forced to get... serious with any of them. It was clearly apparent that little Emma knew exactly how to handle members of the opposite sex. It was also clear that neither she nor Alice took their troubles to their elder half-brother or sister.
But then, -- during the late summer of my fifteenth year -- my nice little settled world suddenly collapsed around me when both Alice and Emma were shipped off to boarding school. I have to admit to you, that I really did not realize how serious my feelings for Alice had become, until she was no longer there.
How or why the sudden change in their educational arrangements came about, I do not know for sure. By bad luck Sally's a parents and mine, -- who always had been great friends -- had arranged to go on holiday together again that year. Something they'd done many times in the past. Billy and his widowed mother -- as usual -- came along with my family, also something that had happened since the year dot as well. Bill's father had died before he was born and larger parties led to smaller charges or group discounts.
But when we returned home three weeks later we found that all of the children in the Arnold household had been sent away to boarding school.
I did find one short letter from Alice that had been stuffed through the letterbox of our house; no more than a brief note really. Roughly explaining that she and Emma were being sent to a boarding school somewhere, to complete their education. Alice also said that she'd write and give me the address as soon as she could.
Sally and I instantly sallied forth enquiring of friends and schoolmates trying to discover more information. Rumours were rife, but solid information was scarce.
From rumour I... we, Sally and I, deduced that Susan Arnold had managed to get herself caught in a compromising situation with a young man. Actually -- rumour once again -- but reputedly one of Reg's best mates.
Why that had led to all of the children being shipped off to a boarding school, I had no idea. Although later, Sally always said that possibly Susan had made some accusations about what Alice and Emma got up to on the quiet. You know what I mean, muddying the waters as much as she could, in an attempt to spread her father's anger about a little.
By that time I'm sure that both Susan and Reggie had worked-out that Alice and I were an item. Jesus everyone in the damned school knew that. And as Sally put it, referring to their stepfather, "Talk about waving a red rag in front of a bull, anyone mentioning you in the same breath as Alice is likely to give the old sod a heart attack!"
But excepting for that note Alice had left me, no other communication ever materialized from her.
Of course I -- nor Sally -- left it there. In the first few weeks of that school term we found a couple of Emma's friends who were in postal communication with her. One had actually spoken to Emma on the telephone just a few days before. But the impression we got from what girl said that... well I'm not sure how to phrase it... Roughly she said that it sounded like Emma was choosing her words very carefully. As the girl put it "Like Emma was talking to a boyfriend she wasn't supposed to have, while her mother was listening!"
Whatever we did get the school's name and address from Emma's friends, so both Sally and I immediately wrote to Alice asking her what was going on. But four weeks later neither of us had received replies.
In the mean time, knowing what school they were at, had allowed me to approach my maths teacher (one of my favourite teachers in school) for help. But when I'd mentioned the name of the Academy he frowned, and said "Oh dear! I've heard of the place Jeffrey. It's a very exclusive and expensive establishment. What possible reason could Alice's parents have had for sending her there?"
But later he did a little further research for me and informed me that the school in question --Academy for Young Ladies -- had the reputation of being not far short of some kind of prison camp. Well, he didn't say that in actual words. But he did tell me, that it was the kind of place where the young ladies of culture were very closely chaperoned at all times. And he also implied that he doubted that any letters that Sally and I had sent to Alice there would ever get through to her if her parents or the school authorities deemed that I was unacceptable company for Alice.
"A friend of mine went there for a job some years ago Jeffrey. She says that... well most of the young ladies in residence there... putting it succinctly, they have been sent there to keep them away from the likes of you and I! Or men in general in some cases, if you understand me...?"
Which, I did not at the time, by the way.
"I shouldn't be telling you this, so please don't tell anyone where you heard it. I've been discussing it with some of my colleagues. Susan Arnold, we can understand why she might be sent to an establishment like that; Susan has a bit of a reputation in the staff-room. But Alice and Emma, they were very highly thought of by all the other teachers. They are both highly motivated in their studies and well behaved. Very pretty girls as you know, and... if we discount the fact that you and Alice have been... very close for a long time. None of the other teachers thought they are in any kind of moral danger. And you're not the type to do anything stupid, are you Jeffrey?"
"No sir!"
"But, as Mr Gorman (the headmaster) said, Alice and Emma's parents have never liked you for some reason; do you know why?"
"Yes sir! I blooded Reggie's nose for him in the park, the first year I started here."
"Knowing Reg Arnold, I would suspect that he deserved it. But he was a lot bigger than you, back then!"
"My dad says, the bigger they are the harder they fall. And yes sir, he did deserve all he got from me that day. My dad agreed with me as well. But Alice's stepfather, he got all out of shape over it"
"Then I might hazard a guess, that perhaps it is Alice's relationship with you that has led to her father..."
"Stepfather sir. When I met him, I got along great with Mr Porter, Alice's real father. He even arranged for me to be able to get into the Country Club, so I could teach Alice and Emma to swim."
"Okay, Alice's mother then. I would suggest that... it is possible that Alice's mother and her stepfather have only recently learnt of... Well, you two have never flaunted your friendship, but it is obvious and the whole school knows about you and Alice. You do know that, don't you?"
"Yes sir."
"Well then, it's highly likely that Alice has been shipped off to pastures new to... separate the pair of you."
"Yes sir, that's what Sally and I thought. But they surely can't stop us writing to her?"
"If you write to her at that school, then I somehow doubt Alice... or Emma will ever receive your letters Jeffrey; that's the kind of place it is. And them, successfully getting letters out to you; I doubt that will happen, unless the girls can find a way to clandestinely smuggle them out of the school."
My maths teacher didn't leave it there, a couple of weeks later our French teacher, Miss Lovette, (reputedly my maths teacher's intended) collared Sally and I together and gave us brochures for the Academy. She also translated some of the gobbledegook in them for us.
According to Miss Lovette, the place literally was a kind of private Approved School. Its curriculum is designed bring (or keep) unruly young ladies under control.
It didn't say any of that in plain English that most people would understand. As I said, our Miss Lovette had to literally translate it for us. But Sally and I were shocked to see that ADHD and couple of other pseudo psychiatric disorders that we had heard of, were mentioned in the text.
However being totally frank, Sally and I were not particularly worried. Okay so we had been cut off from Alice for a while. But we figured that when the Christmas holiday rolled along we'd see her soon enough, and we would be able to work-out some.... Well, as my friendly maths teacher had put it, a clandestine method of communication.
But that had been wishful thinking, it didn't happen! We don't even know if Alice and Emma ever came back to the Vicarage that Christmas. Reggie did, that's for sure, we know that because he was spotted a couple of times by friends of ours. However no one who we knew clapped eyes on Alice and Emma, or Susan Arnold either that year.
Then, a day or so after our own school broke-up for the holiday, the whole Arnold household shipped off abroad somewhere for the rest of the Christmas break. Well George Arnold and the Second Mrs. Arnold did anyway, and one has to suppose that all of their children went with them.
That was to be the norm from then on, around the time any school holidays started, sometimes just the Second Mrs. Arnold and the children, but very often George Arnold as well, would sally forth to far-flung parts of the world.
We heard through the grapevine after each of their trips away, that the Second Mrs. Arnold had a great time bragging to all of her cronies about the magical places she and her husband had taken the children to see. But that was all to come to light in the future.
As the New Year started I was disappointed at how the situation had developed. My... our, Sally's and my plans had come to nothing, and in the ensuing months, my loss of contact with Alice began to have, unforeseen effects on me. I'm told that I became morose and I know my schoolwork suffered.
Well, I hadn't understood it at the time, but looking back later I realize that I really had been in love with Alice. I've been told since that I was effectively mourning my loss of her love. Or pining for her if you like?
Yeah well, my teachers, arranged for me to have a couple of sessions with the school trick-cyclist, and she did her best to explain it all to me. I can't say that she did me any good though.
Sally and I had continued sending letters to Alice at regular intervals, although we doubted she'd received any of them. But we kind-of hoped that someone might get careless one day. The analyst or whatever you call her, told me that I should stop doing that, not that Sally and I took any notice. Actually I don't think that woman achieved anything other than to explain to me that I had been in love with Alice.
It was during the summer holidays -- after it had become patently clear to us that Alice would not be returning to the Vicarage in the near future -- that Bill came up with his master plan.
Bill had been a member of the local Army Cadet Unit ever since he'd been old enough to join. In a funny way that had enhanced my relationship with Sally, because when Bill was at his unit meetings or on camp and exercise with them, Sally was usually with me. And Alice of course, while she had been around.
Anyway, Bill's plan was that when the new school term started, he and I would... well, we'd head up north to where the Academy was situated and then... well we weren't quite sure what we had planned for then. But we figured that we might even be able to break-in to the school and find Alice, or at least find someone who could smuggle messages in to her or Emma.
That was the basic plan, and up to a point it went well. However Bill's plan hadn't included Sally and she was having none of that. So in the end, all three of us boarded the train heading north. Bill had kitted Sally and I out with Cadet Core issue camouflage clothing and all sorts of other gear that he'd begged, borrowed or stolen from his Cadet Unit's stores.
We found the Academy without much of a problem, but at first sight it looked like Fort Knox. The damned place had obviously been a convent or something at one time; it was surround by a wall at least twelve feet high. And as far as we could ascertain none of the students ever left the school grounds during term time.
However we guessed that we would be able to see over the wall from the upper deck of a double-decker bus. We had a good idea of the layout from a little map that had been included in the brochure our Miss Lovette had supplied us with. What she would have said had she learnt of our plan, I have no idea.
Fortuitously we boarded a bus taking local children home from school, with the intention of spying out the layout of the Academy's grounds visually.
"You're wasting your time!" A boy sitting behind us said, as Bill and I discussed a possible route from the wall to the dorm buildings.
We looked at him and he immediately asked which of our girlfriends, was "doing time!"
"Mine!" I replied.
"Well you ain't getting in there, mate! You ain't the first and I doubt you'll be the last. That place has got hidden TV cameras and trip wires everywhere. At least one poor bloke turns up every year trying to find a way in. They all finish-up in the police station, take my word for it. Ain't that right?" he added turning to his friend sitting beside him, who assured us that he was telling the truth.



But Bill pointed out to them that we had all this army camouflage gear with us, and with Bill's Cadet Unit training he was sure we'd get past any security.
The two lads went on to talk about the possibility of hidden mantraps and other such nasty equipment. But we discounted any of that hokum; because there had appeared to be nothing stopping anyone inside the grounds approaching the wall. If there were any mantraps -- besides being illegal -- there would always be danger of one of the students walking into them.
The two lads didn't have an answer for that argument. But they did inform us that -- if we had a good pair of binoculars or a telescope with us -- from a certain vantage point, it was possible to get a view of the students sports ground and recreation lawns. Then they agreed to take us to the place, after they changed out of their school clothes.
The lads led us out of the village and into some woods. Once in the woods we obviously went in a large semi-circle, passing over some pretty rough terrain on the way and mostly uphill. I never really realized that we were climbing up so high until eventually we came to the edge of the woods and there laid out below us was the school and its grounds. I recognized what I was looking at immediately because one of the pictures in the brochure must surely have been taken from the vicinity of where we were standing. The two boys urged us to remain under the cover of the trees.
"We don't like them to spot us up here too often." One of the boys said.
Why not; it's not private ground is it? Bill asked. The woods hadn't been fenced, and lower down there had been plenty of well used paths.
"No, it's its Forestry Commission ground; anyone can walk here. But you see that pond in the school grounds? Well sometimes in the warm weather some of the girls go skinny-dipping in there. Most of the time the school staff seem to ignore them when they do. But if any of the staff have seen people up here on the ridge, well they get jittery and stop the girls' stripping-off.
"Besides this is the only place from which you can see into the grounds properly, and the logical place for anyone to case the joint from. They're not daft down there, they're really security minded, both keeping the girls in and...
"Randy little sods out!" Sally suggested.
"You got it Sally. So if you've got a mind to try to get in there, the last thing you need is for them to spot someone up here on this ridge; you'll have even less of a chance if they do." The boy grinned back at her.
We lay in the grass at the edge of the woods scrutinizing all the girls we could see in the gardens through binoculars. We noted that both the local boys were equipped with a very powerful pair each. But I'll add that it was September, so I doubted anyone would be swimming.
Eventually Sally spotted Emma talking with some other girls. It was frustrating we could see her but we were far to far away to attract her attention. Then very suddenly, all the girls in the garden started moving in the same direction.
One of the boys told us "It's their evening meal time, we can't hear the PA system that sounds the dinner gong up here, unless the wind's in the right direction."
Then while we watched we saw Alice come out of one on the dormitory buildings and join her sister, then both of them followed all the other girls round the side of a building and out of our sight.
However Sally, Bill and I thought that a good development. We assumed that Alice had been in her own dormitory, so we figured we then knew where to find her.
"Right now's the time for us to go for it, while they are all in the dinning hall eating." Bill suggested. "Where's the nearest place we can get to that wall without being seen lads?"
The two appeared shocked that Bill was suggesting that we go in during daylight. But Bill said it looked like there were plenty of places -- bushes etcetera -- inside the wall for us to hide in. We'd get in while all the students and teachers were eating their evening meal and then lie low until it got dark. Bill was working on the premise that if there were trip wire alarms and cameras near to the wall, we'd have a better chance of spotting them in daylight.
In the event there were no trip wires, and possibly no cameras either; we never saw any anyway. But what must have been there, were, microphones, vibration sensors or something along those lines, buried in the ground. They must have set off silent alarms the instant we hit the ground inside that ruddy wall.
Bill and I got in alright and we soon found a really good hiding place. However a number of police with dogs came hunting for us, very shortly after we'd gone to ground. Well before any of the students had reappeared after their evening meal.
Sally who'd remained outside the wall was also picked-up, but the two local boys -- who had remained with her -- had managed to make good their escape. Mainly we think because Sally had made an obvious -- diversionary -- run-for-it, to allow them to getaway. Luckily the police dog just tore the sleeve of her jacket and didn't actually bite her.
At the local police station we soon gathered that the local boys had been telling the truth. A boyfriend trying to get into that school to find his girl was not a unique occurrence. Neither was one or two of the students there trying to break out, by the sound of it.
Bill and I were given police cautions for being on enclosed premises, apparently there wasn't much they could do or say to Sally except for warning her about the consequences for aiding and abetting criminal acts.
Then the police got down to the serious point that the three of us were classed as runaways. Well we hadn't told our parents what we were intending to do, and they'd reported all three of us as missing persons.
My father drove up to collect us, and yeah well, Bill and I got a real... bollocking. My father looked at Sally and said, "You disappoint me girl. These two numskulls I can understand, but what did you think you were doing, Sally?"
Sally didn't answer him.
I think we were all in our families' bad books for some weeks after that, and even my teacher friend tore me off a strip.
However that wasn't the end of the incident. Some weeks later I arrived home from school to find a police officer in the house with my mother and father.
"Jeffrey, do you know what a stalker is?" the policeman asked me.
"Er yeah, someone who wont leave someone else alone. Keeps... well, tormenting them."
"That's it lad. So why are you stalking Alice Porter?"
"I'm not, she's my... well, she was, my girlfriend."
"I see, and since she went off to college how many times has she contacted you?"
"Well she hasn't, we don't think she's allowed to!"
"I somehow doubt that my lad. But anyway you have sent her what... it must be two hundred letters now. How many has she sent you?"
"None sir, we don't think she's allowed to write to us."
"Us?"
"My friend Sally and I."
"Well according to her parents, Alice Porter does not wish for you to keep trying to contact her, and what with your little escapade the other week... Well son, you're beginning to fit the outline of a stalker. A young stalker I'll give you... But a stalker, none the less!
Now if you know what's good for you, you will forget Alice Porter ever existed. Do not write to her again and for gods sake don't try any more stunts like that episode the other week. Or my boy, our next meeting will not ending as amicably as this one has!"
Then the officer wished my parents goodnight and left.
================
No I didn't leave it there, but I ceased writing any more letters to Alice or Emma. Sally though, well she hadn't been threatened with a stalking charge.
What I did was to change tack. Approaching the Arnolds was out of course. But Frank Porter he was a different proposition wasn't he? I could talk to Frank and I felt I could trust him.
However I knew that finding the guy was not going to be easy, I literally had no idea where to start at first. But then Sally suggested the Country Club.
Well for Alice and Emma to be associate members, her father Frank Porter would have to be a member. I knew for sure that the Arnolds weren't members; it was common knowledge that some one had blocked George Arnold's application and blackballed him. The most likely candidate for having done that, I thought was Frank Porter; but it's something I'll never know for sure.
My father insisted that it could not have been, George Arnold had been refused a membership to the Country Cub long before any of that debacle had occurred. My dad did not specify what "that debacle!" actually was. But he went on.
"No bugger has ever liked George Arnold my boy. He just has the habit of rubbing everyone up the wrong way. The man has much too high an opinion of himself for most people's tastes."
"Hilary was very nice!" my mother added.
"Yeah, never did make much sense, that!" My father agreed, "However did a nice woman like that finish up with a tosser like George Arnold? She was a good-looker as well!"
I was just a little confused, having only ever heard her referred to as the "First Mrs. Arnold" but soon enough, I kind-a worked out whom the "Hilary" was, that my mother was talking about.
Anyway Sally's mention of getting in touch with Frank Porter through the Country Club seemed obvious and I could not understand why I had not thought of it before.
Luckily the membership card that said I was Alice and Emma's personal trainer was still arriving in the post every year. Aren't computers wonderful things, they just keep doing things over until some bugger tells them to stop.
However it did not prove to be as easy as I thought it would be. Enquires from the reception desk gave me two pieces of information, neither much use. Firstly, that they could not give out personal details about members. The woman wasn't being obstructive, she actually suggested that my best bet was to search out the member I wanted see while they were actually on site. However after checking the records she also informed me that Frank Porter rarely visited the club anymore.
Following Bill's Maxim, that if the front door is locked, then use the backdoor (or even a window); I then headed for the swimming pool office. Where by that time my old friend the lifeguard/swimming-coach had been promoted to Manager of Aquatic Facilities.
On hearing the story of Alice and Emma's... internment, he promised that he'd discover whatever he could about Frank Porter, i.e. Frank's address and anything else that might be of use to me, and get back to me as soon as he could.
A few days later he turned up at our house one evening and explained that -- because of company rules -- he could not give me Frank's Porters address or telephone number.
"It won't do you any good anyway, Jeffrey. The number is no longer allocated and an Asian family have been living in the flat for sometime now. I know that for sure because I went around there myself. Seems they bought the place last year sometime, after it had been repossessed by a mortgage company."
"Another dead-end for the boy, then!" My father commented.
"Well maybe not. There's something a little different about Frank Porter's membership to the Country Club; a company in London pays it for. Probably a company perk or something like that. I called them and asked to speak to Frank Porter and... well, I got the strangest reaction. They wanted to know who I was and why I was calling, and then after keeping me hanging on forever, some guy came on the phone and said that Frank no longer works for the company."
"Another dead-end!" My father said.
"Not necessarily, it took them a very long time before that guy came on the telephone, and I'd swear I heard the girl who answered say 'it's someone looking for Frank!' before she thought to hit the mute button. A trip up there might possibly be worth your while Jeffrey.
"Mind you, I can't actually give you the company name or their address, that would be going against Club policy and could possibly cost me my job. Right, I'd better be going now; busy night at the club this evening."
But as he got up to leave, a piece of paper fell from the folder he was carrying. Just a page turn from a secretary's shorthand pad; but scribbled on it was the name and address of a company in the City of London.
The next morning my father dropped me at the station on his way to work.
"You sure you want to do this on your own lad?" He asked, handing me a pile of cash.
"Yeah dad," I replied, "they might take pity on a kid!"
"You're not such a kid anymore Jeffrey. Good luck and don't forget to call your mother. I'm sure she's having kittens about this."
"Actually finding the building was a lot harder than I anticipated. But once I got inside, there was a big board on the wall, on where eventually I found that the company I wanted was on the seventh and eight floors. I got out of the lift on the seventh and went straight to the reception desk. The young woman sitting behind it was on the telephone and I immediately assumed that it had been her that my lifeguard friend had spoken to.
When I asked for Frank Porter, she gave me a funny look, then picked up the receiver again and pushed a few buttons.
"There's a young man out here sir, asking to see... Francis Porter."
This was odd; I'd definitely asked her if I could to speak to Frank Porter.
Whomever she had spoken to, obviously said something back to her, because then she added, "Very young sir!" before replacing the receiver and saying. "Take a seat please. Someone will be with you shortly."
Maybe five minutes later a man came out of the lift and went over to the young woman on reception. Then they both looked my way as they whispered to each other. Then the smiling the guy walked over to me and asked.
"May I help you young man?"
"Yes sir, I hope so." I replied getting to my feet and shaking the hand he had proffered.
Trying to make my handshake firm but not aggressive, as my father had always told me that it should be.
"I'm trying to locate Mr Frank Porter?"
"Isn't everyone," the man relied as a sort of throw away remark but then he went on, "Would you mind telling why you are looking for him young man?"
"It's a personal matter sir, I'm... well I was his daughter's boyfriend and..."
"She's vanished as well, I thought..."
"No sir. I know where Alice is sir; I just can't get in touch with her. The security at her new school is unbelievable. Alice's mother doesn't like me and..."
"Ah, I see where you are going. But you and Frank got along alright?"
"Good as gold sir, as far as I'm aware. But I only met him a couple of times and that was a few years ago."
"You and Frank's daughter were together that long? She must have been quite young!"
"We were just friend's back then sir. I met his daughter just after he and his wife separated."
Ah, that explains a lot. Mrs. Porter didn't like you and Frank encouraged your friendship with his daughter. Yes that sounds like Frank to me, all right.
"But I'm sorry young man, we really can't help you here. Frank left this company's employ rather suddenly, a couple of years ago now. I'm afraid that no one here knows where to find Frank Porter today. However if you leave me your name and address... well, I'll pass it along and... well, you never know."
Feeling dejected, I thanked the guy and left to go home.
However once again, that wasn't the end of the matter. Two days later I had another visit from a policeman at home; a detective that time.
My parents sat in while he... well he questioned me about why I was looking for Frank Porter and he seemed to understand.
"You'll be very lucky if you find Frank Porter young man. We've been looking for him for a couple of years now. And you know what, it's highly likely that your Alice... and her sister haven't been sent away to stop you two seeing each other. I would hazard a guess that it's to stop their father whisking them out of the country."
"Why would he want to do that?" my father asked.
"Well a certain person did something rather naughty. A certain George Arnold lives next door to you, doesn't he?"
My father confirmed the fact.
"Yeah well, a certain group of unnamed individuals, but all of whom worked in the City, took George Arnold and his company for a good few million on the quiet a while back. Stitched him up quiet nicely to be honest. Frank Porter disappeared around the same time, and the fraud squad have been looking for him ever since."
"You think that Frank Porter fiddled a load of money out of Arnold."
"We're pretty sure Frank Porter was behind it, Mr Turner. But we can't find him to ask him if you understand me. Lets face it Frank Porter had the motive, didn't he. And if anyone really wanted to hurt George Arnold, then what better place than in his pocket?
"But I'm sorry lad, I can do nothing to help you with your quest to contact the love of your life. But remember, once she's eighteen... well, there's nothing her mother or George Arnold can do to stop you two getting together again then."
The officer then left, but I was to run into him again.
Oh, I should add that the following year my card for the Country Club didn't arrive. When I enquired about it, I was informed that my sponsoring member's account was in default. It appeared that my enquiries at the company in London had led to them updating their computer records.
================
I have no idea for how long Sally kept sending letters to Alice and Emma at that school. Sally -- and all my other friends -- tried their best never to mention Alice or Emma in my presence after that. I really did my best to forget about her.
Although it didn't help that our mothers, and Bill's -- while not ever mentioning either of the girls directly to me -- did try to use their mothers union type network of friends to get information about them. It appears that The Second Mrs. Arnold liked to brag about their holidays abroad and her daughters' achievements. However any information that was gained via that route turned out to be unreliable, often contradictory.
Time passed as it inevitably does. Bill signed up for the army before he'd even left school, much to Sally's chagrin. But if that's what her man wanted, then Sally appeared -- with reservations -- to be happy for him to become a solder. I think we were all somewhat happier to learn later that Bill was going to train to be a helicopter mechanic.
Somewhere along the line my friend at the country club got me a job there. At first just cleaning the pool and later as a part-time lifeguard; I needed to get the relevant qualifications first, both for lifeguard and in first-aid.
I left school and started college. I had had aspirations of going to university, but for a long time I doubted that would be on the cards, financially. University costs money and as a family we just didn't have that kind of spare cash. Yeah, I could have taken out student loans but I really didn't want to spend my whole life with a damned great debt behind me. I hoped one day to own my own house outright like my parents had. God knows what kind of pressure George Arnold might have been able to bring to bear, had my father owed money on our house.
Shortly after I started college Sally and I... Bill was off at his army training camp most of the time, so Sally and I were almost always together. Anyway, we began to hear more and more rumours that Reg Arnold was around, although we never saw him around the Vicarage.
Eventually he got bolder and wherever he was living, we did catch sight of him now and again in town. I say he got bolder because, rumour had it that both Bill and I were looking for Reggie, if you get my drift. We weren't, by the way. I couldn't-a cared less what the bugger did providing he didn't try to get clever with me again.



Whatever, it soon became obvious that the whole damned town was aware of that rumour. Doormen at the local pubs and clubs would get all jittery when Sally and I arrived sometimes. And then shortly after, it would be drawn to my attention that Reggie Arnold had just left the establishment.
It had little effect on me because I was never refused entry anywhere. More likely, I believe, Reggie might have been asked to leave. The Arnolds weren't at the top of very many people's popularity polls.
It was around that time that I first heard mention of Roger Vine. I had no idea who the guy was -- and didn't care really -- but it was often reported to Sally or me, that Vine had been in Reggie's company.
To be honest it was like a little game I played, I never denied the rumour that I was after Reg Arnold's blood, but I never confirmed it either. Life went on as if the guy had never existed.
Sally and I got on well at college and pretty quickly she announced that she was going to train as a schoolteacher. That kind-a left me wondering where I was really going, but the head of physical education at the college suggested that I should study it at University.
Immediately I came up with the "No student loan for me!" argument but he instantly shot that down by talking about bursaries. I'll be honest I had little idea what he was talking about at the time.
Whatever, a year or so later the bugger swung it and I went off to study physical education at university level. But that was in the future.
Bill completed his training and then because he was stationed miles away while he trained, he asked Sally to marry him. Sally said yes and at seventeen and eighteen they became man and wife. What was extremely fortuitous was that Sally quickly wangled her way into a teacher training college not far from the college Bill was attending.
I missed having Sally around almost as much as I'd missed Alice when she had left. But I was much busier by then. Most evenings and weekends, I was either life-guarding or teaching swimming at the Country Club.
Unreliable reports reached my ears that Alice was already at university somewhere, or alternatively at some flash finishing school, reputed to be in Paris. However as I said, several different universities mentioned, ranging between Oxford and Cambridge, and even Yale in the States on occasions. Someone was deliberately feeding-out misinformation I very much suspected. But whether it was intended to confuse me or Alice's real father, or for some other reason, I have no idea.
The day before I shipped off to university I went to the Country Club to say goodbye to all my friends and colleagues there. And on the way home, for some reason I didn't go the short way along the main road. I took the back path round the golf course and through the park as Alice and I had done together so many times. Boy was that a mistake; did that walk make me feel melancholy!
As a walked through the park itself I remembered it all, everything that had happened there over the years. Especially the day Bill, Sally and I first heard Emma screaming in fear up that tree. And how cold the water had felt when I dived into the lake and dragged Alice out. "Yeah, it is a lake, why the hell does everyone call it a river?" I asked myself staring back at the water.
Then I looked up at our tall climbing tree and wondered whether any children still climbed into its hallowed branches.
Don't ask me why because I can't tell you; but something forced me to climb that tree one more time.
It took but a few seconds and at the top I found that someone had obliterated the initials that Bill, Sally Alice and I had carved into the trunk by the top most (sitting) branch many years before.
Taking out my Swiss-army-knife, I carved them back again. Then feeling even more morose, I climbed down and went home.
================
At Uni I threw myself into everything I could find. Student union, sports clubs... you name it and Jeffrey Turner was on the membership list. Before I knew it I was representing the university in swimming and diving competitions. Not that diving was really my forte, but I was roped in anyway. I believe because the chief coach had heard of my uncle.
I also discovered that I had been very lucky getting that particular bursary. It was the first time it had been awarded to anyone, and it covered my term fees, accommodation and there was even enough money leftover for all my books and the like.
I dated a few girls, but never anything serious. Jesus, I was too busy to get serious with another girl. Thoughts of Alice filled my head when my mind went in that direction.
Well really, by that time, I had it figured that Alice had forgotten about me. Surely she had to be in university herself by then and wherever it was, it was unlikely to be a prison camp like that school had been. As far as we knew Alice had made no attempt to contact Sally or myself. Or Bill either, I suppose I should add.
I was in my last year just coming up to my finals when my mother and father died. A gas explosion they said at the inquest. Just one of those things, another unfortunate and tragic accident!
Bill's mother's house had also been damaged but she had been out at the time of the explosion. She had hers repaired, then she sold it and moved into a house she was to share with Bill and Sally. Possibly she bought the house and they shared it with her, I never learnt the details anyway.
I didn't have my parents' house repaired, I sold it as it stood and banked the insurance money. With my mother, father, Bill and Sally all gone, there was nothing back there for me anyway.
Instead -- on graduating -- I took a job on the south coast, with -- of all organisations -- the Ambulance Service. I have no idea why, but I'd made up my mind to train as a paramedic. I really do not know why, possibly because it had been paramedics who'd been the first on the scene of the explosion that killed my parents. Who knows how or why these ideas get into our heads.
I hadn't been down there a year when I got word that Bill had been killed, following a land mine explosion. Actually they don't call them landmines now.... Oh no, lets not go there. Bill had been picked-off by a sniper when he went to the aid of another injured soldier. Posthumously Bill and another guy -- who did survive -- were decorated for their actions that day.
I went back home for the funeral -- Bill was buried alongside his father -- and that's where I had made my naive promise to Sally. At Bill's graveside I promised Sally that, wherever and whenever she needed me, I would be there for her!
At his funeral, Bill's mother had looked like she'd suddenly aged ten years. Within weeks she and Sally had moved in with Sally's parents. Sally getting a job quite quickly at our old junior school. But within eight months, Bill's mother had past away; from a broken heart according to Sally. The grass hadn't fully grown back on Bill's grave when they laid his mother in with her husband.
Almost another year passed and I was visiting Sally, helping her celebrate her twenty-forth birthday. And my own twenty-fifth, which was due shortly I should add. We were sitting in her parents lounge after dinner when Sally handed me an envelope.
"This is addressed to you," I pointed out."
"Yeah, but you need to read it, Jeff!" She replied.
"What is it?"
"For Christ sake, open it and see!"
I did and then pulled out the card that was within and read it out-loud.

Mr and Mrs George Arnold
Request the honour of presence of
Mrs Sally Parsons and Companion
At the marriage of their daughter
Alice Helena Porter
and
Mr Roger Brendon Vine

It went on the list our local church, the time and venue for the reception, etcetera.
"Are you going?" I asked.
"I'm not sure Jeffrey. I really don't know that I ever want to go into that church again. Bill and I were married before that altar. Bill's coffin lay there, and so did his mother's and both your parent's coffins. I'm not sure that I ever want to go into that place again."
"Then don't!"
"That's easy for you to say, but Alice wants me to be her maid of honour!"
"She's asked you; you've spoken to Alice?"
"No, Emma called me the other day to ask me on Alice's behalf; the same day as that invitation arrived."
"Where is she... are they?"
"I'm not sure, maybe over the road, but no one's seen either of them. All of the girls just got invitations in the post like me. I still don't think anyone has seen or spoken to Alice since... well, they went off to that school."
"What did Emma, actually say?"
"Well that was a little odd, but then everything about that family is odd, isn't it? Emma was short and to the point. Like she was in a hurry. She just said "Hello Sal" and asked me if I'd received the invitation to Alice's wedding. I said that it had come that morning and she said that she already knew it had. Then she said that Alice had asked her to ask me if I would be her maid of honour.
"You know Alice and Emma must be over there. Emma must have seen the postman deliver that invite, or even may have asked him if he had when he went there. Then she called not five minutes after I got home from the school that evening. She just gave me time to put the car in the garage and get inside the house. She must have been watching for me."
"But Alice didn't ask you herself."
"No!"
"And are you going to go to her wedding, maid of honour or not?"
"I'm not sure Jeff, I'm in two minds. She was my friend remember, probably the best girlfriend that I've ever had."
"Best Girlfriend?"
"You know that, beside my parents, the two most important people in my whole life were you and Bill. But Alice... and little Emma, they are running close behind you. I'm just not sure that I can face going into that damned church again."
"Then don't Sally, that place holds enough bad memories for me, let alone you. Give it a miss girl, maybe go to the reception later."
"I'm with Jeffrey on that one Sally. You always look like you are about to cry when you drive past the place." Sally's mother added from the doorway.
"Are you going to go?" Sally asked me.
"Jesus no! Nothing in heaven or on this earth could persuade me to attend that wedding, I can assure you of that!"
"That's what I figured you'd say. But you should do!"
"For gods sake why?"
"Because, Jeffrey, just because!"
"Well I wouldn't go even if I did have an invite, which ain't likely to happen you know that as well as I do!"
I popped in to see Sally before I went back my own home on the south coast the following day. From what she'd said then, I thought that Sally had decided to give Alice's wedding a miss. That early morning phone call I received from Sally the following weekend, proved that I was wrong.
==========================
Story Divergence Point
==========================
We hadn't caught Alice's eye, but Emily -- who was a bridesmaid -- did spot us... well, me for sure. I know because our eyes locked for a moment or two, effectively stopping Emma in her tracks and almost causing her to lose her position in the procession. But she soon recovered when another bridesmaid nudged her from behind.
"Did you tell Alice and Emma that I was coming today?" I whispered to Sally.
"No, I hadn't seen either of them since the hen night, I don't think any of the girls have. I don't recognise any of those bridesmaids except for Emma. I wonder who they are?"
"Friends from Uni or that school, I should imagine." I suggested, "Maybe even from that French finishing school that was bandied about. They all look pretty full-of-themselves anyway. Weren't any of them at Alice's hen night?"
"Bridesmaids are supposed to look like cultured young ladies, Jeffrey; and until they've had a few drinks at the reception, most behave like they are. Anyway no, there were only our old crowd... the girls from school at the hen night. To be honest with you, I don't really think that the Arnolds knew where Alice and Emma had been that night. They looked pretty shocked when the two girls fell out of that taxi."
"Fell out! Were they that bad?"
"Worse than bad, Jeff; Alice was legless. She was putting it away like there was no tomorrow!"
"Why? Christ, having a few is one thing... but getting completely pie-eyed. I can't see the point in it."
"I told you the other night; to me it looked like Alice was having second thoughts."
"What makes you say that?"
"I don't know, she never said anything in actual words. But Alice didn't seem to want to talk about her intended and neither did Emma. Besides telling us that that ruddy school was far worse than any of us could ever imagine, they never said much at all really. Oh they had no idea about us going up there by the way. Emma says she thinks she could recall a security clampdown around the right time, but they had no idea that it was you and Bill trying to get into the school. They thought it was another girl getting caught trying to get out. Not an unusual occurrence, I gathered."
By that time the procession had reached the front of the church and the usual rigmarole was beginning to get itself organised. So Sally and I stopped speaking and turned our attention back there.
Alice and Vine were by that time standing in front of the vicar, but her bridesmaids were still fiddling with her dress and helping her lift the veil from her face, as they tend to do.
But then I noticed Emma put her hand on Alice's arm to attract her attention. That led to Alice turning slightly and leaning her head close to Emma so that her sister could whisper something to her.
Whatever Emma did say to her, it took Alice by surprise. Everyone could see that from her body language. Alice's head shot-up and she scrutinised the congregation, with a somewhat concerned expression on her face. Eventually her eyes fell on Sally and me. Well, to this day, I believed that they did. I'm convinced that Alice was staring right back at me for what seemed like an absolute age, but was probably no more than a couple of seconds; if that. Then she... well she smiled and shrugged her shoulders; then looked back at her sister and began to whisper something to her. Well, I assume she was talking in a very low voice anyway.
But then fate took an unexpected hand. It was while Alice was whispering to Emma that someone decided to turn the PA system on. The radio receiver collecting the signals from the wedding party anyway, and we all heard Alice's voice suddenly booming out of the speakers.
"... late now, anyway!"
"Too late for what?" Vine asked Alice.
But then he realised that his voice was also coming over the PA system and he covered his microphone with his hand.
Alice did the same, and they had a short private discussion that led to Vine staring out at the congregation for a few seconds. Then after conversing with Alice again, he removed his hand from the microphone and asked the vicar to proceed with the service. I'm afraid that I could make little of either's body language. While they had been talking, Alice had been shaking and nodding her head quite a bit. But what she was saying yes and no too, I have no idea.
The vicar then looked at Alice, I assumed to get confirmation that it was her wish to proceed, and she gave a nod of her head in reply.
Whatever, from then on the service then went much as hundreds of others do in churches all over the world every weekend. They are roughly the same, except for the two principles, so there is no point in describing any of that here.
As Alice and her new husband neared our pew on their parade out of the church, Alice glanced my way and... well, I can't really describe what passed between us; I found that I was a little more than emotional by that time. But Alice appeared to have an apologetic expression on her face. Then an instant later she and Vine had passed out of our sight through the door.
But as they vanished from my sight, George and the Second Mrs. Arnold came into it. There was no mistaking the expressions on their faces!
Moments after Alice's parents had gone through those doors; the general rush to follow the Bride and Groom outside started.
"Let's get the hell out of here?" I said to Sally, and we began moving in the opposite direction to the throng.
Being that it had been our local church all of our lives, Sally and I were well aware that we would be able to exit to the outside much more quickly, via the ringers' door at the base of the bell tower.
Those bells were ringing, so that door would have to have been unlocked during the service so that certain bell ringers could nip out for a quiet smoke.
Actually it was supposed to be unlocked so the bell ringers could come and go without disturbing the sanctity of the service; but my first explanation is far closer to the truth of the situation.
"What now? I hope for Christ sake that you don't want to go to the reception!" I said to Alice when we did get out into the afternoon sunshine.
"Hell no, Jeff. But, I think I want to watch the photo call out front!"
"Why, for haven's sake?"
"Because I need to, and I think you need to, Jeff. Alice has gone, I really do think that you need to see her go."
"We just saw her get married and it nearly tore my heart out, Sally."
"I know Jeff but you need to see her drive into the sunset without you. I'm sorry but I honestly believe that you do need to witness that."
"Okay Sally. But I can't understand why, and I'm not sure that it's a good idea!"
"Jeffrey, don't I recall your father telling you, on more than one occasion, 'Don't argue, say yes...'"
"Okay you win, come on lets get round there before they've gone then."
"There's no rush, we've plenty of time. They'll be fiddling with those pictures for a good ten minutes yet."
When we made the front of the church the wedding party was indeed still fiddling with the photo call. But on spying us, Emma instantly stepped out of her place and rushed to envelope me in her arms.
I might add that her doing so brought some confusion, and an unplanned and unwelcome hiatus in the proceedings. George Arnold and the Second Mrs. Arnold started yelling at Emma, ordering her to return to her place.
"I'm sorry, Jeff... and so is Alice. God it's so good to see you!" Was all Emma had time to say before she was quite literally, pulled away from me and pushed back into her place in the line-up by her mother. Who, by the way, was giving me a look that should have sent me to my maker.
"What did Emma mean by that?" I asked Sally.
"I don't know, Jeff; I honestly don't know!" She replied.
Just a couple of times during the photo call, did Alice and my eyes catch each other's, but she was definitely avoiding looking directly at me. I'd say that when our eyes did engage, she'd instantly looked away. It was like Alice wanted to know that I was there watching her, but she didn't want me to know that she knew. I found it all very confusing.
But then our eyes did lock for a moment or two, just as the limousine carrying Alice and her new husband off to the reception, pulled away. As vehicle moved clear of the great crowd of humanity surrounding it, Alice's eye's met mine for the last time. I could read little in her expression, but there was no mistaking the tears rolling down her cheeks. Then the big limousine disappeared from my sight.
"Can we get the hell out of here, now?" I said to Sally again.
"Yes Jeff, and the sooner the better; Reg is heading this way!"
"Whoa, that changes things. Where is the bastard?" I replied.
Well I was in the mood to give some bugger a smack on the nose; who could be better than dear old Reggie Arnold?
Although I was looking for him by then, Reg Arnold, his entourage and George Arnold burst out of the throng and were upon me before I saw them coming. Reggie did most of the talking, possibly because he did have more than a little back-up behind him that day.



"What the hell are you doing here Turner, this is a family occasion?" he demanded.
"This is a public place Reggie." I replied, trying my best to keep an eye on Reg's body language, and the positioning of all his oppos at the same time.
"Besides, we were invited, you want to see our invitation?" Sally added from beside me.
"You might have been invited Sal, but I know for sure that Turner here, wasn't!" Reggie fired back at her.
"Mrs. Parson and companion it says here, Reggie." Sally instantly retorted. "And Jeffrey is my escort and companion for the day; so you can stick that in your pipe and bloody-well smoke it!" Sally continued quite literally throwing her invitation into Reggie's face as she spoke.
It caught him right in the eye and his reaction; kind-of of spoilt his hard man act for a few seconds!
"It was damned inconsiderate of you to come here today Turner. You know full well that Alice's mother and I never did think that you were suitable company for Alice."
It appeared that George Arnold had decided to join in the verbal attack. I'm not sure if to avert my attention while Reggie regained his poise, or in an attempt to... well I'm not sure really, maybe to make sure that things did not degenerate into a physical free for all.
"But Frank Porter, Alice's real father, never shared your opinion of me, did he, George?" Was the best comeback I could think of, for that one.
Apparently it had the desired effect on George Arnold; because he then stood there with his mouth opening and closing as if he was trying to say something, but no actual words emanated from him.
But then Reggie said, "Someone should punch you on the nose, Turner!"
Rather an apt statement I thought, all things considered; but I somehow doubted that Reg's memory was as good as mine. Whatever, Reggie's body language was indicating to me that he was just about to attempt to become that someone.
My own body language must have told yet someone else, that I was well prepared for such an attack and I am sure that my first blow would have been the successful one. Although I'm not exactly sure what would have happened subsequently, because some of Reggie's entourage looked like they new how to handle themselves.
However it didn't happen; my left arm was stilled when someone took a firm grasp of it. And Reggie was stopped in his tracks when a voice said.
"Well hello there Jeffrey, long time no see! Where have you been hiding yourself away lately?"
There was a slight pause while Reggie, George Arnold and the rest of them, looked at the new arrival. Who had not actually given me the opportunity to reply, before he was addressing the Arnolds.
"DS Carter! You sir must be Mr George Arnold, and you the infamous Reggie. I've heard some of my colleagues talking about you in the past young man!
"George, you really do need to have a long talk with this son of yours... Confronting someone in the street like he just did... well to a bored police officer like me, and considering the number of brainless cohorts Reggie has with him today... Well, that could be classed as affray!"
George Arnold looked surprised, "But Reginald hasn't..." He blustered.
"Behaving in a manner likely to cause fear or apprehension in members of the general public, Mr Arnold. That is included in Affray, I can assure you!
"Now sir... I would suggest that you take that miscreant son of yours, and run along to the reception. Before we all have take a ride down to the police station and waste the rest of a very pleasant sunny afternoon."
George Arnold didn't reply, he took hold of Reg's arm and led him back over to where the Second Mrs. Arnold had been watching the proceedings. Reggie's little band of ne'er-do-wells followed in their wake.
"Now that was ruddy stupid thing to do, Jeffrey!" Sergeant Carter said to me once they were out of immediate earshot.
"Reg Arnold don't scare me officer!" I replied.
"So I could see, Jeffrey; but it ain't Reg you have to worry about. It's some of those Neanderthals that trail around behind him. From what I hear, someone taught Reggie Arnold that it's much healthier to let someone else do his fighting for him, when he was he was a very young man. Besides, like his old man, Reg likes to keep his hands clean. Reg might have looked like he was gong to rise to your bait himself; but I'm pretty sure that you'd have been blindsided by one those other idiots if I hadn't stepped in. Reggie's a dangerous boy nowadays Jeffrey, you steer well clear of the bugger."
"How come you're here anyway Sergeant? You surely didn't know that Reggie might get all out of shape over my presence. I doubt you knew I would be here anyway.
"No we didn't Jeffrey. Of course I knew that the bride today was the young woman that you got your knickers in a twist over all those years ago. But if you recall why I was interested back then, then you might understand what my colleagues and I are dong here today."
"Oh, Alice's father!"
"See, didn't take much working out, did it? There was the chance he might have tried to sneak into the church today, to see his daughter get married."
"And he didn't, I don't suppose?"
"Well, if he did, we didn't spot him! Not surprising really, none of us have ever laid eyes on the man; we've got a description and a few old photographs of him. You didn't happen to see anyone who might have been Frank Porter, did you?"
"Sorry officer, I wasn't even looking for him; I only had eyes for..."
"More fool you Jeffrey I'd have had my eyes a little closer to home if I were you. Sorry, but you are, young lady? Jeffrey hasn't introduced us, you'll have to pull him up about his bad manners."
"Sally Parsons, Mrs... widowed... Good afternoon Sergeant!" Sally said, for some reason taking hold of my right arm with both hands as she spoke.
"Good afternoon Mrs Sally Parsons; I'm sorry to learn of your loss. You live opposite the Arnolds, don't you?"
Sally confirmed that she did.
"Is Jeffrey staying with you? Because if he is, I think we'd better have the local car hang around later just in case. I'm sure Reggie Arnold won't have the nerve, but some of his cronies might well try to get clever to curry favour."
"No, Jeffrey insists on staying at a hotel."
"Silly boy! Okay Jeffrey the coast is clear now, I'll let you and... Mrs. Parsons get on and enjoy the rest of your day. Will we see you at young Emma's wedding, by any chance; whenever that happens? If ever it happens! Young Emma must be a right handful, pity the poor man she ever gets a rope on. You know Jeffrey, you might well have had a very lucky escape there my boy."
But the officer didn't give me time to reply to his question, a car had pulled to the curb near where were standing and after adding,
"I suppose we'd better get down to that reception, just on the off chance that Frank Porter shows up there... bye kids, don't do anything I wouldn't do!"
The Sergeant got into the car driven by one of his mates and was gone.
"Well that was exciting and informative, wasn't it?" Sally commented as we watched the vehicle disappear around the corner.
"It was?" I asked a little... surprised I think.
"Sure it was! We now know that George Arnold is possibly as bent as a nine-bob-note and that Reggie thinks his surname should be Kray."
"You reckon?"
"Sergeant Carter is a policeman, Jeffrey. He was trying to tell you that by inference... warn you to watch your back, I suspect. And I'm sure that he thinks that Reggie bears more than a slight grudge against you for chasing him all over town when we were younger."
"I never went after Reggie in my whole life."
"I know you didn't, but everyone else... including the police obviously, still think you did! It was a very strong rumour remember, and we did nothing to squash it."
"Who cares! What now, anyway?"
"A nice quiet drink somewhere and then you can buy me a real extravagant slap-up meal later. Then maybe a little dancing somewhere and only then may you take me home."
"Let's go then." I agreed and we walked off toward where I'd parked my car. Sally still hanging on to my right arm with both of hers.
But then something strange happened as we neared my car; parked as it was in a by then almost empty street. The road had been crowded with all the other wedding guests vehicles when we'd arrived, they'd all long gone heading for the reception, by that time.
Anyway something slightly disconcerting -- considering what the Sergeant had so recently said -- happened as we walked along the empty street towards my car.
A dark blue BMW with strongly tinted side and rear windows glided to a halt beside us. I glanced at it and noted that the two front seat occupants were staring... stiffly ahead, definitely not looking at either Sally or me. The vehicle remained stationary for maybe three or four seconds and then drove on again.
"Jesus who was that, I wonder?" I said to Sally, feeling a little... well concerned, for the first time that day.
"It would appear that your Sergeant friend has missed his quarry, Jeffrey. There was someone in the back of that car, and I'm betting that it was Frank Porter."
"By why would they just do that; stop just there and then drive away?"
"Maybe he was trying to tell you that he also thinks Alice has made the wrong choice today. Who knows?"
==========================-
Sally and I had a surprisingly enjoyable afternoon and evening. She certainly kept my mind off of thoughts of Alice. Actually we spent most of the time talking about ourselves, when just the two of us were together after Alice had been shipped of to that School and while Bill was doing his basic training. Well in actual fact Sally was reminding me of all the fun time we had together. And we laughed when I told her about the expression on Bill's face when I explained female menstruation to him. Boy he had looked even queasier than I had felt while Sally had explained it all to me.
Sally still did not tell me why she'd lumbered me with the job of explaining it all to Bill though.
It was well after midnight when I dropped Sally off back at her parents' house. And yes there was a police patrol car parked along the road. It was still there -- or another one -- when I called in at Sally's place the next morning to say good-bye; I was heading back down to the south coast that day.
However, when I knocked, her mother informed me that Sally was not in. She'd gone out for a walk about half an hour before I'd arrived. That surprised me some because Sally was aware of what time I had planned to leave.
"Where has she gone?" I asked her mother.
"I'm not sure; I didn't actually see her leave, Jeff. She might have gone towards town or she might have headed for the park and Country Club. Sally walks there alone quite a lot nowadays Jeffrey. I think remembering when all you youngsters were together there."
It was worth a try, so I went down to where the police car was parked and asked the officers in it if they'd happened to notice Sally go past.
"Are you Jeffrey Turner? The officer asked.
I confirmed that I was by flashing my driving licence at him.
He smiled and said, "Sure, she went into the park, about half an hour ago. No one followed her, and there's only a couple of little kids around that we've seen."
I thanked the officer and then went into the park myself. Not seeing sign of Sally anywhere, I headed for the highest piece of ground in the park, hoping that I'd be able to spot her from there. But still I couldn't see her.
"Damn if she's out on the Clubs Golf course I could easily miss her if I go searching." I thought to myself. But then I had a brainwave... a stroke of genius I thought at the time.
I strode off towards the copse that contained our old climbing tree. From the top of there I'd be able to see almost the whole of the Country Clubs golf course and the entire park.
Ignoring the new sign that said "Climbing trees is forbidden!" -- put there under the auspices of the local Council's "Health and Safety" department I should imagine -- I began to climb.
It soon became evident that very few had climbed the tree in a very long time. But there was evidence that at least one person, had been up there in the recent past. The odd broken young branch shoot here and there.
As I neared the top, a pair of jeans came into sight.
"That you, Sally?" I called out.
"Yes, you took your time didn't you? Getting slow at climbing trees in our old age, are we?"
"No girl, just a little more cautious. What the hell are you doing up here?"
"Thinking!" she replied, as I slid onto the top most sitting branch beside her.
"About what?"
You, me... Bill and Alice."
"Oh!"
"Yes... and assumptions, Jeffrey."
"Assumptions?" I echoed
"Yes, the assumptions people make about other people."
"You've lost me, Sally."
"Yeah, I know I did, and it was all because of assumptions."
"Jesus, what did they teach you at that ruddy training college. I have no idea what you are talking about."
"No, you wouldn't have, because you assumed like everyone else did!"
"Sally, I need some help with the translation here?"
"Okay, that Sergeant Carter, yesterday... he assumed, but he was wrong."
"He assumed, what?"
"That you and I were an item!"
"Yeah... possibly, but what difference does it make?"
"Oh, a lot Jeffrey, I can assure you of that. The difference between being happy and sad! The difference between getting what you want and... well, not getting it!"
"I'm still having difficulty with the translation here Sal; take pity on a mere male will you, please?"
"Jeffrey when we were young.... I don't know why, but even when we were so small... well, everyone assumed that Bill and I... well, that eventually we'd get married."
"Yeah. Well you did, didn't you?"
Yes but... I know that you might not believe this. But it was a case of second choice."
"I'm sorry Sally I'm..."
"Jesus bloody Christ Jeffrey, I panicked. You were so hooked on Alice and she was so much in love with you, that I sort of settled for Bill. You were both like brothers to me and I was so absolutely sure that one day you'd find each other; no matter what obstacles her mother and George Arnold put in your way."
Sally sat there staring at me, I think waiting for me to say something, but I still didn't have a clue as to what she was talking about. The only point she'd made that I could make any sense of was that she'd said that she'd settled for Bill and that didn't make any sense in itself, to me.
"You settled for Bill, what's that supposed to mean, Sally?"
"I thought I'd lost you to Alice, Jeffrey."
We sat in silence for a while again while I tried to understand the implications of her statement.
Then I ventured, "But you were always Bill's girl Sally, right from when we were little."
"That's what I've been trying to say Jeffrey. For some reason everyone always assumed that I was Bill's girl. I wasn't! You two were my bestest friends in the whole world; like two big brothers to me. But somewhere along the line everyone started saying that I was Bill's girl right from before I can even remember. Then Alice moved in next door to you and she very soon became my best girlfriend. Then all of a sudden she was telling everyone that she was in love with you and you were certainly taken with her almost from the instant you met her."
"Jesus Sal I was... what ten... eleven when Alice moved into the Vicarage. I didn't even know what girls were really. Well I'd never thought about... Bugger you know what I mean!"
"Yeah I know, and I'd been so young that I'd had never understood the implications of everyone saying that Bill and I were made for each other, when everyone started saying it. It was like a joke that got out of control. Then I suddenly came to my senses and found that Alice had stolen your heart while I wasn't looking. Well I was but... Oh Christ Bill, if I'd made it any clearer to you, I'd have broken up our happy little circle. Who was it that I always went to with my private personal problems? And who was it that I first told I'd become a woman? You have to admit that it wasn't Bill.
"Bill was great a big protective brother. I think that was the military in his genes showing through. But when I needed comfort and understanding it was you I turned to."
"So. What you are saying..."
"Not yet, Jeff. Please let me finish. Then one day Bill was asking me to marry him. Alice was gone but you had eyes and thought for no one else. I know, I was with you almost everyday. Did you ever make a move on me, no you bloody didn't. Why? Because you were hooked on Alice! So well, Bill asked me to marry him, I said yes. If I'd have said no, I'd have lost both of you."
"Second choice..." I ventured.
"That's right Jeffrey, Bill was honestly my second choice."
"Truly honestly?"
"Yes and I'd be very happy to be your second choice, if you'll have me. Alice is gone, Bill, but I'm still here, and I've been waiting for twenty-four years!"
"Damn girl, are you sure you like the idea of living on the south coast." I asked.
Sally threw her arms around my neck and kissed me.
"I'd go to the south pole for you, Jeffrey!"
"Well let's get out of this ruddy tree then and go tell your parents.
==========================
There is no more a Mrs Sally Parsons. But there is a Mrs Sally Turner and we have a couple of little Turners' to prove it. Sal has even suggested that a couple more might be a good idea, now that her parents have moved down to the south coast as well and can help with baby-sitting duties.
Alice and Emma?
Well Emma's an actress now and doing pretty well at it, or so I'm told.
Alice, well she is no longer of this earth, I'm afraid to say. I have no idea what happened really. Except that the newspapers said that a Brendon Vine had killed his wife Alice Vine in a furious rage. Stabbed her a couple of dozen times by all accounts, when she'd informed him that she wanted a divorce. I don't know why, but I knew the instant I saw the headline that it was Roger Vine, who for some reason had changed to using his middle name. They were living in Spain somewhere at the time. Actually the newspaper story mentioned the Costa-del-Crime; so one wonders exactly what Brendan/Roger was doing for a living down there, if you get my drift. He's in a Spanish prison now, anyway.
The rest of the Arnolds...? Nope, I've no idea about them. Although I do know that they cannot be living in the Vicarage anymore. Well, that place mysteriously burnt-down shortly after Alice was murdered. One of their old friends called to tell Sally's parents about it. Apparently there was a big fuss about what had caused the fire and it's rumoured that the insurance company refused to pay out. Seems that half a dozen or so modern matchboxes are going to be squeezed onto the plot now though.
Frank Porter? You know I sometimes wonder if the police ever did catch up with him. I've never seen mention of him in the newspapers anyway.
Life goes on
Authors Note: - If you spotted something familiar here, (and I'm not speaking of about the partner story) please drop DF a line and let know? If you did not and therefore don't understand this note, please don't let it worry you!



        Friends in Low Places

        Loosely based on the Garth Brooks song.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/friends-in-low-places

Title: Friends in Low Places

Author: Denham_Forrest

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Loosely based on the Garth Brooks song.

Tags: cheating wife




I thank my friends Sue, Angel and PapaGus for their assistance in preparing this short tale for posting.
*****
Boy did I look out of place in that flash establishment! I was very aware that we were rapidly becoming the centre of attention as my little entourage and I weaved our way around and between the rather upmarket clientele seated at their dining tables.
Actually, I almost found myself hurrying, and not because the law might arrive momentarily. I knew that they were going to be distracted. But I really did wish to arrive at the table before they realised that I was even in the restaurant. Luckily for me, a waiter was conveniently delivering another bottle of champagne and had positioned himself to block their view of my approach.
As the waiter left the table, I deftly stepped into the spot he'd vacated and the diners, sensing the change, looked up at me with surprised expressions on their faces. No, not surprise really, more like shock, I'd say.
Actually, Jenny looked maybe more confused than anything else. Whereas her boss, Herbert Henderson's eyes were displaying a little... fear maybe? After all, the husband of the woman he was planning on laying that evening was suddenly towering over him.
Maybe I should explain before I go any further, that my little (well in numbers anyway) entourage was not there to assist me in my labour that evening; they were purely there to ensure that no one would interrupt it. My quarry was in a hotel dinning room and theoretically surrounded by his work colleagues and/or so-called friends. I had no idea whether any of them might be tempted to come to his aid, so I'd not taken any chances.
I reached down and took Henderson's full glass of champagne from the table, and then raised it as if making a toast.
"To an arsehole and the stupid married bitch he was planning on laying this evening!" I said as loud as I could, without shouting.
As it was, shouting wasn't necessary because the arrival in the large room of myself - and as I've already said, my burly entourage - had brought complete silence to the establishment. Not even the tinkling of a spoon in a teacup, or the clatter of a knife or fork against a plate could be heard. And of course, all eyes were in our, or rather my direction.
I didn't drink Henderson's champagne; I slowly poured it over his head.
His reaction was to rise to his feet. One would assume to take a swing at me, but I didn't give him the opportunity.
I'm left handed and, to be honest with you, I don't think Henderson had an inkling that it was coming when my fist slammed into his jaw.
But, by Christ did I know the instant my fist had connected!
Bugger, I think I felt the bones in my hand breaking, but I was sure that the actual crack I heard was Henderson's jaw giving way, as well.
That fact was kindly confirmed for me later by the police officer who eventually charged me. But then life always does have its up and downs, doesn't it?
The expression on my wife's face was one of utter astonishment, but after watching her boss crumple into an unsightly heap, she soon recovered.
"You bastard, you hit him!" Jenny said, jumping to her feet.
"Yeah, I did, didn't I?" I smiled back at her, "What did you think I was going to do, kiss the bugger? No sweetheart, that's your job, remember?"
"But why?" she demanded.
"Because he was planning on bedding my wife this evening, that's why? And I don't take kindly to people turning me into a bloody cuckold! Christ, I hate that bloody word. Let alone the idea that someone might be able to use it do describe me!"
"Are you mad? We just came in to have a meal after the training seminar, that's all! There's nothing going on between Herbert and me. We're having a celebratory meal because the day has gone so well, and then Herbert was going to run me home later!"
"Oh, so you weren't going to sleep with him tonight then?"
"No, I damn well wasn't!"
"And the text message you sent, saying that you were going to be late?"
"God, Pete! The seminar went so well that it over-ran, and then we got caught up in a discussion..."
"...in the bar?" I interjected.
"Yes, in the bar! The manager of our northern office wants me to go up there and organise their seminar for them. Herbert needed to finalise a few things with a couple of our colleagues before he could agree to loan the northern office my services for a couple of weeks; so we continued the discussion in the bar for a little while."
A long while!"
"All right, a long while; but it was just work. Anyway, we were running later than I expected, so I sent you that text so that you wouldn't worry."
All the time we were talking, Henderson was still lying on the floor. He wasn't unconscious; I was sure of that. I do believe that he was playing possum on us. What struck me as very odd, was that no one, none of his friends or work colleagues, seemed to be in any hurry to offer Henderson First Aid even; let alone physical support. Everyone just sat there watching and listening to Jenny and my conversation.
Mind you, one has to remember that I had those friends of mine with me, and they hadn't been chosen because they looked harmless. Maybe folks figured it was more sensible to keep their heads down for the time being.
"So, good old Herbert here was going to drive you home after you and he had had dinner together?"
"Yes!"
"And then what was he going to do, drive back here to sleep?"
"Don't be silly, he was going on home to his wife. Why would Herbert want to drive all the way back down here again?"
"I don't really know sweetheart! But I should imagine that he was his intention; why else would he slip out of the bar and book a room for the night here! While you were in there downing those large vodkas mixed into the those bloody cocktails he's been plying you with, by the way!"
"Are you saying that Herbert has been spiking my drinks this evening?"
"I sure am kiddo, and not just anyone, sweetheart; that bastard lying down there did, who booked a room here earlier!"
"How would you know this?"
"I got friends in low places, Jenny."
"Sorry?"
"The staff here, woman. If you'd bothered to take bloody good look at any of them, you'd have noticed that some of them are members of the rugby club. But then, you've always looked down on that place, haven't you? You'll only come down there with me a couple of times a year, and then only when I insist."
At that instant, the Hotel Manager finally got up the gumption to approach me. Possibly because he thought the incident had gone on long enough, or alternatively, because he had become aware that the police had been called.
"Mr. Greenway, I'm going to have to ask you to leave the hotel now, please?"
"Sure thing, Doug," I replied, "sorry about the disruption, and the mess!"
Then I turned and nodded to the guys, to tell them to start the withdrawal.
Although none of Henderson's friends had waded-in, there had been a distinct possibility that someone might have felt lucky, as I left the establishment. Therefore our coordinated withdrawal had been planned in advance.
I had only gone a couple paces when Jenny called out, "Hold on a minute?"
I turned back, just in time to see my wife plant the pointed toe of her stiletto into Henderson's backside.
"You can take that as my immediate resignation!" she shouted, then hobbled over and grabbed hold of my arm. "Let's get the hell out of here?"
"Are you alright? You're limping." I asked as we approach the door.
"Bloody stilettos! Damned awkward to walk in, and bloody useless when it comes to kicking arseholes; I should have borrowed your boots before I kicked the sod.
"But they make your legs look nice!"
"I should bloody hope so; I would hate to go through the torture of wearing the things for nothing. But what's up with your hand?"
I assume I must have flinched or something as Jenny ran her hand down my arm to take hold of my hand.
"I think I broke something!"
"Poor babe, why didn't you hit him with the champagne bottle; I'm sure that's what I would have done if he did try it on with me later."
"If you'd even known what was going on Jenny! He sneaked you a good few vodkas on the quiet, you know!"
"Bugger. Large vodkas?"
"Yeah, triples as I hear it."
"Shit, another half hour or so, and I'll be right out of it. You know what vodka does to me!"
"Yeah, and by the look of it, so does Henderson."
"Damn, that last Christmas party I should imagine; there was vodka in that bleeding punch they served up there. Hit me like a bloody brick!"
"Don't I know it! We were dancing when you keeled over. I had to carry you out to the car, remember, and make all the bloody excuses to those stuck up pricks you work with."
"The bugger must have worked it out. Did he hire a good room?"
"No, run of the mill, bog standard."
"The tight-fisted bastard!"
"Hey, I thought I was the bastard tonight?"
"Well, you are. But in your case it was an accident of birth that everyone knows about. Henderson has to work hard to achieve the status. I should imagine that's why no one came to his aid this evening. He's not well liked around the office, you know?"
"I've never liked the bugger, you know that. And you also know I didn't think much of the idea of you working for him."
"Well, I don't any more, and I've got a pain in my foot to prove it?" Jenny giggled, the vodka obviously beginning to kick in.
====================================
A police car was in the process of arriving as we exited the building. But the two officers inside it - who were confronted with a crowd of rowdy, apparently drunk, rugby club members and their significant others; my distraction team - didn't find opportunity to get into the hotel and discover what had gone down before I'd loaded Jenny into our car and made a speedy getaway.
I figured I had an hour or so - before the police arrived to arrest me - to get Jenny home and safely tucked up in bed. Hey, I'm a realist; I knew how things were going to pan out. And, in the short time I had to prepare, I had made requisite arrangements.
Jenny was still talking - rubbish - when she keeled over in the car. Only her seat belt held her in the sitting position that might be construed as resembling upright.
It was as I carried Jenny into the house and up to our room that I realised that I'd have to pay a visit to the hospital myself later. The numb ache in my left hand had turned to agony as I lugged Jenny upstairs, laid her on our bed and made her comfortable. From experience I knew that she was going to be out for the count until at least lunchtime the following day and then she was going to wake up with the mother of all hangovers.
You know, in a strange way, I was looking forward to the police arriving and arresting me. Jenny, with a hangover, ain't the best person in the world to be around. I knew that from previous experience; we'd been married seven years by then.
About half an hour later the two police officers knocked on the door and told me that I'd have to accompany them to the police station, to help them with their inquiries into an incident earlier that evening at the Royal Grand Hotel.
I invited them in and lead them up to the bedroom, where I pointed to my comatose wife lying on the bed.
"Sorry, fellas, but I can't leave her alone in that condition; anything might happen. I'll present myself at the station tomorrow morning, when she wakes up. Only I suspect it'll be more like lunch time."
"What happened, did she drink more than she can handle?"
"No, some bugger slipped her a Mickey or two. My wife can handle alcohol well, too well sometimes; but her system just can't take vodka for some reason!"
"Oh, so can we construe from that statement, that somebody dealt out a little retribution this evening?"
"You could say that officer, yeah. But I'm not admitting as to whom yet, because I've never liked the bugger who got clobbered anyway."
"I'm sorry, sir, but we are still going to have to arrest you. A man's jaw has apparently been broken this evening."
"So has my bloody hand, look?"
By that time my hand had swelled up to almost twice its normal size.
"Bugger the nick. We'd better get you to the hospital and get that looked at," one of the officers said.
"I'm sorry fellas, but I can't leave Jenny like this. Well, at least not until the cavalry turns up to look after her. To be honest, I didn't expect you guys to arrive for another hour or so yet. How did you track me down so quickly anyway?"
"The cameras in the high street got the number of your car as you made off. You shouldn't have parked on that bus stop. If you hadn't, they probably wouldn't have taken any notice of you or your car."
I was just saying, "You can't get everything right!" when four of the rugby club boys - along with their respective significant others - came... or rather charged, through the front door.
The ladies rushed up the stairs to see how Jenny was. Three of the guys headed into the lounge popping the rings of their cans of whatever, as they went. The fourth guy - looking remarkably unsteady on his feet - positioned himself at the bottom of the stairs and called up, "Don't say anything, my friend!"
I do believe that he was a little too far gone to make it up those stairs himself.
Relieved of my duties by the 'ladies of the club', I gestured for the two officers to lead the way back down, where we were confronted by my slightly swaying club mate.
I'm afraid that the boys had already got started on the evening, before I'd received an urgent phone call from one of the staff at the hotel and everything had kicked off.
"We'd better get you to the hospital to have that hand looked at," one of the officers suggested.
"Not without me, you're not!" my somewhat inebriated - but still just about in control of his faculties - friend said.
"Who are you?" the officers asked.
"I officer, am Mr Greenway's legal advisor and representative," the unmistakably inebriated man, replied.
"We haven't arrested him yet," the other officer replied. "Besides, you look like you had a few yourself this evening."
"More than a few officer," he replied, adding, "Billy's little lady presented him with twins this afternoon!" by way of explanation. Although I very much doubted that police officers would have any idea of whom Billy was. Unless, they are fans of the local amateur rugby club, that is.
"Besides, all I've got to do is make sure that this silly sod doesn't say anything on record. Too damned honest for his own bloody good, is our Pete here!"
The two officers looked at each other for a few seconds, and then one said. "Look, Peter, if we drop you at the hospital so you can get your hand seen to, will you present yourself at the nick in the morning?"
"I said I would, didn't I, officer?"
"Very well, that's what we'll do. I can't see any sense in trying to question you about what happened tonight. Especially when your brief here is not going to let you say anything because he's..." The officer didn't complete the statement, he just added, "Come on then?" as he lead the way to their patrol car.
====================================
I did get charged. First with Affray, but that got dropped later, to be replaced with Causing Actual Bodily Harm. But eventually, and still at the Magistrate's Court stage, that charge was thrown out as well, because of contradictory statements by witnesses.
While everyone agreed that Henderson did end up with a broken jaw and covered in champagne from a glass that I had been holding moment before, there were conflicting accounts as to how that had come about.
A couple of Henderson's buddies claimed that I had poured the champers over his head and then punched him.
While by far the majority of witnesses, claimed that when I approached the table, Henderson had tried to head butt me in the face as he stood up; spilling the glass of champagne I was holding over him in the process. They also claimed that my punch had looked to them more like an instinctive defensive re-action on my part, rather than a planned physical attack on Henderson.
Oh yeah, and by some handy coincidence all the security cameras in the restaurant area apparently weren't working that evening. Or, the tapes couldn't be located anyway. But I suspect that you won't be surprised to hear that.
Although Jenny had quit her job, we heard that Henderson was let go. Fired to you and me. No company wants to take the risk of a sexual harassment case in this day and age. Her ex-employers were also uncommonly generous to Jenny with her leaving bonus. Yeah, leaving bonus, new one on me as well; but I don't move in those high-flying circles.
Jenny found another job very quickly. Would you believe, at the Royal Grand Hotel?
Jenny had worked with the hotel's management many times in the past, organising seminars for her employer. They had been on the lookout for someone to specialise in coordinating bookings of their function rooms', liaise with the customers about those events and even help the customers plan them. Jenny's experience fitted the job description nicely.
And yeah, all right, she does give the Rugby Club a discount when we hold our big shindigs there. And Jenny is no longer averse to turning up at the club herself now and again; some of the guys actually work for her.
But she still refuses point blank, to watch me on the pitch; because she's always been terrified I'd get hurt.
Life goes on.
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Ted saw her standing there the instant he entered the bar. It wasn't the most salubrious of places at the best of times; what's more, it was advertised as a 'Singles Bar!' i.e. usually it was usually full of 'chancers' there on the off-chance that they might get lucky! Indeed, why else had Ted himself chosen to frequent the establishment?
However, Ted had not expected that he'd ever see her in there!
She was standing by the bar giggling, with the little band of hopefuls who were pretty obviously plying her with alcohol, and had all-but surrounded her; protecting their prey from any interlopers.
Ted knew what they were up to; he'd seen the guys in action more than a few times in the past. What would most likely happen later, after they'd all left the bar together- as Ted suspected the guys were planning for that evening as well - Ted had never bothered to contemplate in the past.
But that particular evening was different. She was different. She... should not have been there! Not in that place, looking for a little... fun on the side. Not that Ted thought she was going to get much joy out of the evening; if those chancers got their way.
Ted stopped and exchanged a few words with the doorman, one of the bouncers who kept things under control as best they could. They ejected the more obnoxious customers and watched-out for anyone who was trying to take or deal-in... illegal substances within the establishment. The local police were a might touchy about that sort of behaviour.
The doorman listened to Ted attentively and then nodded and informed him that he'd pass the message on to the rest of his colleagues. Then Ted went over to the far end of the bar, away from where the woman thought that she was holding court.
Ted purchased a pint and then retreated to his usual dark corner to consume it. Several people - knowing his reputation - vacated his regular table as Ted approached.
Sitting there in the dim light Ted watched as she danced with every one of the guys who were... hunting her. He watched as the four of them subtly saw-off anyone else who tried to invite her to dance. And he watched as they plied her with more and more alcohol and wondered if they'd resort to anything else. She was leaving her drinks unattended on the bar after all, and the two barmen were far too busy to spot everything.
--
"Taking it easy tonight, Ted?" One of the bar staff commented as he came around collecting empties.
The bar staff had noticed that he had been nursing the same pint since he'd arrived; not usual behaviour for Ted.
"Yeah, the brunette bird with those tossers at the end of the bar; I wanna make sure she gets home in one piece."
"Not like you, Ted. Someone special, is she?"
"You could say she was. A very long time ago!"
"Classy bitch, don't know what she's doing in here! If you don't mind me saying, a bit out of your..."
"Yeah, she was... and she still is! Nothing ever became of it; I just can't figure-out what the Christ she's doing in this dump!"
"Looking for a bit on the side maybe? You know what some of these toffee-nosed birds are like?"
"Well, she'll get more than she's bargained for with those buggers!"
"So, are you going to play knight errant, Ted? Or are you intending to take advantage of the situation?"
Ted had glowered at the barman as he'd completed his sentence. Realising that he might have overstepped the mark some; the guy withdrew to the safety of his bar.
Around eleven-thirty she began to look decided unsteady on her feet, and a couple of the chancers appeared to trying to persuade her to leave. But she was having fun, gyrating around the small dance floor, so she refused... loudly!
But by twelve she was staggering, and from what Ted could make out, she'd decided herself that she'd better start thinking about leaving. However her newfound friends convinced her that another drink for the road, wouldn't do any harm.
It was as two of the chancers were assisting the woman through the door that Ted made his move. Several (large) members of the door staff - backed-up by two police officers standing near-by - had blocked their path just outside.
Ted, elbowed his way in amongst the chancers' and then swept the - by that time - almost unconscious woman into his arms.
"'Ere, what's your bleeding game?" One of the chancers demanded.
"Just taking the lady home lads; just taking the lady home!"
"Well, wha'd'ya think we wuz doing?"
"I don't know lads. But if that is the case; tell me, what's the ladies name and where does she live?"
"Stella! And if you know so bloody much, why don't you tell us where she lives?" The chancer replied.
"Her name gentlemen, is Estelle Cooper... Mrs... and I'm sure... when she's sober, she'd prefer it if the likes of you guys, didn't know where she lives!"
Ted's reply had been for the benefit of the two police officers, which were by then showing a marked interest in the confrontation.
A nod from one of the door staff caused the officers to take more interest in the chancers' than in Ted. The four guys hurriedly decided to disperse, once their names had been requested and dutifully noted down in the officers' notebooks.
The police officers had no need to ask Ted's name. His younger days had left him a little more notorious locally, than he'd have preferred to be.
Assisted by one of the door staff, Ted loaded the semi-comatose, but still babbling Estelle onto the backseat of his car.
"Are you taking her home, Ted?" One of the police officers enquired. "She don't look too clever!"
"I was going to. But going by the state of her; the General for a session with old stomach pump, might be favourite!"
"My thoughts exactly. I'll give them a call on the radio; let them know that you're coming."
"Cheers officer." Ted replied. Then he climbed into the driver's seat and set off towards the hospital.
-
"Has she taken anything?" The emergency doctor asked, pulling Estelle's eyelids open so he could look at size of her pupils.
"Too much bleeding jungle juice for a start, Doc. But I wouldn't put it past those wankers she was drinking with, to have slipped her something on the quiet. They definitely thought they were gong to get lucky this evening; if you get my drift?"
"In this condition; that would be tantamount to rape!"
"Makes no difference to those tossers Doc; you know that as well as I do! She'd wake up tomorrow dumped somewhere; with a headache, a sore fanny, and have little recollection of how she got either."
"So where do you fit into the equation Teddy? Not quite your style carrying maidens in distress, in here."
"We have history, sort-of, Doc. Not great history I have to admit; but history of sorts all the same. I always knew I'd be the guy from the wrong side of the tracks as far as Estelle and her family were concerned; so I worshipped her from afar."
"Ah, I see; daddy would not have approved?"
"You got it doc. And I doubt Estelle would have, either!"
"But she's married though, she's wearing a ring. Where's her husband this evening?"
"Buggered if I know Doc. He weren't in that pub anyway. A bit careless of him really; I wouldn't let a looker like Estelle out of my sight."
"Well, we'd better get her stomach cleared out; stop anymore alcohol getting into her system. Are you going to call her husband, or shall I?"
"I think it better if neither of us do, Doc! How's she going to explain the state she's in to him? I've got no idea where she lives anyway. Although I do recall she married some geezer by the name of Cooper.
"She has no handbag or anything; that might have some information in it?"
"Not that I'm aware of, Doc!"
"All right. She's drunk and incapable, we can do what's necessary to preserve her health, without written consent."
I'll leave you to it the Doc. I've had my stomach pumped a few times, and I don't think I'd care to witness the procedure carried out on anyone else."
"You're not leaving, Ted?"
"No, I'll be outside polluting the atmosphere and removing some unsightly evidence of her presence from my car. If you get one of your nurses to give me a yell when the messy bits over; I'll sit by her bed until she wakes-up. Well, she'll have to get home eventually, won't she?"
-
Estelle struggled to open her eyes. Her head felt worse than she could ever recall it feeling before and she had no idea where she was.
The ceiling though, once she focused on it, did seem very familiar. "I'm in hospital!" She eventfully whispered to herself, "How did I get here?"
"I brought you here. You were as pissed as a fart last night!" A voice said from off to her right.
Estelle slowly turned her head to look at who'd spoken. There sat some stranger, maybe thirty or so years old, she thought.
"Do I know you?" She asked.
"No Stella, doubt you do. But I know you; and you were keeping some real unsavoury company last evening. I had to wait until you passed-out before I could..."
"Could do what?" Estelle demanded.
"Well Stella. I somehow I didn't think that pulling a train was quite your style. So I interrupted the wankers' plans; stepped-in and brought you here to have your stomach flushed out. You were pissed out of your skull; you silly cow! What were you doing in a place like that anyway?"
"Pulling a train?" Estelle repeated, not comprehending the metaphor.
"Four frustrated perverts taking turns with one female, Estelle. The Yanks call that pulling a train. I suppose those guys figured that you'd be the engine that would keep them all going, if you get my drift? Where I come from, we'd call it a bike relay; as in village bike! Christ, if you were looking for a bit on the side, girl; you could have done better than that bunch of wankers!"
"How dare you impute that I'd do anything like that? Who do you think you think you...? Estelle began to say; but as she spoke, she instantly got that déjà vu feeling.
The guys face was familiar and she could vaguely recall saying almost the same words to him sometime in the distant past. The circumstance she could not recall though. However, Estelle had been famously adept at seeing-off unsuitable prospective suitors in her younger days.
"God, I know you, don't I? You were at college weren't you? Ted Something-or-the-other; always getting into trouble on that motorcycle of yours!"
"Yeah, that's me Stella; Ted Something-or-the-other! I never did fit in with your high and mighty circle, did I?"
"Oh God, I'm sorry, but I just can't recall your name. I suppose that I should be grateful that you brought me here."
"Yeah, I suppose... you should!"
"Oh Christ, I'm sorry; I'm so confused. That didn't come out as I intended. Look Ted, I'm truly grateful that you did bring me here last night. Um, where did you... er...?"
"Find you?" Ted suggested.
Estelle smiled weakly and nodded.
"In the singles bar, up behind the station. Bit of a dive for you Estelle! What the hell were you doing in there?"
But before Estella could answer Ted's question, the doctor arrived to check on her over before he went off-duty.
"Ah, our patient's awake I see. How's the head young lady?"
"Not good doctor. My stomach hurts as well!"
"That's from all the throwing-up you were doing. Didn't exactly save you from the dreaded stomach pump though, we had to flush you out a bit. You know you're a very lucky girl; Ted here saved you from a fate that some women would consider worse than death last night. God alone knows where you'd have finished up without him." The doctor said as he examined Estelle's eyes again.
Estelle looked across at Ted, who suddenly was looking very embarrassed as the doctor began to address him.
"We've sent those blood samples of Estelle's down, Ted. We don't think they'll find anything except excessive alcohol. But if they come up with anything that shouldn't be there, then the results will be passed on to the police. You did say that they got those guys names didn't you?"
"No!" Ted replied.
"Oh, the officer must have told me then; he popped in while you were both asleep. I couldn't see much point in waking either of you. I think he was really here to check that Estelle had arrived safely."
"I might have guessed it!" Ted exclaimed, "Do someone a good turn, and the coppers are looking to pin something on me."
"Nothing of the kind, Ted! The police officer was just doing his duty in ensuring Estelle had arrived here safely. He praised your actions actually. He said that you saw something suspicious happening and acted accordingly. What's more you brought Estelle straight here when a taxi driver or something, might have dumped her anywhere, after she'd thrown-up in his cab like that.
"Apparently he went past earlier, when you were cleaning your car up. He thought he'd leave it until you were finished."
"Kind of him. He could have helped!"
"Come on Ted; you know that no good turn goes unpunished! Hey, maybe you should have left it until this morning when Estelle could have helped you. It might teach her to be a little more conservative in her alcohol consumption in future."
"I was sick in your car! Oh, how embarrassing; I'm so sorry Ted!"
"Stella throwing up in my car ain't the half of it, you should have seen yourself last evening. I'm sure daddy would have disowned you! Just what were you doing in that dive, anyway?"
Estelle looked from Ted across to the equally curious doctor.
"Actually I was hoping to surprise my husband last evening. I've been told that he goes in there quite often with his latest slut. Obviously they didn't show last night and I hung around for too long."
"Much too long Mrs Cooper. Anyway I think that it's safe for Ted to run you home now. Just don't be alone for the next few hours or so, and for God's sake don't drive until tomorrow at the earliest. You're still technically drunk; well over the drink drive limit anyway!"
"Thank you doctor. From the way my head feels, I don't think alcohol will ever pass my lips again."
"That's not the first time I've heard a patient say that on a Sunday morning Mrs Cooper, and I doubt it will be the last! Regretfully it's usually the same patients repeating themselves every few weeks. I'll send the nurse in with your clothes."
The doctor left and a few minutes later a nurse appeared around the edge of the curtain screen carrying Estelle's clothes. As she did so, Ted stood to make his way out of the cubical. But as the two passed each other they exchanged smiles and nurse planted a brief but familiar peck on Ted's cheek."
"We've done what we can, but your dress Stella, it still has traces of vomit on it. Teddy suggested that you might prefer to wear this. At least it doesn't smell!" The nurse said to Estelle, after closing the curtain.
"What is it?" Estelle asked, staring down at the folded garment the nurse had dropped onto the bed.
"A boiler suit. Ted keeps it in his car in case of emergency. It is clean, and at least it doesn't smell of vomit. I'm afraid your lovely dress is going need a dry clean at least. But even then, there might be stains. You must have been in some god-awful state when Teddy dragged you in here last night Stella!"
"You know Ted?"
Of course I do, Stella. Everyone knows Teddy; I'm one of his regular bodies..."
Estelle did know what to make of that strange remark, and chose not to enquire.
"And I know you Stella, from college. But I doubt you remember me?"
"I believe I do... remember you, that's is. Brenda... er, Green. You were good friends with Sheila Withen weren't you? Doctor Sheila... Thomas, as she is now."
"Brenda Brown actually; different colour, but close enough considering we never actually met each other to speak to before. I didn't have the makings of a doctor, so I settled for becoming a nurse instead."
"Brenda, I could really do with a shower before I go home."
"Bad timing Stella. Our shower down here is out of commission, so you'd have to use one of the ones up on the ward, and at this time of day it's a madhouse up there. Why don't you take a shower at Teddy's place? He's got a great set-up back there in his changing room and you might even find something a little more... well, more feminine than that boiler suit anyway, to wear."
Brenda stuck her head though the curtain and asked Ted if Stella could use his shower. Ted agreed and also suggested that Stella would probably find something more suitable to wear on the rack.
Stella overheard the exchange, but once again chose not to enquire too much.
She did wonder exactly why Ted would apparently have some female clothes at his home. She even wondered why Ted would refer to them as being on a rack. But because Brenda didn't sound at all surprised by the fact that Ted kept some female clothes at his home; Stella decided not to enquire why he would have them there. She also thought that Brenda would not have suggested that she used Ted's shower, if it wasn't completely safe for her to do so.
After signing the relevant paperwork and feeling very self-conscious, dressed in Ted's oversized - for her - boiler suit; the sleeves and legs rolled up and wearing her stiletto heeled shoes. Estelle followed Ted out to his car, which had the distinct odour of disinfectant inside.
Out of embarrassment, Estelle didn't comment on the smell.
It was but a short journey to Ted's house. A deceptively spacious, small and very old looking cottage; that must have been standing there for many years before any of the other houses in the street had been built.
Estelle was surprised to see that the down stairs had been knocked through to make one large interconnected space. There was a neat kitchen tucked away in one corner and very little furniture; just a few lounge chairs and no television set. However the surface of every wall was almost completely covered in works of art.
"I see you go for the minimalist approach to furnishing, Ted."
"Down here, yes!"
But as he replied, Stella's eye fell upon what she thought was an anomaly amongst the paintings. Estelle had never considered herself a connoisseur of art, but hanging there before her was what appeared to be a print of Constables 'The Hay Wain'. That one print, amongst all those oil colours looked out of place to Estelle and she found herself drawn towards it.
"My God, it's not a print!" She found herself forced to exclaim, when she realised the fact.
"There's no prints here Stella! That's an oil on canvas copy!" Ted informed her.
"But who painted it?"
Estelle lent close so that she could make out the signature.
"T. E. Harper! I know that name; I've seen it before. He... or she, painted that big mural in the college entrance hall."
Then Estelle noticed that the next painting to it, was also signed T. E. Harper... and the next. She spun around and looked at Ted.
"Theodore Edward Harper, at your service milady." Ted grinned at her.
"Not Ted Something-or-the-other then?"
"No, Stella!"
"Oh god I'm so sorry. I had no idea that you were such a talented artist Ted; or should I call you Theodore?"
"No bugger gets away with calling me Theodore, Stella. Unless they are writing me a bleeding great cheque, that is! Now, if you are going to take that shower, you'd better get your arse in gear."
"Charming turn of phrase!"
"I don't stand on ceremony Stella; you should have figured that out by now. The room on the right at the top of the stairs is the models changing room; off that, you'll find a shower room. And you'll see the costume rack, loaded with clothes that my models wear in there as well. You'll have to be a little choosy though, some of them are a little on the risqué side; it's what some of my customers want."



"Oh my, there's even more of your pictures up here. What's in the room on the left?"
"That's my studio, Stella, and it also doubles as my bedroom; stay out of there, please?"
Estelle had her shower and searched through the rack of clothes she found in the dressing room, eventually coming across something not too revealing. As Brenda had suggested she would, Estelle then tracked down the nurse's make-up case and spent some time trying to create her look. She could hear Ted working down in the kitchen, she assumed cooking them some breakfast.
On leaving the dressing room Estelle stopped to admire the art that covered every inch of wall space. But then she began to wonder what pictures Ted could be currently working on, and also what pictures adorned the walls of his studio.
Taking a quick glance down the stairs to make sure that Ted wasn't down there watching her, Estelle quietly opened the door to his studio and tip-toed inside Ted's inner sanctum.
The room was far larger than she'd expected; against one wall stood an unmade bed. Alongside it were two easels both with incomplete paintings on them. At the foot of the bed stood a tall freestanding mirror, positioned Estelle imagined so that someone sitting for a portrait would be able to see themselves in it. There was also an odd collection of chairs, Estelle assumed for Ted's subjects to sit upon.
Stacked along the side of the room, their fronts turned towards the wall, were many canvases. Estelle went over and pulled the first stack away from the wall so that she could look through the paintings one after another. Then she looked at the second stack and then the third. But the first picture in that third stack, took Estelle's breath away, and she physically started.
There was no mistaking the fact that the scantily clad subject of the painting was herself. And so were the next and the next.
"I thought I recalled asking you not to come in here?" Ted's voice suddenly said from behind her; making Estelle jump.
"Ted, that's me in this painting!"
"Not exactly Stella. Actually that one is of Brenda, she just has your face!"
"But why?"
"Why what?"
"Does she have my face?"
"Because I happen to like your face Estelle. I've always liked it, didn't you notice that you are in the mural at the college."
"You know, the girls always said that it looked like me in that mural; but it was too high up for me to see properly."
"It is you Estelle. I didn't have my ideal model here, so I used... bodies as Brenda likes to call them, and then I add your face from my imagination. Oh, bodies with similar attributes to your own of course. That's probably why Brenda thought you'd find something that would fit you, on the rack."
"Don't your models get annoyed that you don't paint their faces?"
"Oh, but I do... I use their faces, on most of the work I sell. But every now and then, I like to indulge my fantasies and paint my ideal woman. I never sell any of those paintings by the way; so you shouldn't ever find yourself being embarrassed or recognised from one. Although, I have entered a few in competitions, up in London. You've won me a medal or two over the years actually.
"I'm not a stalker Estelle. Stalkers follow people around and that sort of thing. You know I don't even know where you live! I'm an artist; many years ago I found my ideal subject and I've enjoyed painting her ever since."
"But this is one of me on my wedding day?"
"Ah yes, well, I was there that day; I'll admit that. I took some snaps and painted that one from them."
"You know I think I saw you that day. You kept your crash helmet on, didn't you?"
"Yeah well, I hoped I wasn't being too obvious."
"But this is of me and my father; surely it should have been Roger there outside the church?"
"Artists licence Stella. You surely couldn't expect me, to paint you holding hands with Roger. You looked so beautiful in that dress."
"Ted, were you in love with me?"
"Am I in love with you don't you mean, Stella? And to be honest, I don't know. I love your face... your figure and your hair. But I never did get to know who Estelle actually was!"
"Not a nice person Ted, I can assure you of that. I thought I did, but I'm not sure now that I ever really loved Roger. I'm not sure I even understand what love is! Mind you, I'm sure that Roger never really loved me either. It was a business thing with him; Roger's father did a lot of business with my father, so we were both preferred candidates as in-laws, if you understand me?
"I think maybe it was against my better judgement, that I married him. It worked for a while, but the parents don't do so much business together nowadays and Roger appears to have taken to... well, playing the field a little too often for my liking! That's what I was planning last night, you know; a big scene in the pub. But Roger and his latest floozy didn't show.
"I suppose it's lucky he didn't, in a way; there'd have been repercussions. Divorce can be so... messy."
"I can't see the point in living with the idiot, if he doesn't love you, and you don't love him, Stella."
"I agree, but if I do divorce him, what will I do? I've never gone out of my way to make myself popular with anyone; you know that! If I throw-out Roger; then I'll have no friends or social life left at all, or very few friends anyway."
"I'd say that they're not your friends to start with then, Stella. Roger's friends more like! Drop that bloody high and mighty act you used to have all the time at college and I'm sure you'll soon find plenty of new friends. Now get that pert backside of yours downstairs and let's eat; I'm starving!"
-
"You are a funny man Ted!" Estelle said as they drank their after breakfast coffees.
"Surely you've got that wrong Stella, disagreeable most people would say. You know I have to sell my paintings from here, because I can't get-on with any of the gallery owners. Too much up their own stuffed shirt arses for my liking, all of them."
"Like, I was back at college, you mean?"
"Yeah well, you could say that! My trouble is, I come from the wrong side of town and I've no patience with the Hooray 'Enries of this world. You always have been something different though, Stella!"
"Yeah, you thought that you loved me, and I never had a clue that you were even interested in me that way; too stuck-up to notice! Ted I just never contemplated it, and that makes me the fool, not you. You know that you always have been just about the most handsome... tearaway, I've ever known.
"Oh, I remember you from our college days all right, and I can recall thinking that you were so good looking back then. But I never even thought to get to know you... or actually I should say, allow you to get to know me; you did try once as I recall. If I had, then maybe life would have been different for both of us."
"In what way?"
"Well, I somehow doubt I'd have married Roger Cooper for a start. And, your paintings would be on sale in all the top galleries in the country."
Ted went to speak, but Estelle quieted him with a wave of her hand.
"I am one of your Hooray Henries, Ted! I know exactly how to handle those buggers. And how argue their commissions down as well. Your paintings are good... better than good, they're bleeding brilliant. Ted, I'm sure that if we'd worked together, you'd be more famous than Hockney by now
"Hey, don't get carried away kid. I paint what I like to paint and none of this avant-garde or pop rubbish. Anyway, I think we'd better think about getting you home before your husband calls out the National Guard or something."
Disappointed at Ted's reaction to her little speech... suggestion, Estelle had hoped... but she had to agree with Ted.
In fact she had taken a serious fancy to the notion of sitting for Ted, and maybe helping him sell his work. Not that Ted appeared to be struggling in that direction; quite a few pictures on the house walls had 'sold' stickers on them.
-
"Damn-it Roger's not here and I haven't got my keys; I can't get in!" Estelle exclaimed as Ted pulled up in the street outside her house.
"How do you know?"
"His car is not in the drive Ted; Roger never can be bothered to put it in the garage."
"Perhaps he's out scouring the countryside, looking for you. I know I'd be climbing the ruddy walls if my missus hadn't come home all night. I'll bet he's down the police station reporting you missing!"
"No, knowing Roger like I do, I'd say he's on the seventh or eighth tee by now. Roger always plays a round on Sunday mornings; then he adjourns to nineteenth for a skinful before lunch. He's going to get pulled for drink driving one of these days."
"How can you be so sure?"
"Ted, I know my husband and I doubt he even realised that I hadn't been home all night. Basically because he spent the night with his tart somewhere. He probably arrived home this morning and assumed I'd gone to my mother's house to avoid a scene. Pretty regular for Sundays, around here! Hang on, I'll check."
Ted watched as Estelle, got out of the car, walked over and looked through the garage window. He saw her head nod as she spied whatever she'd been looking for.
"He's out on the course all right; his damned golf trolley is missing. I can't believe that he didn't notice that I'd not been home all night. The newspaper would have been lying on the mat and there was no coffee made or anything; even the dishwasher must still be loaded."
"Perhaps he just never noticed!"
"Ted, he noticed, Roger just doesn't care! Mind you, he'd go apoplectic if he saw me in your car. Roger can get very... protective, of what he considers, his private property. But he doesn't own me, not by a long chalk!"
"How were you intending to get in Stella, if you haven't got your keys with you. Do you want me to...?"
"My God, no Ted! The house is alarmed; half the county constabulary would be here in minutes. My house keys are in my handbag in the boot of my car."
"And your car?"
"That's parked at a friend's house near to that pub I was in last night. I had to hide it or Roger might have seen it and realised that I was there, waiting for him."
"Okay we'll go get your keys from your car then. But the Doc said that you couldn't drive until tomorrow."
"Great idea but we can't get into my car until later. The girl I left the car keys with, was taking her children out somewhere today. She won't be home until about four."
"Well you can't sit on the bloody doorstep all day, Stella; what are you going to do; your parents house?"
"No thanks Ted; too much explaining to do. I'll leave meeting them until after Roger and I have had this thing out. Either he gives up all his philandering, or he's out of here."
Ted gave Estelle an enquiring glance.
"The house, Ted; it's not communal property. Actually it belongs to an offshore company; but guess whose father is the major share holder."
"So where to then?" Ted smiled back at her.
"How about we head off somewhere nice for lunch?"
"Stella, unlike you I wasn't comatose for most of the night. I got the odd nap in, but I could do with a shower myself and with getting my head down for a little while."
"Fine, we'll go back to your place then, and I'll... well, I'm sure I can find something to keep me occupied. My head still doesn't feel too good anyway!"
Back at his cottage, Estelle began to wander round, perusing his many paintings. So Ted excused himself and headed upstairs to have his shower and then take a short nap.
--
An hour or so later, when he woke, Ted was instantly aware that he was not alone in his studio; he could hear Estelle breathing.
Opening his eyes, Ted saw her sitting cross-legged on the floor, her back towards him. She had moved the long mirror so she could see him in his bed by glancing at it. And she had all his paintings of herself lined-up along the wall; Estelle appeared to be studying them intently.
"I wasn't aware that you had a narcissistic streak, Stella!" Ted commented, surprising her.
Actually as he said it, Ted wasn't quite sure that it was the right thing to say.
"Oh I don't think... Hey, maybe you're right there, Ted! You know maybe that's why I've always been such a bitch."
"I wasn't being serious, Stella!"
"No, I understand that Ted. But there has to be some reason that I was so... narrow minded when I was younger. I had my head stuck so far up my arse that I didn't see... well you remember how I was back then."
"You're perspective has changed as you got older then, has it?"
"Yes, I suppose it has. But I didn't know how much it had changed until this morning. Today I've learnt that I've missed-out on something in life."
"Oh, and exactly what have you missed-out on, Stella?"
But Estelle didn't answer Ted's question.
"Ted, have you any idea, just how flattering it is to see all these wonderful paintings of myself?"
"I've never thought about it Stella. I just enjoy creating the pictures."
"But they are so wonderful; that one of me on the horse... that's Toby from the riding school, isn't it?"
"Yeah, I went up there and took a couple of snaps of him. It's chance, that you recognise him."
"Not chance Ted; I used to ride Toby every week until they had to retire him. Lovely animal, they had to put him down eventually though; too old. I miss Toby! But why the habit, I've never ridden side-saddle in my life?"
"I had a commission to paint a woman who'd won some dressage competition. I liked the picture, but not so much the subject... actually she even made Estelle Partridge appear sociable!"
"Touché!" Estelle, smiled at him.
Ted smiled back at her.
"So I painted the picture again, from a slightly different angle; changing the horse and the rider... oh, and the background."
"In effect you changed just about everything; painted a completely different picture!"
"No, the riding habit is the same. It's the only one I've ever had a good look at. The wearer's proportions are somewhat different though. I'm not quite sure how that animal ever managed to carry that woman!"
"I'll take that as flattery, if I may. Anyway, this picture of me in my wedding dress and the riding one. Are they for sale; how much do you want for them?"
"I haven't sold any of the pictures I've painted of you, Stella?"
"I know, you told me earlier; but how much do you want for these two?"
"I won't sell them to you Stella. If you want them, take them; they are yours. I can always paint another."
"I'd like to pay for them, Ted; like a commission."
"No, they are yours Stella! Any of those pictures of yourself, you may have whenever you want them."
"Thank you I will take those two, if you don't mind. I know exactly where they will hang in my parents' house. They'll replace a couple of photographs that I'm sure my parents will shortly be taking down. But then I'd like to commission you to paint another portrait of myself. One that I hope will show the new me!"
"The new you?"
"Yes, the one that... you, created this morning!"
"You've lost me girl!"
"Never mind, I know what I'm talking about... I think! And you'll understand eventually, I promise!"
"Yeah, anything you say Stella. Hadn't we better go and get your house keys now?"
"Yes we could, after I've taken you somewhere for lunch. I owe you that at least!"
"Stella you've no access to your handbag remember, it's locked in your car!"
"Ted, daft I might be; but I never go anywhere with out my little plastic friend!" There's a little pocket sewn into the cocktail dress I was wearing last evening."
"Ooh, cocktail dress!"
"Don't mock me please Ted, I was trying to... well remind Roger exactly what he could loose. See, I just said it, I can be really daft sometimes; I wouldn't give two pins for Roger anymore. Anyway if you can get your backside in gear... is that right?"
"Your arse, Stella!"
"Okay, right. If you can get your arse in gear, Ted; I'll take you out for a real slap-up roast somewhere. It is Sunday after-all."
"I'll need to get dressed Stella."
"That's fine, I can look the other way."
"Stella, you're looking in the bleeding mirror!"
So what's your problem, you're not shy are you? You can't shock me Ted; I doubt you've got anything Roger hasn't got!"
Exasperated and slightly tired of minding his manners around Estelle, Ted climbed out of bed.
"Ted, maybe I got that a little wrong!"
"Sorry?" Ted replied, struggling into his jeans.
"The girls at college... they always said that it was a rolled-up sock!"
"I have no idea what you're talking about, Stella."
"Never mind, Ted. It's not important; I don't think. If it is, I'll worry about it later!"
"You're babbling worse than you were last night Stella; come on let's get moving before the pubs shut!"
--
They enjoyed a meal together - that Ted insisted on paying for - then they took a short walk along by the river, before retrieving Estelle's handbag from the boot of her car. Ted did not get out of his vehicle at Estelle's friend's place and neither did she go inside the house. But he thought Estelle was an inordinately long time standing at the door talking with her friend.
When his ears began to feel warm, Ted looked across and Estelle's friend - who Ted vaguely recalled from his college days - waved at him. Feeling a little embarrassed, Ted meekly waved back at her. But eventually Estelle retrieved her handbag from her Jaguar's boot and climbed back into the passenger seat.
"That took longer than I expected." Ted commented.
"Yeah sorry; we had a lot to talk about."
"You did, but you must have seen her yesterday."
"Yeah socks, and I had to tell Marie about last night... what I can remember of it, and this morning!"
"What's this preoccupation with socks?"
"Nothing important, Ted, I told you! Humour me please, and don't ask again. Just assume that I've gone a little scatty; that's what Marie thinks I've done anyway."
Ted glanced across at Estelle and noticed that she'd gone very red in the face. He realised that she was obviously embarrassed about something.
He also noticed that Estelle became very quiet and more and more agitated as they approached her house. Exactly why he wasn't sure, but he assumed she was preparing herself for a confrontation with her husband.
Ted wondered which argument was going to take precedence, Estelle challenging her husband about his girlfriend, or Roger Cooper flying of the hook about Estelle being out all night; surely he must have worked that out by now. And then of course, there was the fact that a strange man was driving her home; but then again, if he could get away a bit sharpish, Estelle's husband might think she'd come home in a taxi.
Not that Ted wanted too disappear in a hurry; there was this uncontrollable instinct he had to protect this woman. He couldn't explain it, it was just an urge that he'd had since he'd first laid eyes on her many years before.
As he pulled his car to the curb outside Estelle's house, Ted saw the front door open and Roger Cooper appeared in the doorway.
"Well, here goes; wish me luck!"
"There's no luck involved Stella, I'm sure you're a mental match for Roger; or most men, if it comes to that!"
"Cheers, but don't go yet... please?"
"Your request is my command milady. If Roger looses control of himself physically, I'll make sure that you come to no harm. The chucking insults at each other, I'll leave to you two though; it's really none of my business."
Ted couldn't get his head around the smile that came over Estelle's face as he spoke.
When he looked back at the house again, Ted noticed that Roger Copper was by then sporting a large golf wood in his right hand.
"Ah! That type! The buggers going to come after you Teddy my boy; better prepare yourself!" He thought to himself as he slipped off his seatbelt, and released the catch on the door. Ted would prefer that his car didn't get damaged; so if it became necessary, he'd meet Roger Cooper well before he got too close to the vehicle.



However as soon as Estelle had got out of the car, a slanging match had begun between the pair of them.
As is common in those situations, working out or recalling exactly who yelled what at whom and in what order, is quite difficult.
Roger Cooper had opened the engagement with, "Where have you effing-well been and who's that arsehole?" Followed almost instantly by Estelle retaliating with, "Why should you care; you've been out with your latest tart all night!"
Ted didn't follow the argument after that; he was far too busy studying Roger Cooper's body language. Ted was well aware that it would take him far longer to exit the vehicle and place himself between Estelle and Roger Cooper, than it would for Roger to reach her. So Ted was trying to gauge the right instant to make his presence felt.
And yet for some inexplicable reason he didn't wish to provoke Roger Cooper. After-all, Estelle was the man's wife! But Ted didn't think that he'd done anything that he should feel ashamed about. His actions during the previous twenty-four hours could not be described by anyone, other than being chivalrous and showing utter respect for Roger and Estelle's marital status.
Although Ted did admit to himself, that he had been sorely tempted.
After the confrontation had gone on for some minutes. And drawn an appreciative audience of curious neighbours away from dozing in front of their television sets; Ted recognised that Roger Cooper was about to make a move of some kind.
But Cooper didn't move towards Estelle; instead, Roger set-off, taking a shortcut across the lawn towards Ted's car.
Ted had rolled out of his seat and rounded the rear of his vehicle, before Roger Cooper had covered half the distance. On recognising that it was Ted Harper standing before him, Roger Cooper suddenly appear to change him mind; he'd decided that the better part of valour is discretion, and that had stopped him dead in his tracks.
"What's your game Harper; who gave you the right to screw my wife?" Roger Cooper said raising his golf club in the hope that it might deter Ted from doing what Ted Harper had been... infamous for as a teenager, and to give himself a little added confidence.
"Hey, dumb-nuts!" Ted shouted back. "Why is it that the arseholes of this world, always assume that everyone else must think and behave as they do? I haven't touched your lady; I just ain't made that way. Unlike you, I respect the institution of marriage!"
"What are you talking about, I didn't spend the night with another man's wife?" Cooper challenged.
"No! You spent the night making whoopee with the village bike, Cooper! Christ, I've seen you the two you together in the pub enough times. I never recognised you, or put two and two together though. You do know that that tart's the biggest slag in town, don't you?
"Jesus, she was famous for letting any numpty shag her on the top deck of the bus home from college. She's been married three times you know? I think all of her husbands ditched her when they found their wife in bed with another man, or discovered that they'd caught something nasty. Perhaps you'd better get yourself checked out, Roger me-lad!
"Hey Stella, did you catch that? If you and your ever loving husband here, have had... relations of late? I'd get yourself checked out, as well!"
"Yeah, but I don't think that will be necessary Ted. Roger there hasn't felt up to it... with me anyway, for some time now!"
"Better safe, than sorry girl! But Roger, it's not something that I even need to worry about. I'm assuming here, that your little brain is capable of understanding what I just said to you? Never-mind, your neighbours understand, I can see that; Estelle's reputation is what matters to me!"
As Ted had been speaking, Roger Cooper had been back-pedalling for all he was worth. He was still trying to subtly back away from Ted - who had not moved from the rear of his car - when Cooper tripped-over backwards, up the front step of the house. Roger Cooper's new predicament was greeted by poorly muffled laughter from several of the on-looking neighbours.
"Estelle, get into the house, we'll continue this discussion in private!" Roger ordered as he struggled back to his feet.
"I don't think so Roger; I've had my fill of you and your incessant philandering. If I've told you once, I've told you a hundred times; once more and that's it, we're through! Well, last night was the last time you'll cheat on our marriage Roger Cooper. It's over Roger; I'm out of here! Come on Ted, let's go?"
Estelle had begun to stride towards Ted's car as she spoke. But then she stopped and added, "No, hold up a minute, Ted!"
Estelle spun on her heel and looked back at her soon to be ex-husband. The slanging match was not quite over.
"Roger that's my damned house, you will get yourself and all of your crap out of it by lunchtime tomorrow. And don't try to get clever and strip the place, or the joint bank accounts, Roger. With all the playing-away you've been doing over the years, I've got enough on you to take you to the cleaners in the divorce court!"
"Hey, I'm not surprised that you never managed to shag her, Harper; the bitch is bleeding frigid!" Roger Cooper yelled out. Ted thought more for the neighbours consumption, than his own. "You hear that? That's how-come we've never had any kids, and the reason why I had to look elsewhere for some satisfaction!"
Then Roger Cooper slammed the door, effectively bringing an end to the pantomime.
Ted watched, with an inexplicable satisfied feeling in his heart, as Estelle climbed back into his car. Then he looked around the audience and giving them a polite wave as he did so. Ted figured that at least a few of them were aware of his past, and those who weren't, would know all about him in a day or so.
As Ted climbed into the driver's seat, Estelle was already talking on her mobile telephone.
"... separated dad! I've left Roger, so you'll have to get Mr Goldman to organise getting him out of the house. I've told Roger to go by tomorrow lunchtime, but you know what he can be like!" - "No dad, I'm fine. I've got an old friend looking after me at present." - "Yeah, Love to mother; see you soonest!" then disconnecting the call Estelle looked across at Ted.
"Where to; your parents place?" Ted asked.
"No, I figure we go back to your artist's garret, and you could make a start on my portrait if you like. Hey, maybe even a nude portrait!"
"Stella, that's not a very ladylike thing for you to say, and I really don't think..."
"Ted, I'm tired of playing the lady. Just shut-up and drive... Please? There, I've asked you very nicely, haven't I? And don't panic, I'm clear of STD's; I had myself checked-out after Roger's last little escapade. A positive result would have simplified the divorce immensely. And Roger hasn't... shared my bed, since I was declared clean."
"Roger hasn't? Oh my, how the other half live! But if he hasn't Stella...?"
"Don't worry, you'll be the first Teddy... and if I get my way you'll be the last as well. How many children would you like?"
"Kids! Hey look Stella..."
"Don't panic Teddy, I'm pulling your leg. And offering you the chance to do what your hormones wanted you to do when we were back in college. And... well, maybe you'll even enjoy the experience. I get the feeling that I will! And I might get the chance to keep you; especially if I end up preggers."
"But if good old Roger couldn't get you pregnant in eight years, Stella; you have to wonder whether there is some kind of problem."
"Oh, but there was, Ted. A very small problem; the little pill I took every morning. I went on them before we were first married because a child would have been inconvenient to both of us at the time. But then, I never did get around to coming off of the bloody things. Mainly because I realised that Roger would make an abysmal parent, and an untrustworthy father.
"You, on the other hand! Well, I can just picture you with a couple of sprogs in your arms?"
"But, am I trustworthy Stella; you don't really know me?"
"Teddy, last evening you had me at your mercy. You had someone you've lusted after for years in your grasp..."
"Lusted after?" Ted interrupted.
"I've seen those pictures you painted of me, Ted. You've been lusting after my body for years and don't you try to deny the fact!
"Anyway, as I was saying; you finally had me at your mercy, and what did you do? You took me to A and E, and then sat by my bed all-night when you could have been shagging the living daylights out of me."
"I can't say I've ever tried it, but a doubt there's much enjoyment to be gained from shagging a comatose female, Stella!"
"Well, I won't be comatose tonight Ted, lets see if we both match up to expectations. After all, Roger's out of the picture now, if only unofficially."
--
After a hesitant start the night went well for both participants. So much so, that they were in no hurry to get out of bed the next morning, and instead went for round two, followed - after a short recuperative rest - by round three. Then they showered together; Ted admitting to Estelle that it wasn't the first occasion that cubicle had held two bodies at the same time.
Stella replied that she wasn't at all surprised to hear that; but she was surprised that none of Ted's bodies had managed to stake a permanent claim on him.
"Oh, and Ted?" Stella said as they were getting dressed.
"Yes?"
"Your euphemistically termed bodies. I'd prefer it if they're just sitters or models, from now on; are you all right with that?"
"Fine girl, I'll insist that the studio door is always left open in future, if you'd like?"
"No, that won't be necessary, besides some of your... models, might find it embarrassing; I trust you implicitly Teddy. Oh, but I think, if you don't mind, I might ask the girls to call you Ted or Edward in future; Teddy has a familiarity about it that I failed to recognise when Brenda used it yesterday. Lets go have some breakfast and them we can..."
"Go and see your solicitor, I'd suggest, Stella!" Ted interrupted, "Or Roger is going to beat you to it."
"There's little chance of that happening, Ted. I had a couple of meetings with Mr Goldman last week; he has my power of attorney in matters of my soon to be defunct marriage.
"Well, I wasn't quite sure how I was going to react on Saturday evening. Roger and I had had so many arguments over his extramarital activities and he'd promised so many times to behave himself, that I feared... catching him in the act, so to speak, that I might end up in a police cell. That's one reason that I never took my handbag with me; it's heavy, I habitually cart a lot of junk around with me in the damned thing. I'm sure it could do someone a nasty injury.
"What I do have to do today is go and see my parents. My father was more than a little curious about just whom Ted Harper is, and if he starts asking around before he actually meets you... Well, there's little point in getting off on the wrong foot is there?
"By the way, exactly what did happen with you and your motorcycle at the college? It surely couldn't have been as bad as the rumours suggested, or they'd have chucked you out!"
"Oh that, it was just a mix-up. I rode it through the front entrance, up the main staircase and into the theatre?"
"Why?"
"Well, that's where the drama group needed it. They were putting on some production, for five days and had had borrowed my motorcycle as a prop. I needed to use it during the day, when it wasn't on stage though. But then on the final evening, that damned service lift broke down.
"The bike was a little heavy to carry up all those stairs, so I rode the bugger big staircase along the corridor and right up onto the stage. I can't say that all of the college's faculty were impressed or best pleased with my ingenuity though.
"But their were certain members of the staff who didn't want to expel me; I think maybe my talent had been well recognised by then. And well, they had that dirty great blank wall in the main foyer, so my punishment was to paint that mural; out of usual college hours of course. A sort of extended detention you might call it. And it kept me from getting into too much trouble with the boys for a while.
"It did mean that not many folks, outside my own little clique, saw me painting that masterpiece though; you know on weekends and during the college holidays.
"And then quite unexpectedly from my perspective the story about me riding the bike around inside the college buildings... well, it kind of took on a life of it's own. And I can't say my sudden notoriety as a bad boy did me any harm as far as... well as far most of the girls were concerned. Although some people did seem to hold it against me!"
"Damn, touché again! I should not have been such a bitch back then; then you wouldn't be able to keep doing that to me."
"Don't let it worry you kiddo, let's go eat and then we'll go see your father, that should be fun!"
"It's my mother you need to worry about Ted, she's the... Oh bugger, she's even more up-her-arse than I was!"
"Was?"
"Quite definitely, WAS, Teddy. Now that I've found you, I'm not going to give you an excuse to get away, or reason to want to!"
"I'm not sure whether I should be pleased or worried about that, Stella." Ted replied with a smile.
"Definitely worried Teddy my boy! There's only one reason I can think of for you being in that particular public house the other night, and I'm sure that it had nothing to do with saving damsels in distress. Well, they'll be no more of that malarkey when we're married, you know!"
"Oh, I get a bye until you're divorced and we can hitched then, do I?"
Stella looked across at the new man in her life, and just for a moment wondered whether she'd bitten off more than she could chew. But that cheeky smile he was giving her reassured her that she'd finally stumbled across the right man for her.
"Ted, do you ever take anything seriously?"
"Not much Stella. Unless of course, it's one particular damsel in distress. Generally I just let the world do it's own thing and stand on the sidelines and watch. Providing there's enough readies in the bank to cover my immediate needs."
"Well, you must do alright, Ted; this place isn't very big, but it must have cost a fortune."
"It's my parents old place, Stella. I grew up here when the land around it was a my father's smallholding. Then a few years ago my dad secured planning permission for those little boxes all around and then sold the land off to a developer.
"He and mother did alright; they live on Cyprus now, soaking up the sun. And I got this place to call my own. I've chopped it about a bit as you can see; to give me room to work and sell my pictures."
"Well, I still think you should let me pay for those two pictures of, Ted."
"Hey look kiddo, if you don't change your mind and chicken out on me; they'll all be yours anyway in a... shit, how long do divorces take?"
Stella threw her arms around Ted's neck and kissed him again.
"Too long for either of us to wait I should imagine; we'll have to live in sin for a while. Now lets go and see what mummy and daddy make of you. Should be real fun. Oh, a heads-up it was my mother who thought that the sun shone out of Roger's nether regions. And by the way, where I picked-up my... well, I listened to my mothers views on class a little too much when I was younger. My dad can come-over all-officious as well, but that's all an act really; I think to designed to keep my mother happy."
"Hey Stella, what am I letting myself in for?" Ted asked, beginning at last to realise the implications for his future.
Still with her arms entwined firmly around Ted's neck. Estella moved her a head little further away from Ted's and looked directly into his eyes. Ready to spot the first hint of doubt in his mind.
"I'm sorry Teddy, but from your perspective... probably the mother-in-law from hell!" She replied and then quickly added. "But it's me you'll be marrying, not my mother!"
"Oh, so I won't feel left-out when the boys down the pub start moaning about their personal dragons then, will I?" He replied with a grin.
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It was big place and, I had to admit impressive. For some inexplicable reason the modern exterior hid an interior decked-out in the style of an ancient baronial castle, kind-a like the lavish film sets you sometimes see in films. Basically a Victorian interpretation of an ideal medieval castle: they actually didn't have the technology to build large or extravagantly as that in the real old days.
One thing I knew for sure, was that the wedding wouldn't have been located in such an establishment, had I'd been footing the bill. But hey, my ex-wife Shona had made damned sure that would never happen many years before.
I really thought I'd found myself a safe secluded spot, (tucked away in a pseudo-Minstrels Gallery that doubled-up as spot-lighting tower and projection room) from where I could watch the ceremony but not be seen by anyone on the floor of the main hall below.
I had been well aware that my presence - should it become known - would prove to be somewhat controversial to say the least, and would probably lead to an unfortunate confrontation between my one time in-laws and myself. I also had been pretty convinced that my daughter would not have best pleased should that happen. I even had it figured that Tamsin would have been even less pleased to learn of my presence than The Witch and George (her side-kick husband) would be.
Anyway, there I was, quietly tucked away in the back of the - usually ignored - minstrels' gallery, from where I could observe my estranged daughter's wedding, when suddenly a voice whispered right in my ear.
"Hi handsome! I figured you wouldn't pass-up on this little shindig!"
To say the sound of that voice gave me a start, would be putting it mildly. I quite literally leapt off the fishing stool I was perched upon and crashed to the floor. Yeah well, if I was low-down sitting on that little stool and observing the service through/between the balustrade's bars, I'd figured there'd be less chance of anyone spotting me.
The clatter that little aluminium stool had made as it tumbled to, and then skidded across, the stone floor of the minstrels' gallery had to be have been witnessed to be believed. I figured that all chance of my presence remaining clandestine had instantly evaporated.
From my new position - flat on my back on the floor - I looked up and saw 'Trouble' towering over me. My daughter's very embarrassed looking Aunt, was making frantic apologetic gestures with her hands towards the body of the hall below.
Megan - or "Trouble" as I'd humorously nicknamed her in our younger days - was, or rather had been, my ex-wife's mischievous younger sister. Megan had very often been the bane of our courting years.
A glance between the bars of the balustrade informed me that my hidey-hole had suddenly become the centre of attention for almost everybody in the building. Bride, groom, celebrant, photographer, choir, film-cameraman and most of the congregation were all staring up at Megan with annoyed and/or somewhat puzzled expressions on their faces.
So I flattened myself to the floor as best I could and prayed that no bugger had noticed me. Megan after, signalling that the service should proceed, picked-up my little stool and delicately plonked her own pert derriere upon it.
From my prone position I could no longer see the floor of the main hall, but I could just about hear what was going on below and I soon gathered that the wedding service had resumed. I kind-of hoped the incident had been put down as one of Megan's stunts. Megan's penchant for outlandish behaviour and the unexpected were legendary within the family, even when she had been a child.
"It's okay, you can watch now." Megan whispered. "Sorry, I didn't mean to make you jump, Billy."
"Make me jump woman. You damned near gave me a bleeding heart attack! Where did you learn to creep around like that, Megan?" I whispered, as I manoeuvred myself into a position from which I could observe what was happening below. Well, it was obvious to me that I'd lost the use of my little stool for the duration.
"Oh, I kind-a picked it up as a kid, sneaking up on a couple of lovers I used to know." She glanced down and winked at me.
"You cheeky little monkey!"
"I'm not so little now, Billy boy. You just watch your step or you might find yourself getting ravished later."
"Oh no I won't, Megan. I'm on the four-thirty train out of this bleeding hell hole!"
Megan glanced down at me again. Made a strange (but oddly familiar) gesture with her eyes - that I seemed to recall implied "That's what you think!" - and then gestured towards the service below with her hand. Effectively informing me that the conversation was suspended until after the ceremony had run its course.
I'd always liked Shona's little sister. Yeah, sometimes she'd been a real pain in the ars... backside while Shona and I had been courting. But Shona had ever been less tolerant of 'Trouble's' antics than I. Megan had always struck me as basically a good-hearted kid who wanted attention. There had been a good four years between the two sisters; a recipe for strife if ever I saw one. I'd always figured that Megan just hadn't understood that her elder sibling, and I of course, required a little privacy now and again.
The service over, I did my best to get a good look at the groom as he paraded Tamsin out of the hall. Not that the angle made that a simple task if I were going to remain out of sight. From what I could make of the lad, he looked a decent enough chap to me.
Luckily everyone appeared to be so focused on the bride and groom, that I don't think anyone even glanced up at the Minstrels Gallery again.
But, the moment the cortège had passed out of sight below us, Megan began attempting to drag me to my feet.
"Come-on Billy, we'd better get down to the dining room!"
I resisted Megan's frantic pulling at my arm, trying to stay safely out of sight until all of the guests had vacated the hall.
"Megan there's no way in hell I'm going to show my face at that reception. Jesus, I'd end up in the slammer!"
"Don't talk nonsense, Billy; it's your own daughter's wedding! Why would the police want to arrest you?"
"Well, there's that bleeding restraining order for starters!" I blustered.
"No Billy, Shona's dead now and she's the only person named on that restraining order. When he killed her, that order instantly became null and void."
"What do you mean, he killed her?" I demanded, almost leaping to my feet. "It was an accident... wasn't it?"
"Billy, that bleeding tosser always drove like a bloody idiot... still does come to that! That geezer was... is a disaster waiting to happen every time he gets behind a damned steering wheel. Have you any idea how fast he was going that day?"
"I know very little about it, Megan!"
"I saw the skid-marks on the road, Billy. He was driving like a bleeding idiot that night, just like he always does. I just can't understand how he wasn't prosecuted for killing my sister. Even Tamsin knows who is to blame for her mother's death. You'll have noticed that he wasn't down there today; he wasn't invited!"
"Neither was I, Megan!"
"Yes you were... in a round-about way. It was just that I couldn't find you to let you know. Look here, my invite says 'Ms Megan Stone and guest!' No provisos or anything. Guess who my guest is going to be?"
I laughed out loud.
"You've got to be joking Megan. Me, turn-up at a Stone wedding? Been there once remember my girl... and you recall how that turned out in the long term!"
"The fact that my sister was a silly cow, has nothing to do with it, Billy. You are Tamsin's father and... Jesus, you should have been down there today, giving her away - not her grandfather!
"Now you and I are going to attend the reception together and I don't want to hear any nonsense about restraining orders. My Uncle Albert assures me that there are no legal grounds for you not to attend as my guest. As a matter of fact, he thinks it's a damned good idea. He was always in your camp, you know; even when things got messy."
"I kind-a wondered why the old bugger didn't represent Shona." I commented.
"Look Billy, if my Uncle Albert had thought he could have got away with it, I'm damned sure he'd have represented you for free. He was singularly unimpressed with my sister's behaviour back then and really laid into her... and my mum and dad over it. He blatantly refused to represent Shona. To the best of my knowledge, he and mother haven't spoken two civil words to each other since."
"The only time I've seen them in the same room together was at Shona's funeral. I think Uncle Albert was a little disappointed that you were a no-show that day."
"I wasn't even in the country Megan. I was backing-up a crew filming the fauna and flora down on South Georgia. Since those folks got trapped down there when the Argentineans invaded... well, they prefer us not to be too far away with the ship if we can help it. Anyway I knew nothing of Shona's accident until three months after her funeral, when we got back to the UK. I ran into Toby... er, whatever his name is, down in Falmouth, and he told me about the accident."
While listening to my explanation Megan had wrestled me to my feet and had been, busy brushing the dust off my whistle.

(No! That's my suit. Christ, some peoples minds; I ask you!)

"Come along, Billy," Megan continued, "Let's get down to the reception before the receiving line breaks-up."
From the firm hold Megan had taken upon my arm, I understood that... whether I appreciated the idea or not... Megan had decided that I was going to attend my daughter's wedding reception. Against my better judgement, I suppose I must have conceded defeat.
I have to admit that that was probably only due to the not inconsiderable sum of alcohol I'd consumed during the previous twenty-four hours. That served to cloud my judgment just enough to allow me to acquiesce to Megan's wishes.
Yeah well, look I'd better explain. When Shona and I first... split-up, I have to admit that I hadn't handled the situation as well as I could have done. In fact I'd ended-up spending more than a few days as the guest of the US authorities (or the local law enforcement anyway) when I'd taken it upon myself to administer a little... retribution. I gave the "new man" in Shona's life, a bit of a pasting.
A knee-jerk and somewhat satisfying exercise it might have been. But one that was to prove to have been very misguided in the long term. The confrontation had not ended as I'd expected and the fall-out had led to me getting my backside thoroughly kicked.
You see regretfully Shona had become entangled in the mêlée somehow and that had resulted in her visiting a nearby Emergency Room (as the Yanks like to term them). Hence my incarceration, and numerous Court Orders issued in both the US and the UK jurisdictions, forbidding me from going within a mile or so, of Shona's whereabouts, forever; or just about.
Whatever - I can assure the reader that I personally have never laid a finger upon my errant wife. Well, not to my knowledge anyway! (That statement will probably make a little more sense to you later, I'm sure.)
Where was I? Oh yeah!
Anyway after the Courts had had their way, I found myself an ex-con (as the Yanks like to refer to us) and branded a hooligan and wife beater. And subsequent to the fight, my parental rights where our daughter Tamsin were concerned, were unceremoniously removed: almost all of which took place while I was still incarcerated in a US slammer by the way. Not a very enjoyable experience, I can assure you. Mind you, nothing in my life proved to be much fun around that time.
The ex-con label didn't exactly do my working career much good either. You try getting a work Visa for the US with that kind of a record!
Albeit all of that hadn't stopped Shona (aided by the British legal system) demanding financial support from me for Tamsin, until the child reached the age of eighteen years.
I'm not very proud to have to admit, that after having my arse-kicked that efficiently by the system, I'd taken solace in drink for a while.
However I had managed not to become a complete wreck or a card-carrying alcoholic. But that's probably more down to my inherited biological make-up, rather than any mental will, if you get my drift. However I had still required a little 'something' to help me face that particular day.
"You're still working in the film industry, Billy?" Megan asked, as she guided a somewhat diffident me (hence our slow progress) down the stairs and into the establishment's main foyer.
"No, not really, Megan." I replied, "I suppose you could say I'm in shipping now. Most of the time I'm a seaman on research ships and the like, although I still do quite a lot of filming. I suppose it's kind-a handy for them to have a spare or second, experienced cameraman on the crew to help document things. Sometimes I'm the only cameraman on board."
"You gave-up on Hollywood then?"
"Megan, I never did work for any of the big boys. The best I ever managed was cameraman on second units. On pretty mediocre third-rate films, at that! Unfortunately for me, my wife was a far bigger hit with the directors and producers than my work ever was."
"Shona always wanted to be a star, Billy! You knew that before you married her."
"Yeah, but I had no idea how far she'd go to fulfil her dream. Oh shit, will you look at that lot?"
We had arrived in the hotel's foyer that we had to pass through to get to the entrance of the function room, within which Tamsin's wedding reception was going to be... staged. The vast expanse was crowded with guests patiently queuing to join the formal receiving line.
I figured that 'The Witch' - Megan and Shona's mother - had planned the show and she'd pulled-out all the stops on this one. The Witch has even greater delusions of grandeur than my ex-wife had enjoyed. The Witch had planned and organised our nuptials, although they hadn't been on the same scale as this shindig.
I might add, that The Witch and I had never been members of each other's respective fan clubs. So I had it figured that my appearance at this reception could go disastrously wrong.
Once anonymously buried in amongst the crowd, I didn't feel quite so... vulnerable. Although more than one of our fellow guests/relatives did a quick double-take as they recognised me - probably from Shona's and my own wedding many years before.
I also knew that somewhere out there I did have a few allies, but they would remain strictly clandestine. Generally the Stone's were a pretty close clan.
Eventually though the crowd began to thin and The Witch finally caught sight of me from her place a little way down the receiving line. Her face instantly turned a crimson colour, and for a moment there I thought I detected smoke emanating from her ears.
Although I protested, Megan frogmarched me through the function room entrance and up to the beginning of the receiving line.
Tamsin's new husband was instantly struck-dumb when Megan introduced him to his bride's father. The poor lad really didn't know what to do or say.
I shook a very limp hand.
Tamsin was equally shocked, if not more so. As I looked into her eyes they just grew larger and larger until I feared that they were about to pop out of her skull.
You know, I really do believe that the child had no clue as to who I was, until she'd heard her Aunt Megan informing her new spouse that I was Tamsin's father.
For some inexplicable reason I chose to say. "Hi kiddo, long time since I bounced you on my knee!" Before I took the equally limp hand she was holding out and kissed the back of it.
Yeah well, I did think about giving Tamsin a hug; but I feared she might faint on me, if I did.
Tamsin's reply was limited to, "B,b,b,b,but, but!" Before Megan elbowed me on along the line.
The next face that came into my view was The Witch's sidekick George. He did recognise me and he handled the situation quite well. Well, I thought he did!
"William, we weren't... er, well, this is an unexpected surprise. How did you...?"
"Billy's my guest daddy. If he goes, I go as well!" Megan commanded from beside me.
I kind-a wondered if Megan had even spoken to Tamsin. It seemed to me that there just wasn't the time.
"I wouldn't suggest that for a moment, Megan." The old sod replied, "Of course William is welcome here today. I was just surprised that he was in the country. Your mother assured me that he was working down in the antipodes somewhere at present."
"I've been working in the Antarctic, sir." I have no idea why I addressed the bugger as 'Sir'; habit I suppose. "My ship docked in New Zealand five weeks ago." I informed the old codger.
"See Megan, your mother did try to contact William. You got her message I assume, William. Your mother told you she would contact William, Megan! You're very welcome here today my boy."
George had switched his attention between, Megan and myself as he spoke.
Whatever he said, I was sure that there had been no message. In the age of modern electronic communication, things are pretty good down there. Just sometimes interrupted by extreme bad weather on the shore basses.
So for all the old-boy's assurance otherwise, I was pretty positive that I had never been included on the guest-list, even tentatively. The fact that my ex-mother-in-law had vanished from the receiving line by the time we reached her place, assured me of that fact.
I kind-a wondered whether she'd dashed off to call the police or something.
Tamsin's new in-laws were polite... pleasant, and obviously very confused. They didn't exactly look like they had seen a ghost. Better described as shocked, to find themselves shaking hands with one, I would have described it.
All rather amusing from my perspective, but it did cause me to wonder exactly what they'd been told about Tamsin's father.
The majority of the other guests had not the slightest clue as to whom I was, so it was more with curiosity (probably as to why Megan had chosen to watch the wedding ceremony from the Minstrels Gallery) that we were gazed upon as we left the receiving line.
I, like everyone else grabbed myself a glass of bubbly from a handy passing waitress and downed it in a single gulp. Megan instructed me to slow-down - in no uncertain terms - after I grabbed hold of a second glass.
Then the impressive bulk of Sir Albert Stone appeared through the throng. I kind-a wondered why Uncle Albert hadn't been included in the receiving line, he was generally accepted as the patriarch of the whole damned clan.
"William, my boy. How pleasant it is to see that you are here today. Hyacinth (The Witch) had me believing that you were abroad and would be unable to attend." Albert said, proffering his hand for me to shake.
I can't claim that I'd ever liked the old bugger. Megan's Uncle Albert is a barrister by calling and had always appeared far too formal for my liking. As a young man I'd felt a natural aversion to his type. An aversion that had since been reinforced somewhat, by my... encounters with the legal profession.
However Megan had implied that the old sod had taken my side during the train-wreck ending of my marriage. In consequence I was forced to undertake a rapid re-evaluation of my feelings towards the character.



"How do you do, sir?" I found myself responding as I shook his hand. "It's nice to meet you again."
"Capital, capital." Albert grinned back at me.
I'm really not sure what the "Capital, capital," phrase is supposed to mean or imply. But from memory I knew that it was Uncle Albert's habitual response to almost anything and everything that was ever said to him; provided things were going as the old codger wished, that is!
At that instant Tamsin - her duties on the receiving line apparently fulfilled - appeared before me.
In fact (forgetting her manners completely) Tamsin elbowed her way rather rudely between her Uncle Albert and myself. The expression on Tamsin's face I can only describe as one of overt distaste.
"You've got some front, turning up here! What are you after, some kind of a hand-out or something; or did you just want to embarrass me?" Tamsin demanded, albeit surprisingly quietly.
I suppose I should point out here that Tamsin's words - and the manner in which she phrased them - were lifted directly from The Witch's repertoire. It hadn't been my daughter speaking to me. It was a Tamsin who'd been brainwashed since shortly after her birth, by The Witch! Understanding that fact left me disappointed, but I did not hold Tamsin's attitude towards me against her. It just assured me that things were as I'd always expected they would be.
I looked from my daughter to Albert, and then at Megan stood by my side.
"I told you this was not a good idea, Megan. I'd better leave now." I said and turned to walk away.
"No, just a minute young man?" Albert called out. Loud enough to draw the attention of almost everyone standing near. And with authority enough to bring me to an instant halt.
I turned back, wondering what the old boy was going to say.
"Tamsin, your father has travelled almost halfway around the world to be here with you on this, your special day. The very least you can do is behave civilly toward him!"
In fact Albert's statement was untrue, I nearly always spent the British summer months in the UK. Most of my ship/natural history work was in Antarctic waters, but very little goes on down there during that time of the year.
My daughter looked... well, I'm not sure... perplexed, I suppose you would call it. She glanced from me to her Uncle, at all the people watching and then back at me again. Then she said.
"I'm sorry... father! Your unexpected presence took me by surprise. You've never made a point of being interested in my life."
"And just where did you get hold of that idea, Tamsin?" Albert... roared. "I'll have you know young lady, that your father has followed your development extremely closely. He's risked arrest on numerous occasions, just so that he could witness significant events... occasions in your life! Haven't you young man?"
"I'm sorry sir," I began to reply, but Albert - on a roll - continued speaking.
"Prize giving at that damned silly expensive school your mother insisted on shipping you off to. I have it on very good authority that your father was there for every one of them. And, he was also at your graduation from university!
"Damn-it girl, you walked right past your father to collect your diploma, without even noticing him. He knew who you were, but you failed to recognise him. Mind you, neither did your mother and that possibly saved your father from a visit to the local magistrates' court."
"I didn't know you were there Uncle Albert." Tasnim ventured.
"I wasn't, Tamsin! Not as regularly as I'd liked to have been, anyway. Your mother and I had our differences - you know that! But I have people who have kept a wary eye on your development all these years, and they could recognise your father. It wouldn't have done for one of them to have inadvertently broken your father's cover, would it? When your mother was around, your father's presence was technically illegal.
"I would suggest, Tamsin that you smile sweetly and forget your imagined differences with your father. I assure you, he... or rather your father's reputation in your eyes, has always fallen victim to circumstance, coupled your late mother's exceedingly poor judgement. Lets have a family truce for this special day, shall we?"
By this time my daughter was looking rather sheepish.
"If you insist Uncle," Tamsin conceded, then added. "But I have to wonder what his motivation is for coming here today."
Then Tamsin turned her back on me and strode away into the crowd. After watching her retreat Albert turned to me.
"William, I'm afraid your daughter has only ever heard a very one-sided account of... her parents divorce. It never did help that you and Hyacinth did not see eye to eye in the first place."
"I was never good enough for Shona in her mother's eyes, sir!" I replied.
"No one could ever have been good enough for Hyacinth, William. I don't think even my brother fulfils that description in my sister-in-law's eyes. However, it would appear that Hyacinth might have thrown-in the towel. She's up there on the dais, apparently rearranging the seating plan at the top table."
Sure enough when I looked, The Witch - assisted by her ever-bumbling sidekick of a husband George - did appear to be rearranging the place settings.
As we watched, I saw one of the photography crew approach them. The Witch had a short discussion with the guy, then - Hyacinth apparently happy with her rearrangements - the little entourage left the dais.
"They're setting up for the group photographs, Billy. We'd better go." Megan informed me quietly.
"No, you go Megan. Tamsin is not best pleased I'm here. Besides, I'd look completely out of place in the photographs not wearing a monkey outfit. It would spoil the set-up."
"Billy...!"
"Don't argue Megan. I'm on the verge of leaving anyway. I knew this wasn't a good idea."
After some more protest, not only from Megan but also from her Uncle Albert, they left me alone and went outside for the photo shoot. Much to my relief almost all the other guests also went out into the hotel's gardens to watch or take part.
I took the opportunity to slip up onto the dais and do a little rearranging of my own.
Sure enough The Witch had seated me alongside Tamsin's new husband. But considering my daughter's demeanour and the fact that I'd never met the young man before, I though that that might be asking for trouble.
And besides Megan, Uncle Albert and his wife - apparently my only overt allies - were way down the end of the table. So I put Tamsin's grandfather back in that place (where I suspected he had been seated on the original plan). Then I shoved my own - hastily scribbled card - alongside Megan down the end of the table. I sort-of figured that that was a far safer arrangement.
On her return from the photo shoot, Megan went into spoilt-child-sulk mode, for a short while. It was a long time since I'd seen her pull that act and I found it strangely humorous. I gathered the act had been inspired by my refusal to join-in the photo shoot.
"Oh well if that's going to be your attitude, I'm going to find the bar!" Was all I had to say, to bring Megan's sham protest to a swift end.
"You so much as dare and I'll..." Megan retorted.
"And you'll do what, Megan?" I asked.
"I'm not sure... Kiss you maybe! I always wanted to do that, but I never had the nerve."
I had always been aware that Shona's little sister had held a candle for me, but I was surprised to hear Megan imply that she was still carrying that torch.
"My god, Megan. I'd have thought you'd have grown out of silly teenage crushes years ago."
"Oh I did. I even found what I thought was 'the man of my dreams'. But I soon discovered that all that glitters is not gold... and what you see isn't always what you end-up with. It was only after I divorced the bugger that I realised exactly what my sister had so carelessly discarded."
"I'm not at all sure that I understand what you were trying to say there, Megan."
"Good, a confused man is a safe one!" She grinned, "Lets go, it looks like they're sitting down to eat!"
The top table was inordinately long and Megan and "her guest" had originally been positioned someway down the pecking order. Although The Witch had rearranged things, I'd reversed her changes, much to the old bitch's confusion. Great fun as far as I was concerned. The Witch appeared to accept my rearrangement without protest, but she threw me a withering glance.
Albert was seated beside Megan. "I thought Hyacinth..." He began to comment, as we arrived at our respective places.
"I thought that her original plan would prove a little more diplomatic, sir." I interrupted him.
"Capital capital, I always knew Hyacinth had misjudged you, my lad. Anyway you will drop the formality please; I'm Bertie to family!"
Through most of the meal Albert monopolised me as far as conversation was concerned. All-but ignoring everyone else sitting nearby - including his wife, but with the exception of Megan who was seated between us - he spent almost the whole meal asking me probing questions about my travels. I almost felt like I was in a witness box. Well, he was a highfalutin barrister who was accustomed to cross-examining people.
"Well, let's see how they're going to handle this?" Albert commented, leaning back in his chair, when the master of ceremonies called for silence for the formal toasts.
Tamsin's grandfather, having given her away (and I assumed paid for the shindig) stood and gave a brief welcoming speech.
Then the old bugger took me completely by surprise by calling on the "Bride's father" to say a few words and propose a toast to the happy couple.
I might add that - from the expression on The Witch and Tamsin's faces - his suggestion had not been part of the master plan, nor had it been approved. And it was definitely not universally welcomed!
Mind, as I said, the old duffer caught me completely on the hop and totally unprepared. So I was forced to rapidly get my act together, and wing it.
I really cannot recall much - if anything - of what I said that day. I think I started by mumbling-on about unfortunate circumstances or something along those lines. But then I got into my stride when I started talking about Tamsin, throwing in just about every humorous incident in her life I was aware of. Whatever, it must have been a pretty good speech, - and I assume sounded pre-prepared - for I was shocked to find that I had the whole damned room in fits of laughter. (Hey it could have been that I was making such a fool of myself that they were laughing at me.) But even The Witch's face cracked at one point in my discourse.
Then remembering that I was breaking the magic seven-minute rule, (yes I did have one eye on the clock, never has a minute-hand moved so slowly,) I proposed a toast to my new son-in-law and his beautiful bride and then I threw the ball into the groom's court.
"That was brilliant, Billie; how long have you been preparing that speech?" Megan asked, as I collapsed into my seat.
"Did it sound okay?" I asked, failing to believe that I'd successfully pulled it off.
"Capital, capital, my boy!" Albert echoed. "With a turn like that, you could make a fortune on the after dinner speaking circuit."
Looking at the portly Albert, I figured he knew what he was talking about when it came to after diner speaking and breathed a sigh of relief.
I'm not sure what happened then, I know that there appeared to be a never-ending round of people leaping to their feet, reciting remarkably long and often un-witty dissertations. Also toasts were made to every Tom, Dick and Harry you could think of, including the Queen.
I'm really not sure where she fitted into the equation; maybe someone was trying to bring the seemingly unending cycle of mundane speeches to a conclusion.
I did note that none of the people who did speak managed to match the apparent hilarity of my own rendition.
"Come, my boy, I have a little corner all picked-out and reserved." Albert said as folks finally started to vacate the dining room.
It was at this point that I really began to suspect that Megan and her Uncle Albert had somehow planned-out my day in advance.
Maybe it had only been a rough outline, but the two of them obviously knew what they were doing and appeared to work in unison. Uncle Albert's wife never did say much of consequence to me, but she smiled pleasantly whenever our eyes met.
Megan - taking a firm grasp of my right arm again - guided me into the next room and over to a table quite near to the bar. Strangely - for a wedding reception - that table was within it's own little roped-off area: something like the executive areas you sometimes find in up-market nightclubs. I've always thought that sort of thing pretentious and I felt out of place sitting there.
A young woman - who it became apparent had been assigned as Albert's personal waitress - promptly appeared and took our drink orders. I noted that almost everyone else had to queue at the bar in order to obtain... refreshment. Few if any of them ever seemed to be able to catch the young woman's eye when they attempted to order from her.
I also noted that there was a similar enclosure on the far side of the room, but for the time being that remained empty. Later though, I spotted that The Witch, her husband and the Groom's parents retreated there, occasionally.
Shortly after we'd been served with a first round of drinks, Sir Albert Stone began holding Court.
Numerous lesser members of the Stone clan (some of which I'd met at my own wedding many years before) would arrive, introduce their (mostly charming, but sometimes hideous) offspring to Uncle Albert. Then having thoroughly doffed their caps to the family patriarch, they'd retreat into the anonymity of the crowd again.
The pointless pantomime bored me silly and must have gone on for nearly an hour. During the whole of which, Albert said little else than keep repeating his pet phrase of "Capital, capital!
Sometimes he even added a third "Capital!" for good measure. To be quite honest with you, if the whole palaver it hadn't been so ludicrous, it might have been funny.
I'd been trying to ignore the pantomime and I probably would have retreated had Megan not been hanging onto my arm for all she was worth. And unfortunately Albert had decided to ensure that all of our visitors were reminded (and informed in some cases) that I was Tamsin's biological father. I do believe that Albert's intention was inform those who believed otherwise that he had decided to revoke my previous status as 'family pariah'.
Whenever I tried to ignore what was happening beside me by chatting with Megan, Albert would introduce yet another family member, no matter whether they already knew me or not.
There was one short interlude in the sycophantic display while her new husband whisked Tamsin around the dance floor. No, I wasn't called upon to dance with anyone at that time. Which was rather handy in a way, because I'm not all that hot at the old formal stuff, especially when my partner and I are the centre of attention.
"I do believe that's the last of them." Albert said - with a relieved tone to his voice - as the final little family group retreated from our enclave. "Now my boy, I really do think we'd better get down to the serious business of the day. We can't have that daughter of yours addressing her father in the manner she did earlier."
"Damned impertinent of the child. It might have been handy if you'd been around to put her over your knee and give her a good spanking years ago. She certainly needed it! Damn-it that's what her mother needed as well, George was always too soft with Shona, and young Megan here."
"Oh, cheers Uncle Albert!" Megan grumbled.
"Oh you weren't all that bad, Megan. But you have to admit you could be a cheeky little tyke sometimes. Led your parents' a right song and dance on occasion."
"I was never as bad as Shona, Uncle."
"No, I'll concede you that, Megan. But I'm sure that if William here had put Shona over his knee and tanned her backside for her the first time she stepped out of line on him, everyone's life would have been a lot simpler. Including his own!"
"Knowing Shona, I'd have spent most of it behind bars, Albert!" I interjected.
"Yes, you're right; possibly you would have, William. Shona was a law unto herself and displayed distinct lack of good judgement... and conscience on occasion."
"On occasion?" Megan queried.
"Alright, rather too frequently." Albert agreed. "Anyway, young man, it's about time we repaired your relationship with that daughter of yours!"
Albert gave a cursory wave of his hand and our waitress appeared. He whispered something to her that I couldn't catch and then she was gone again.
A few minutes later Albert suddenly took to his feet and ordered.
"Come along you two, we can't do this in front of the world and his wife. Things are liable to turn unseemly!"
Then the big man strode away towards the main foyer. The crowd on the dance floor appeared to magically clear a path before him. Megan, still clasping my right arm in that iron grip, guided me along in his wake.
I think I mentioned that I thought the day had been pre-planned. That feeling was reinforced by the fact that Albert led the way into another - much smaller and almost completely deserted - function room.
What struck me as odd, was the fact that the young lad (obviously) guarding that room - he removed a rope that barred the entrance as we approached - just happened to be the same member of the hotel's staff that I'd dropped a few bob to, to gain access to the Minstrel's Gallery.
It was set-up, furnished more like a lounge bar than a function room, but sans the bar itself. There were however many large sofa's and on one tucked away in corner, three people were seated, two men and a woman.
For some reason they looked out of place to me and I knew that they weren't part of the wedding party. They wore no white carnations for a start, and even I had managed to purloin one of those before the service had begun.
The woman... well at first sight, I took her to be one of the hotel's office staff. She looked like a very efficient (and damned attractive) young secretary. The two guy's were a different kettle of fish. They were smartly dressed but not excessively so. And one of them looked unsettlingly familiar to me... I felt I'd seen the bugger before and might even have spoken to him, but I could not recall where or when. The second guy was a complete stranger to me, much as the young woman was.
Ignoring the three interlopers, Albert headed for a circular grouping of sofas. He'd no sooner seated himself and indicated where he expected Megan and me to sit, when our waitress appeared carrying a tray loaded with even more alcoholic beverages.
"Uncle Albert," (Don't ask me why I decided to address him as Uncle Albert, he was no Uncle of mine, but it felt right on that particular occasion.) "If you don't ease-off on this booze a little, I'm going to be as pi... drunk as a skunk before the evening's out!"
"William, drunks, fall into several basic categories: The obnoxious argumentative or fighting drunk. The tedious, talkative drunk. The dozy sleeping drunk and the... more amiable, happy drunk! I happen to be aware that you are usually classified as a member of the latter variety." Albert replied, in his authoritative tone of voice and a disconcerting smile on his face.
I had to concede that Albert was correct in his description of my demeanour when I am... was under the influence of an excess of alcohol. (I no longer drink to excess, ever! My wife would not appreciate it if I did.) But I was acutely interested in how he could have possibly known that fact. It wasn't like we moved in similar circles or anything. Crikey I'd come into contact with the man no more than four or five times during my whole life.



"You appear to know a lot about me, sir."
"Of course I do young man! After what happened I felt obligated to keep an eye on you. If I could do nothing else, I could ensure that you did not get into anymore trouble."
"I don't understand, sir!"
"Cut the formality, William! I'm on your side. I always have been, hasn't Megan assured you of that?"
I suppose I must have nodded or something, for he went on.
"Capital, now be patient for a little longer young man and all will become clear to you. I hope!
"I also hope that you'll understand my position and be able to find it in your heart to forgive me for not acting sooner."
"Now, you've really lost me... Bertie."
My reply brought a smile to the old mans face, but it didn't remain there for very long. His gaze moved to the far side of the room. When I followed his eye line, I saw that The Witch and George, had entered the lounge. They were swiftly followed by Tamsin and her husband. All four of them trooped over and were directed to sit on adjacent sofas opposite us.
Albert's gaze then returned to the lounge's entrance; it was obvious he was expecting someone else to join us.
"What's this all about, Bertie? Why have you summoned us in here like this? We have guests to attend to!" The Witch demanded
"Please be quiet Hyacinth, without your interference I'm sure none of this would have been necessary. Shona was a feckless young woman who made an honest mistake, which she had been prepared to admit to until you talked her out of doing so!"
"I don't know what you're talking about!" The Witch began to rant, but her husband shocked her into silence.
"Be quiet Hyacinth, Bertie's quite right!" George snapped back at her.
"Jesus, the worms turned!" I thought to myself. That was something I'd never dreamed would ever happen.
At this point a man wearing a black suit and a dog collar entered the lounge. I recognised him instantly as another prominent member of the Stone clan.
A Priest of the Roman Catholic persuasion who went by the name of Father Conner, and of obvious Irish decent. However I never had been able to figure-out exactly where he fitted into the Stone family tree. As far as I was aware, everyone else in the Stone clan were strictly C. of E.
Whatever - the man had always been pleasant to me on the few occasions we had met.
I should add that - being of a different faith or not - Father Conner held similar and equal patriarchal standing within the family clan to Sir Albert Stone.
However whereas the throng had come to Albert in the main hall, I'd caught sight of Father Conner a couple of times, diligently doing the rounds of the family.
Albert rose to his feet to greet Father Conner and then the priest turned to me and shook my hand. (I'd leapt to my feet the instant Albert had.)
"I'm pleased you chose to attend today, William. You did a fine job with that speech young man. It certainly surprised your daughter to learn that you are so... conversant with her life history."
Father Conner stole a quick glance at Tamsin as he spoke. My daughter looked somewhat embarrassed.
"Thank you, Father, you're keeping well I hope!"
"As well as the good Lord intended, William. Now Megan, have you been avoiding me today?"
The good Father moved his attention on. I waited patiently until he'd finished with Megan and then we all sat down again.
Uncle Albert cleared his throat noisily. Effectively saying, "Right now, let's get down to business!"
But it was Father Conner who spoke first.
"Bertie, you do understand the confidentiality of the confessional?"
"Completely, Joe!" Albert replied, "My actions were similarly constrained until recently. However, I believe I might have thought of a way out of our mutual predicament."
"Very well, as long as everyone understands that I can't reveal anything that was said to me in confidence." Father Conner reiterated.
Albert fixed Tamsin with a friendly stare.
"Tamsin, humour me if you will? I'd like you to imagine that we're in a courtroom here and that you are giving evidence... You've taken the oath, if you understand me!"
"Yes Uncle Bertie, but I don't..." Tamsin began to reply.
"I don't expect you to understand, Tamsin - not yet. Hopefully everything will become clear to you shortly. If it doesn't then this whole pantomime will have been a total waste of time. I just want you to answer my questions as fully and honestly as you can under the circumstances. What I'm going to ask you to tell me will all be hearsay anyway, so it would have no legal standing in a proper court of law.
"Now, will you humour me?"
"Of course Uncle Bertie."
"Right now I'd like you to relate to us, everything you know about the break-up of your parents marriage!"
"Now, hold up there Bertie..." I tried to intercede.
"Silence Billy, this is my playpen!" Albert admonished me.
To be honest with you, I was quite taken aback by the rebuke. Not so much by Albert's curt admonishment. More by the fact that he'd addressed me as, "Billy".
"Now Tamsin, if you would please?" Albert continued.
"Albert she was only a baby at the time. You're asking too much of Tamsin!" The Witch exclaimed.
"You know, you're probably right Hyacinth." Albert agreed, "Why don't you tell us the story? You went over there as I recall and you were old enough to understand what was happening. I'm sure you've repeated the story often enough over the years to know it off by heart."
"I, I don't think I can..." The Witch replied.
For the first time that I'd ever witnessed, sounding unsure of herself and even looking embarrassed.
"Oh but I'm sure you can Hyacinth. Your diatribe against William here has been your party piece for years now."
Albert's obvious... attack on her grandmother, stirred something in Tamsin. She suddenly sat up straight.
"I'll do it..." Tamsin began to say, but Albert stopped her speaking.
Albert it seemed, was adamant that the The Witch tell the story. I don't understand why, but I have to assume that Albert's original request for Tamsin to relate the story had been some kind of legal feint; designed to achieve, I know not what! The way legal minds work, is often a mystery to us mere mortals.
Eventually The Witch conceded, although she averted her eyes from my gaze all the time she was speaking.
I do not intend trying to repeat Hyacinth's actual words here. Some of what she related was completely out of chronological order anyway and even more of it was inconsequential (mother daughter stuff) that had little if any bearing on, or relation to, the actual events at the time. However I will try to relate the pertinent points of the story in the manner The Witch told it that day.
The Witch's diatribe:-
Shona and William had been in America for a couple of months, working on a film. It was Shona's first feature film, William was employed as an assistant cameraman or something. Larry Parker the film's director, had been very impressed with Shona's acting abilities though, and he told me that she would soon be a big star.
We thought everything was going so well. When she called home Shona was very excited about getting her big break in the cinema. Although having eighteen-month-old Tamsin along did prove to complicate things a little. Shona told us that a couple of the girls on film crew were very helpful and looked after Tamsin when she was on the set.
But then one evening everything changed. We received a telephone call informing us that William had gone out and got stone drunk. That he returned to the lodge that he and Shona were sharing, where she was rehearsing her lines for the following days shooting, aided by Larry. For some inexplicable reason William went mad and attacked Shona and poor Larry with the leg from a broken chair.
Luckily Larry had managed to overpower William... by knocking him out, before he managed to kill them both. As I understand it, William was completely off his head. However Larry had not managed to prevent William breaking Shona's cheekbone. Poor Larry didn't fare too well either, because William had given him a really nasty black-eye.
The police of course prosecuted William over the attack, but I'd brought Tamsin back to the UK with me before the case went to court. I know he was sent to prison, but I have no idea how long for. And of course he was deported back to the UK after he'd served his sentence.
After the way William had beaten her, Shona divorced William. What else could the poor child do? No woman should have to experience treatment like that from her husband.
Shona was supposed to have had another, much bigger, part in a film to be made in Hollywood - Larry had arranged that. But her face still hadn't properly healed before they started filming, so she lost-out on that opportunity.
William's rampage that evening cost Shona her chance of becoming the great success as an actress she should have been! The poor girl was so frightened of what William would do when he did get back to the country, that we were forced to get a court order keeping him away from her.
There has been some legal wrangling over the years as everyone knows, but we haven't laid eyes on William... outside a courtroom from that day to this.
The Witch - looking pretty pleased with herself - leaned back on the sofa, effectively announcing the story was complete.
But I noted that she still hadn't looked me in the eye. I was convinced that she could not do so because she was well aware that the story she'd just related was neither the full story nor an accurate summary of events in the States that weekend.
I had not sat quietly and listened to The Witch's diatribe as Albert had wished me to. Several times I'd been moved to challenge, add or correct details that The Witch had either ignored or was unaware of.
However Megan - still tightly holding onto my right arm - appeared to sense every-time I began to... lose my patience. She'd squeezed my arm and at almost the same instant - they must have been communicating somehow - her Uncle Albert would signal me to remain silent.
"Seems that you're a very violent drunk, William!" Albert observed. "I find that very hard to believe. It's also rather strange, that you've managed to remain out of prison for... what must be... twenty-two years now?"
I nodded to affirm Albert's estimate.
"It's also rather odd as well that I've had no reports of you loosing control of your emotions while under the influence. For the information of those of you who are unaware, I've had certain... associates keeping a wary eye on William for many years now. And William for a while there you were... well lets face it, you were a bit of a lush!
"Whatever, I get the feeling that William's interpretation of events will put a slightly different slant on things. Why don't you enlighten us as to how you perceived that unfortunate weekend, William?"
I disentangled Megan from my arm and moved myself forward on the seat a little. I didn't wish for her to inadvertently interrupt me, nor disturb my train of thought. Actually I suddenly felt quite naked without the comforting feel of Megan close beside me.
Then I looked directly at Tamsin, for it was she whom I needed to make understand.
"What your grandmother said was incorrect, right from the beginning. I was asked by a friend to act as cameraman for the second unit on that film. It was supposed to be an action film, set in mountainous terrain. The second unit was charged with filming all the long shots, very often with stand-ins in place of the principle actors. That has always been my forte, long shots and telephoto-work.
"They'd paid for Shona to fly over to the States only because I'd refused to go without her. I was thinking along lines that it would be a nice free holiday over there for Shona. The film crew had taken over a sort-of winter holiday complex. Possibly they got it cheap as we were filming outside of their usual season.
"Not for one minute did I think they'd ask Shona to fill-in for an actor who broke his leg the first day we were filming. They did have to do a little creative rewriting to turn the small part into a female character. Shona having acted in a couple of TV adverts... well, she was in the right place at the right time so to speak. Using her was going to be cheaper than finding and then flying-in another actor. Oh they cut her skiing scene: once bitten twice shy on that score, if you get my drift.
"I was completely unaware of what was going on behind my back, even though I knew that Larry Parker had to be banging some naive young female on the crew. That is Larry's way. Inside the industry he was infamous for his philandering ways. Besides I thought Parker was my friend, and I made the mistake of thinking that friends don't sh... seduce other friend's wives.
"We'd completed location filming that Friday. Everything else was supposedly going to be filmed back at the studio. Shona's character wasn't required for any of those shots. It was really only a very small part.
Anyway on the Friday afternoon, I and the rest of my crew, had to pack up all of our gear so it was ready to return to the hire company. All the technical gear is hired on an as-required basis. Anyway the packing went better than planned and we had things all wrapped up much earlier than I'd expected we would. I got back to the cabin Shona and I were sharing about half-five. I hadn't thought I'd get back there until much before ten that night.
But when I got there the place was empty. No loving wife or sleeping child! All I did find was a note... This note.
I took out my wallet and held out a tatty piece paper towards Tamsin. However it was Albert who took it from my hand. He slowly and very carefully unfolded the remains of the document. Then he read the words scribbled upon it out loud.

Billy,
I'm leaving with Larry. He loves me and he's going to make me a big star in Hollywood. Please do not come after us, or make a fuss.
Shona.

"Short and to the point." Albert commented, "Carry-on William, but I believe we can all see where this is going. Filming on location was over, you say?"
"Yes sir, it was!" I replied.
"Puts a lie to the Shona rehearsing lines for the next day story then, doesn't it? Still carry-on lad, lets get to the messy bit."
"You only have his word for that!" The Witch barked. "How do you know that he's not lying?"
"Very true, Hyacinth." Albert conceded, "Let's see if we can verify a few facts." Albert looked towards the three strangers. "Reginald, if you please?"
The man who hadn't looked familiar to me, stood and approached us carrying a briefcase.
"Sir?" he said to Albert, once he reached a comfortable distance.
"You have the copies of the shooting script for that film?"
Reginald didn't reply in words. He withdrew a folder from the briefcase and handed it to Albert.
Albert didn't even bother to open the folder; he casually threw it onto the coffee table the sofas were positioned around.
"If anyone would care to challenge Willaim's account so far, they'll find that it is supported by the contents of that file. Now, proceed William please."
For a few seconds I was at a loss, the interruption had disrupted my chain of thought. Literally I had to still my emotions before I continued.
"When I found that note, I got pretty pis... apoplectic. Yeah, and I took a drink or two to calm my nerves.
"But then I realised that I hadn't been due back at the camp until much later that evening. What's more I could recall seeing Larry's hire car parked up in front of his lodge, as we had arrived back in the camp. Then it struck me that Shona and Larry might have miscalculated, they'd thought they'd be long gone before I found that note."
"I have no idea what the smart thing to do, was under those circumstances. I do know that I wanted at least an explanation from Shona as what sort of game she thought she was playing. Parker, I was sure would drop Shona as soon as the next silly little tart caught his eye. I really could not believe Shona had forgotten all that I'd told her about the way the man operated. I hadn't been daft enough to introduce my wife to Parker without pre-preparing her. Jesus when the slimy git turned on the charm, the even bleeding birds in the trees flew to him."
"Anyway I found them in the kitchen of Larry's cabin. I really wasn't interested in Parker, I could deal with him anytime. It weren't like he could hide from me for long and stay in the industry, if you know what I mean. I wanted Shona to explain why she hadn't taken my warnings seriously."
"However Larry Parker, misjudged my intentions, perhaps he'd had other spouses come after him in the past. Anyway, honestly he came at me like the proverbial bull in a bloody china shop."
"I simply sidestepped and Parker shot past me and crashed into the backdoor, smashing the glass in the process. For a moment there, I thought Parker was trying to do a runner!
"In court later, it was claimed that I broke that glass forcing my way into the cabin! The fact that the broken shards were on the floor outside and I had no cuts on my arm, but Larry did, was apparently ignored."
"Of course it didn't help that I could recall very little of that day when I first regained consciousness, and I didn't do for a couple of years. I can recall it all now though, in intimate detail."
"I'm not sure how one would describe Larry Parker's fighting technique because it fits into no category I'm aware of. Whatever, once he'd recovered from crashing into that door, he proceeded to charge at me again. I sidestepped once again, but I managed to pop-him-one as he passed me. I thought it might cool his ardour a little or something."
"Big mistake, my punch changed the direction of his rampage; Parker ploughed into Shona and then the pair of them crashed to the floor. Shona had still been - somewhat surprisingly from my perspective - sitting on a chair beside the breakfast bar. I believe that must have been the seat that failed to survive the encounter."
"Actually I thought Parker was out for the count and Shona didn't look too clever either. So I dragged Parker off-of her and helped Shona to her feet."
"I can recall Shona looking into my eyes, apparently she was very dazed... and then the bloody lights went out!
"I awoke four days later to find myself chained to a hospital bed. I had no memory of the day in question, nor several days preceding it. Memories that were to return, I might add; very slowly, over the following months and years.
"Anyway, Tamsin! Those are my recollections of that fateful day. Everything that has happened since, has been completely beyond of my control. I have no idea who hit me, nor what with. And I've come to the conclusion that it was Larry Parker's head that broke your mother's cheekbone when he crashed into her. I assume that it was he who cracked me on the head, breaking my skull, with a leg from that busted chair Shona had been sitting on.
"Why the two of them chose to blame me for the brawl, I have no idea. And ever since your mother... with the aid of the legal profession, made damned sure that I didn't get close enough to ask her."
"I'd heard that Larry Parker had been found dead - from bullet wounds - in a Los Angeles motel room while I was still enjoying the hospitality of the US legal system, so I couldn't very well ask him. I very much suspect that Parker had chosen to bed the wrong mans spouse. It would seem that Larry Parker discovered that some Yanks can prove to be extremely possessive and rather vindictive. And they can be pretty gung-ho about the use of firearms, as well!"
I sat back on the sofa, there was nothing further I could add, without sounding too vindictive towards my daughter's mother myself.




Megan clamped onto my right arm again, and surprised me by kissing me on the cheek.
Tamsin, sat in silence and stared at me. It felt like she was attempting to see right into my brain.
Then suddenly she shifted her stare to Albert.
"You know what really happened, don't you Uncle Albert? Mother told you didn't she?"
Then instantly Tamsin switched that penetrating stare to Father Conner.
"She told you, as well!"
"That she did my child, but like your Uncle Albert... our hands were tied!" Father Conner replied. "We cannot disclose, anything that has been told to us in the strictest confidence. In my case it's the confessional, in Albert's..."
"Attorney privilege!" Tasmain's new husband added. That was the first time I realised that the lad sounded American. His mother and father quite definitely had not.
"We use a different term for it in the British legal system, young man. But essentially it boils down to the same restriction of action." Albert assured him.
"Tamsin, I'm sure that your mother wouldn't have lied to you." The Witch ventured.
Tamsin, jumped to her feet and then subjected her grandmother to a hostile stare. She'd moved so that she could look her grandmother directly in the eyes.
"So am I grandmother. But in fact my mother never did explain to me what happened back then. What knowledge I do have; I picked-up elsewhere! Whenever I asked my mother about it, she'd always change the subject or prevaricate in some other way."
Suddenly Tamsin spun on her heel and strode across the room to where the three strangers were sitting and addressed the man I'd found familiar.
"I recognise you, don't I?" she demanded.
"Yes young lady, you possibly do." The man replied.
"Uncle Albert implied that he'd had someone keeping an eye on me, I can recall seeing you more than once at my school. I'm also sure that I saw you in Bristol a few times, when I was at university."
"That is possible, Miss!" The man conceded.
"So, taking into account the fact that my Uncle implied that he's had someone watching over my father as well - and I know that Reginald and Shirley here both work in my Uncle Albert's London office - I suspect that it was you who has been watching my father as well as me. Am I right?"
"As required, yes Miss, you are correct!" The man replied.
"So, what are you, a private detective?"
"I'm a retired police officer, Miss. Whom your Uncle calls upon when he requires my specialised services."
Tamsin turned, looked me right in the eye and grinned. Then she turned back to the man.
"I would imagine that you've looked very closely into the events of that evening, at sometime in the past?"
The man concurred that he had with a nod of his head.
"Then would you mind telling me, do you believe that my father is an honest man? Has he lied to us today?"
"Not to my knowledge, no Miss!" The man replied.
"Thank you officer. I'm sorry you didn't tell me your name."
"Sergeant White retired, Miss. Chalky to my friends."
"Thank you, Chalky. Why, Uncle Bertie didn't just send you to tell me the truth, I don't understand.
"I only do as I'm requested, Miss."
"And could you throw any light on why it was necessary for my Uncle Albert to remain silent for so long, Chalky?"
"I can only hazard a guess, Miss. But I would imagine that your Uncle has been protecting some unnamed personage from being charged with perjury."
"But why would she feel the need to commit perjury in the first place?"
"That, I really cannot tell you miss.
"However I could point out, that a film producer could not possibly promote a young actress, if he himself was locked-up in a prison cell with a Grievous Bodily Harm conviction... or whatever the American equivalent is."
"Suddenly it all makes sense!" Tamsin exclaimed. "How long have you known father?" She called out, turning to look at me.
"I didn't, Tamsin, but I suspected as much." I replied. "I don't know how badly your mother was injured that evening, but right from the start I had never been convinced she recalled events as clearly as she had claimed in court. Possibly Shona repeated to the police, a story that Parker had fed her."
Tamsin turned back to Chalky.
May I invite you and your associates, to be my husband and my honoured guests for the rest of the evening?" she asked.
All three of them thanked Tamsin and then she quite literally shooed them out into the main function room. Then she slowly walked back across the room toward us, all the time staring right into my eyes.
"Tamsin I..." The Witch began again as she got close.
"Please don't speak to me now, Grandmother. I'm much too angry and I might say something I'll later regret! Grandfather, would you mind taking your wife out and attend to the guests; Paul and I will be out shortly."
Without a word George hauled The Witch to her feet and steered her on their way.
Tamsin then went over and hugged Father Conner followed by her Uncle Albert. She didn't speak to them, she just hugged them.
Then she turned to Megan and myself.
"Can I shoehorn you off of my father for a little while, Aunt Megan? I'd like to have a word with him in private." Then she turned to her husband. "Paul, Aunt Megan loves dancing."
The lad got the message and so did Megan. As they went out into the main function room, Tamsin and I - Tamsin steering me much as Megan had doing all day - headed out into the hotel's gardens.
For a very long time Tamsin didn't actually speak, she just hung on to my left arm very tightly. But eventually she asked.
"How can I ever start to apologise to you, father?"
Slightly confused, I asked "What for, Kiddo?"
She stopped walking and I turned to look her in the face.
"Well the way I spoke to you earlier I suppose. But I feel I have so much to apologise to you for. If I could only figure-out exactly what, I'd feel a lot happier."
"The truth is, Kiddo; that it's you who's owed the apologies. You and I are the victims. All we've got to do now, is make up for lost time." I replied.
"You don't seem very angry father."
"I've had many years to realise that getting angry doesn't do anything to improve the situation, Tamsin. And what it can do is lead you into some really deep doo-doo. Trust me, been there, done that!"
"But grandmother..."
Your grandmother never did like me Tamsin, right from when your mother and I first started courting.
"But why, what did you ever do to upset her?"
"I was born on what you grandmother considers the wrong side of the tracks, Tamsin. And I was courting her daughter. Snobbery, plain and simple."
"Am I going to like having a father looking over my shoulder?"
"I hope so Kiddo. But I wont be about all of the time, remember most of my work is down around Antarctica. I'm down there for a large proportion of the year."
"Somehow I don't think my Aunt Megan is going to like that. She appears to have a bit of a crush on you."
"What happened to her husband, I seem to recall that she got married?" I asked.
Okay an untruth. Megan had implied that she'd been married. I just wanted to get a little background without actually asking her.
Tamsin giggled.
"Oh yes she did, handsome bloke he was too. But a little too handy with his fists!"
"What do you mean by that?"
"They had an argument about something and he hit Megan!"
"Christ, what did she do?"
"Father, do you recall Aunt Megan telling you when she was being bullied at school?"
"Yes distinctly, I took her to the gym and taught her how to defend herself."
"Well, Megan's ex-husband felt the consequence of your instruction. They carted him off in an ambulance."
"Bugger, did Megan suffer any fallout?"
"With Uncle Bertie on the case. Her ex got two years probation!"
"Well that's a relief. I would hate to have been the cause of any strife in Megan's life. She was a good kid."
"Are you attracted to my Aunt Megan, father? It is plain to see that she's got a soft spot for you."
"I've always liked Megan, Tamsin. But she was your mother's, who was my fiancée and then wife remember, little sister. One has to control ones emotions in such circumstances."
"Said all very Uncle Bertie-ish father... bugger, dad! There I've said it, and it wasn't as hard as I thought it was going to be. From now on you're my dad, okay?"
"Fine with me, kiddo!"
Tamsin threw her arms around my neck, pulled me close and kissed me on the cheek.
"I'm going to enjoy hearing my nickname Kiddo, every time you say it, dad! But as I was saying... or rather trying to say. My mother is dead dad and Aunt Megan. Well, I've always liked my Aunt Megan."
"Do I assume that that's some kind of a seal of approval, Tamsin?" I asked.
"You bet dad, you go get her man!"
"Don't go jumping the gun, Tamsin. Megan is recalling a big brother character, not a lover. The two species aren't necessarily interchangeable."
"Uncle Bertie speaks again! Come on lets go back inside! I want to show my dad off to all my friends."
"What about your new husband?"
"Paul's got me all to himself on a cruise ship for two weeks, he's got nothing to complain about."
We went back inside and I found myself being introduced to seemingly hundreds of young people. I didn't catch sight of Megan whom I was hoping would rescue me, but eventually Bertie appeared at my side.
Tamsin seemed a little reluctant, but eventually agreed that I could go outside with Bertie for a walk.
In truth, I gathered Bertie required a cover-story while he slipped outside to smoke a cigar. Bertie's apparently very quiet wife, does not approve of his smoking.
We stepped out on the patio and Bertie fired-up his cigar.
"You do realise that I would have never made Shona sit through that, don't you William?" He said.
"Bertie, daft I might be; stupid I'm not! She was really something, wasn't she?"
"Yes she was, and she was terrified of going to prison, especially an American one."
"I wonder... would she have been sent to prison for perjury. She had to have taken a really nasty bump on the head to break her cheekbone like that."
"In an English court, I doubt it. But in an American one, I really do have no idea. Hyacinth had Shona terrified that she would be sent to prison anyway. And Shona had witnessed your railroad of a trial. I've read the transcripts William. It was small town justice that left a lot to be desired. A decent appeal wouldn't have done you any harm!"
"Bertie, by the time I had everything straight in my own head, I was due out anyway. An appeal then might have seen Shona going in the opposite direction. Especially considering that Larry Parker was dead. You know better than anyone how... some legal wallies look at things when they discover that they've been taken for a ride; "Some bugger's got to pay!"
"You're a sentimental fool, William!"
"Hark, who's talking?" I replied.
Albert took a last draw on his cigar and crushed it out against a balustrade.
"Don't mention that to the memsahib William, or you'll get me castrated. Now we'd better get back inside before Megan starts getting fractious again. That girl's got designs on you, young man."
I have noticed Bertie, I have noticed."
"Capital, capital." He replied as we walked back in the function room.
-
It was only when Tamsin and Paul slipped away for their first night together in the hotel's honeymoon suite, that I realised that I had no accommodation booked for myself that evening. My original plan had been to return to the rented cottage on the south coast, that I called home.
"Have no fear, I have a bed going spare in my room you can use."
"Megan, aren't you rushing things a little? You know jumping the gun!"
"Hey look stud. I've seen you in action and I want some of the same this time?"
"What do you mean, you've seen me in action?"
"You said it yourself, Billy. I'm particularly good at sneaking around and I snuck up on some folks and watched more than once. Your little hideaway in the woods wasn't as big a secret as you and Shona thought it was."
"Blimey, you're perverted, Megan!"
"You wanna see perverted, I'll show you perverted! Lets go up to my room now!
-
I awoke to feel an unfamiliar weight upon my chest. Opening my eyes and looking down at my chest, I saw Megan's face smiling back at me.
"Recuperated yet?" She asked.
"Bloody-'ell girl, you don't do things by halves do you?"
"I only had one night I could be sure of, Billy. I had to make sure you understood what was on offer... on a permanent basis."
"Is that some kind of a proposition, Megan?" I asked.
"Sure is lover, and I can get Father Conner up here in two ticks to make it official, if you'd let me."
"Father Conner is Roman Catholic, Megan and we're both Church of England, aren't we?
"Details, details, I thought you were a sailor, Billy?"
"I am, but what has that got to do with the price of apples?"
"Any port in a storm, lover. I'd be married by a bleeding rabbi if you're asking. Besides I've got these!"
Megan held up and envelope so that I could see it.
"And, pray tell me, what is inside that envelope, Megan?"
"Two tickets for a cruise. A luxury suite no less, paid for by a grand old Uncle of mine. And it just happens to be the same cruise that a certain someone's daughter and her new husband are going to be enjoying their honeymoon on. Good-aye, you'll be able to get to know your daughter during the days and we can bonk every night away."
"Megan, just when did you and good old Bertie start planning this... shanghai exercise or whatever you like to call it?"
"To be completely honest with you, Billy. Bertie came up with the basic plan after Shona's funeral. Of course my Uncle Bertie hadn't vectored-in my seducing you: that was my idea completely and fell under the heading, preferable fallout. So, what do you reckon about this cruise, then?"
I looked down again and saw the wistful expression on Megan's face.
"I think I'm going to enjoy my busman's holiday, sweetheart. However, we wont be able to get a marriage licence before we the ship sails."
"No worries on that one, Billy - I've checked, she's Bermudan registered!"
"The significance of that, fact?"
"You'll find out soon enough, hubby; you'll find out! Now, how do you fancy another turn around the... deck, before breakfast?" she grinned
I grinned back at Megan.
We only just made the last sitting for breakfast, that morning.
Life goes on.
C'est la vie Epilogue.
Megan and I did not get married on board ship. Although she and I were keen on the idea, Bertie's wife would have none of it.
For such an apparently demure old lady, Beatrice can prove to be extremely... forceful when she chooses. Not surprising really, when you take into consideration exactly whom she's been married to, since time immemorial.
Beatrice arranged our nuptials. I'm sure that Bertie himself paid for everything. Okay it wasn't on the scale of Tamsin's blow-out wedding, but neither Megan nor I had wanted that.
Quite honestly we both would have preferred a private shipboard affair with just Tamsin and Paul as witnesses.
The Witch did not attend our wedding, but Megan's father gave her away. The bugger even quipped, "This is becoming a bit of habit, William!" as he passed me his daughter's hand.
Bertie capital'd his way through the day with an enormous grin on his face; even claiming during his speech, that he was responsible for bringing the bride and groom together. Which I suppose he was, in a round about way.
Although I do believe that Megan's determination would have brought us together some other way eventually, had I not sneaked into Tamsin's wedding!
My wife, when she knows what she wants, appears to be able to move mountains to get it. She can certainly bend her Uncle Bertie to her will, and that is no mean feat.
Her only problem appears to be that Megan takes up so much time thinking about things. Like "are we going to get up yet... or shall we take another little turn around the deck, first?"
Plays havoc with my work schedules, I can assure you!
Don't do much for my back either; I ain't as young as I used to be! No matter how much my wife chooses to believe otherwise!
Yeah well, I don't work in the South Seas anymore. Bertie knew someone, who was an acquaintance of somebody, who's brother is a commissioning producer (or something like that) in the BBC's wildlife department.
I suddenly found Megan's telephone, growing hot of offers of wildlife filming work. Mostly locations within the UK as well and all somewhat lucrative, in a moderate way. Right up my street, anyway!
Megan and I have decided that children are off the agenda. We feel that we're going to have our plate full with Tamsin's twins. That's assuming she and Paul don't go for a football team.
We've settled down in a quaint little bungalow just around the corner from Paul and Tamsin's place. Nice comfortable pram pushing distance anyway. And Bertie has elbowed both Paul and me into the local Golf club. Our Sunday morning foursome has become a regular thing.
The fourth member? Well George of course! Now that he and The Witch are no longer husband and wife, he's been elevated (or reinstated) to second grandfather position in my daughter's eyes. Bertie holding the superior perch of course. Well, being the family patriarch, what would you expect?
Life goes on
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Chapter 2; Estelle's Parents
It was with more than a little apprehension that Ted parked his Ford alongside the Bentley and BMW, that were strategically positioned - to display the owner's affluence - on the driveway in front of the Warender family seat.
Ted rarely felt comfortable around - what he himself described as - "upper class gits!" Especially, if they tried to come-on too-strong for him to stomach. In the past it hadn't been unknown for Ted to lose his cool and tell them exactly what he thought of them. Although, if there was likely to be a large cheque in the offing at the end of the encounter, Ted had been known to summon up enough self-discipline to bite his tongue.
However the two people Ted was about to be introduced to were the parents of Estelle; the woman he'd secretly worshipped since he'd first clapped eyes on her - some fifteen or sixteen years before. And whom - since her sudden self-proclaimed change of perspective, (in the past a famously stuck-up bitch herself) had implied to Ted that her parents (well her mother at least) was an even worse snob than she'd ever been.
Oh, not for one second did Ted believe that Estelle was the new woman she claimed that she had become. Ted was quite sure that Estelle would very soon revert to type, even if just superficially. But he was pretty convinced that she had fallen in love him and he knew that he loved Estelle. Ted's attitude was, that Estelle might be a stuck-up bitch, but she was going to be his damned stuck-up bitch; no matter how much Estelle claimed otherwise... Well, a leopard can't change its spots, can it?
As Estelle slid out of the passenger seat, it struck Ted that the outfit she was wearing might not have been such an appropriate choice. It was something Stella had "found" upon Ted's models' outfit rack and he thought that maybe it was a touch too revealing for the occasion. Perhaps it might have been better if they'd called into Estelle's house so she could change into something more fitting from her own wardrobe. But not knowing if Estelle's soon to be ex-spouse was still in residence... well it had been decided that there was little point in inviting a punch-up.
Ted caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure moving behind the net curtains as Estelle sashayed her way towards the front door on those exquisitely long legs of hers. Shown-off to perfection as they were, by the briefness of the dress's hemline and the height of the stiletto heels on her shoes. He was quite sure that Estelle knew exactly what she was doing to the inner Ted when she walked like that.
Trailing along (somewhat) reluctantly, Ted was gazing around at the overt opulence of the abode and it's immaculate gardens and wondering whether the house was going to be even worse on the inside, not even daring to contemplate the reception that he was about to receive.
Opening the front door with her own key, Stella called out, "Come along, darling!" and then very pointedly she winked at Ted and added, "Please?" before disappearing inside. That was the first time Ted could recall that Stella had addressed him as "Darling!" and it did further strange things to his psyche.
Ted stopped on the threshold, reached up to straighten the necktie that he wasn't wearing and inwardly cursed himself for neglecting to put one on.
The fact that he didn't habitually wear a necktie, added to the point that Ted had not the slightest clue as to where his meagre supply of ties could be located, did not enter his thought process. All that did, was to highlight the fact that he was about to meet the parents of the woman he loved for the first time, and he knew that he should be wearing a bleeding necktie.
From some folks' perspective it might look like Ted had been dragged-up and he'd always enjoyed playing the bad-boy. But when the occasion demanded it, Ted could display impeccable manners; it was just that he selected very carefully to whom, Ted would or would not display those manners.
As Ted had suspected it would, the inside of the house had the look of a show-home about it. Not a place many people would choose to live in, more a collection of carefully selected, expensive furniture, on display to be gazed at and admired.
Estelle led to way into the lounge where her mother was waiting... positioned, seated on a chair for effect. Estelle's father was... hovering over near the window, from where he could make a choreographed advance towards Ted as Estelle introduced them.
"Mother, father, this is Ted, my soon to be new husband." Estelle casually announced as Ted followed her into the room. "Ted, my mother and father!"
Estelle's father timed his move to perfection. The grinning man advanced towards Ted proffering his hand, but addressed his daughter first. "You've got to divorce Roger first, Topsy. That'll take a couple of months I'm sure. I'm very pleased to meet you young man!" Estelle's father said, switching his attention to Ted as he spoke and shaking Ted's hand... maybe a little overenthusiastically. "You do realise what you're taking on here, don't you, young man?"
"I believe I do, yes, sir." Ted replied. A little surprised by Estelle's father's seemingly relaxed and enthusiastic greeting.
But then Mr Warender fixed Ted with a stern expression. "I'm Norman, Ted. I'm sure that we're going to get along just fine. But I'll point out that Estelle here is the apple of my eye and I'm not someone you'd want to get on the wrong side of."
"I understand you perfectly... Norman. Estelle has been the apple of my eye for far longer than I care to remember: I would never like to see her upset about anything!"
The two men smiled at each other. A mutual understanding reached and agreed between them; even if only a perfunctory one.
While Ted had been talking to Estelle's father, her mother had risen to her feet and had been studying the interloper in the life she had planned-out for her daughter, with a critical eye, plus a healthy measure of inherent disdain. Not that Daphne Warender's plan appeared to have been working true to course of late.
Theoretically Roger Cooper should have been perfect: he had the breeding, all the right family connections and he certainly had a very healthy bank account.
Had Roger and Estelle produced grandchildren for Daphne, he would have been able to afford to send them to all the right schools. However Estelle had been somewhat intolerant, and shown a marked reluctance to ignore Roger's little peccadilloes.
Now suddenly - and completely out of the blue - Estelle was saying that she was intending to divorce Roger Cooper and marry this long-haired hippy painter, or whatever he was. Daphne Warender was not impressed with the plan.
On feeling Daphne Warender's hostile gaze; once again the lack of a necktie entered Ted's thoughts.
"I'm pleased to meet you Mr... I'm sorry, my daughter has been a little remiss."
"Harper, Mrs Warender. Ted Harper at your service, ma'am!" Ted replied, immediately wishing he could withdraw the statement. Mrs Warender had not looked best-pleased with his words.
"Take a seat please, Mr Harper." Daphne Warender invited.
Ted, Estelle and Daphne Warender, seated themselves, while Norman Warender strolled back over to a window at the other end of the room and stood there, ostensibly gazing out of the window, his hands clasped behind his back. However every few seconds or so, Norman Warender would turn, glance over at Ted and Estelle, before turning away again and secretly smiling to himself.
"Estelle would you please explain what's going on?" Daphne Warender demanded. "Your father has been somewhat obtuse and rather vague about events over the weekend. Purposely so I suspect!" Daphne threw a withering glance at her husband's back.
"I'm going to divorce Roger mother, and then Ted and I are going to get married as soon as we can arrange it."
"But Estelle..." Mrs Warender began to reply until her husband interrupted her.
"Daphne, maybe some tea would be a nice idea, about now!"
Oddly, Ted thought - he'd got the impression that Estelle's mother was about to... go-off on one! - Mrs Warender instantly acquiesced to her husband's suggestion.
"Yes Norman, I agree!" Daphne replied, then stood to leave the room.
However Daphne Warender delayed just long enough to suggest that Estelle went to her old room and found something "more appropriate" to wear at that time of the day.
"Good idea, Topsy!" Norman Warender agreed.
Ted mouthed the word "Topsy?" to Estelle as she went to follow her mother from the room. Estelle shrugged, smiled back at him, stealing a glance towards her father's back as she did so, then was gone.
Ted found himself sitting alone in the room looking at Estelle's father's back while he continued to gaze out of the window.
Norman Warender smiled inwardly as he heard the door close behind Stella.
"Correct me if I'm wrong, Ted. But you have a studio on Bell Lane, don't you?" Norman Warender asked
"You are correct S... Norman."
Norman Warender smiled again, and silently chuckled to himself; satisfied that Ted was who Norman had thought he was.
Estelle's father had recognised Ted Harper's name the instant his daughter had mentioned him the previous day. And he'd remembered how in her younger days, Topsy had ranted-on about the insolent fellow college student.
As a child Topsy had always been her "father's daughter". It was to him she taken her troubles and for a while - as she grew older - those troubles had included Topsy's romantic problems as well. However as her teenage years progressed his Topsy, had morphed into Estelle, as she'd fallen more and more under her mother's influence.
However Norman Warender could vividly recall - many years before - that one of Shakespeare's famous quotes, "Methinks the lady doth protest too much!" had crept into his mind when his Topsy had complained to him about the handsome young hooligan at college, Ted Harper, who had accosted her.
What's more, Norman Warender had noted that it hadn't been Estelle he'd just watched climb out of Ted's car and walk to the front door. It had been a sudden and unexpected reincarnation of his Topsy returning home. Norman Warender had been forced to conclude that the young man sat on the sofa behind him, had to have been the catalyst for that sudden and instantly recognisable change in his daughter's demeanour.
Still keeping his face adverted from Ted's sight, Norman Warender asked.
"Do you still ride that infamous motorcycle of yours, Ted?"
"We.., well no sir." Ted stuttered in reply. Completely taken aback by Norman Warender's question. "I still have it though, tucked away in the back of the garage." Ted was somewhat concerned about what Estelle's father was about to say next. Especially taking into account that Mr Warender had blatantly engineered it so that they were alone in the room.
Norman Warender spun on his heel, looked Ted directly in the eye and smiled at him.
"Ted, the local college has a governing body as you know. On which, I - for my sins - had the dubious honour of serving for a few years. I vividly recall your infamous stunt with the motorcycle... most entertaining, that meeting was as well. However there were many of the faculty who were convinced your antics were just a case of misguided and/or slightly over-enthusiastic ingenuity on your part; more than a case of devilment.
"You're reputed to be a very talented artist young man; even if a little outlandish in your behaviour at times. However, you will find that even the most conservative of people..." Norman Warender's eyes moved to the door and then back to Ted. "will overlook almost any eccentricity, in favour of talent, and her daughter's happiness. Just you make sure that Estelle stays happy, young man; do you understand?"
"I believe so S... Norman." Ted replied.
"Very well, but until my wife understands exactly who you actually are Ted. This might prove to be heavy going today. We are unable to convince Daphne of anything though: that realisation will have to be her own."
In truth Ted had little or no idea of what Norman Warender had been talking about. Ted assumed that Norman had been trying to explain to him the same thing as Estelle had: that his wife, Daphne Warender was a raving snob and would very likely to turn out to be the bane of Ted's life.
A few moments after her mother carried the tea tray into the lounge, Stella, returned dressed very much like a teenager. Resplendent in faded denim jeans, that Ted truly did wonder how Stella had managed to squeeze herself into, and an extremely tight fitting tee-shirt.
No one could possibly the mistake the fact that Estelle was not wearing a bra. Although from personal knowledge, Ted was well aware that Stella did not require artificial assistance to keep those remarkably ample breasts of hers under control. Estelle's nipples though... now that was a completely different matter. They were - what Ted was sure her parents would consider - obscenely prominent. On her feet Stella was wearing a pair of well-worn trainers.
"My God Estelle, what have you got on?" Daphne Warender demanded, the instant she turned around and saw how her daughter was attired.
"Mother, you wanted me to change out of Ted's lovely dress and this is about all I could find up there that fits me. Well to be honest these jeans are a little on the snug side, I'm not too sure I'll be able to sit down in the buggers. Mind you, I'm quite proud of the fact that I can still get my bum into them; I haven't had these things on since I was eighteen."
Stella's mother had reacted saying "Estelle!" as her daughter had said the word 'bugger', but Stella had ignored the rebuke.
"Surely you could have found something a little more..." Daphne Warender began to insist.
"Mother," Stella interrupted, "I haven't lived in this house since I before got married. There's nothing much left up there! Just a couple of evening dresses really! Oh, but there are a couple of my old school uniforms, however they're so short they've got no chance of covering my arse!"
"Estelle!" Both her parents admonished together." Her father adding, "That's enough!"
"I'm sorry, daddy. But until Roger gets out of the house I'm stuck with this and the clothes Ted's got on his rack. I thought that dress I had on was quite cute... alluring actually. Maybe more suitable for a fun night-out on the town than day wear, and possibly even a little risqué, but great fun to wear all the same. Now would you like me to pour the tea mother?"
"No, I can manage, thank you!" Daphne Warender replied.
Placing one hand on Ted's shoulder and the other on the arm of the sofa, Estelle rather stiffly and somewhat gingerly lowered herself onto the seat beside him.
"Crikes that might have been a big mistake, lover. I'm not so sure now, that these jeans were such a good idea. They're nigh-on cutting me in half. I'll never be the same again!" She giggled to Ted."
Her mother threw Estelle a withering glance as she handed Ted a cup of tea.
They certainly show off your figure, Stella." Ted commented.
"Yeah but they were far too tight when I bought the things years ago and I've put on a few pounds since then, Teddy."
"Instead of talking utter nonsense, Estelle; you might explain exactly what has happened over the weekend." Daphne Warender chided.
Estelle had a decision to make: exactly how was she going to explain the weekend's events to her parents? For a few moments she did and said nothing as she contemplated her options.
Then she glanced at Ted and decided that his no-nonsense approach to life was the way to go.
Stella conceded in her own mind that it possibly wasn't the best approach she could use with her parents, but she thought that it might prove something to Ted. Even if she wasn't exactly sure, what it would prove.
Stella kissed the new man in her life on the cheek and then fixed her eyes on her mother.
"After my last... confrontation with Roger over his extramarital activities, which, if you recall mother, happened here in this very room not seven weeks ago. I told my husband that if he ever even thought about straying again, our marriage would over. You do remember that, mother?"
"Yes dear, but you were..." Her mother began to say
"Mother, I was pissed-off with it! That was the third different tart I'd learnt that Roger had been... associating with, this year alone!"
"There's no need to use coarse language Estelle." Her mother observed.
"Coarse language doesn't worry me, mother; Roger's coarse tarts do! Or did anyway."
Estelle calmed herself, by giving Ted a hug and kissing him on the cheek again. She would have liked to feel his lips against her own, but thought that might be taking things too far for her mother's... constitution to handle.
"Anyway I recently received information that my so-called reformed husband wasn't as reformed as he claimed to be. I learnt that he had taken to the habit of partying with a particularly low moral'd hussy in a certain public house on Saturday evenings.
"Last Saturday evening, I planned to lay-in-wait and ambush them together when they arrived in that bar.
"However I miscalculated. I arrived at the bar far earlier than I needed, and what's more my cheating spouse and his tart didn't show."
"Your information must have been incorrect then, Estelle!" Daphne Warender suggested.
"No it wasn't incorrect, mother; Roger had just changed his modus operandi. A two timing conniving bastard he might be; but daft, the bugger isn't! He knew that I'd eventually discover where and when he was meeting his bit of stuff."
The word "bastard" had prompted a sharp intake of breath in Daphne Warender, but somehow she'd managed to refrain from making comment.
"Anyway while I was waiting for Roger, not to show; I made the mistake of taking-on a little too much Dutch courage and the next thing I know I was complexly legless... rat-arsed... absolutely falling-down drunk, mother!"
"Estelle how could you? that's no way for a lady to behave!" Daphne Warender chided, a shocked expression on her face.
"Now hold on there, Estelle." Ted intervened. "One of those numpties might well have slipped something into your drink."
"My god, what kind of a place is this?" Daphne Warender demanded.
"A rather un-salubrious establishment near the railway station, mother; that purports to be a singles bar. One of my soon to be ex-husband's favourite hunting grounds, as I understand it! Anyway, fortunately Teddy here recognised the predicament I found myself in and rode to my aid like a knight from King Arthur's court."



"And just what was Ted doing in such an disreputable establishment?" Daphne Warender demanded.
"Ted is a professional artist, mother!" Estelle ranted. "A very good artist and he was supposed to be meeting a prospective client in there on Saturday evening. It's very handy for the railway station. Besides, Ted was unattached, he was perfectly entitled to be in a singles bar, alone!"
Ted was somewhat amused to hear the overt untruth effortlessly flow from Stella's mouth. Designed - he was sure - to divert Estelle's mother's attention from the true reason he had been in the Pig and Whistle on that fateful evening.
"Ted noticed that I wasn't looking very well and took me directly to the hospital. I had my stomach pumped, mother, and I'm rather pleased to be able to report that I cannot remember very much about it. I get flashes now and again, and they are not of an experience that I'd wish to be able to recall in detail.
"Ted sat by my hospital bed watching over me all night long and then he wet-nursed me through Sunday. Even supplying me with clean clothes to wear, my own being somewhat stained with my own vomit. I'm ashamed to have to admit that I vomited inside Teddy's car as well. However Ted behaved like a perfect gentleman and he supported me during a somewhat ugly and distasteful confrontation with Roger."
Stella's gaze moved to her father.
"It was really quite funny, daddy! Roger suddenly lost all of his usual bravado when he was confronted with my guardian angel. Handsome isn't he, mother?"
Then Stella kissed - the slightly blushing - Ted on the cheek again.
To say that Daphne Warender had been shocked by her daughters admission, would be putting in mildly. However her main concern was the family's public standing. She felt that it was extremely unlikely that anyone of consequence would frequent the sort of establishment her daughter had just described, and therefore it was similarly unlikely they would have witnessed her daughter's indiscretion. Well, she could only hope that they hadn't.
What was worrying Daphne Warender, was the fact that Estelle was talking of marrying a man she had apparently met just a couple of days previous. And with whom - as Daphne Warender understood it - Estelle had been apparently having a non-stop liaison - most probably sexual - ever-since she had met him.
Daphne Warender took a long slow breath.
"Estelle..." she said and then immediately moved her attention to Ted. "I mean you no disrespect, young man." Daphne then moved her eye-line back to her daughter again. "But you've only just met this young man, Estelle. You know nothing about..."
"I've known Teddy since we were at college together, mother!" Stella ranted back. "However I made the mistake of not getting to know Teddy as well as I should have done... when I had the chance! This weekend I have fortuitously corrected that grievous error of judgement"
"Daphne..." Norman Warender had decided that it was about time he entered the fray. "that friend of yours, the Toddhunter-Brown woman. You recall that painting of hers that you admired so much? The one with her on that famous dressage horse of hers."
"I'm sorry Norman, I can't see..." Daphne started to reply.
But Stella - even as surprised as she was to discover she that had an unexpected ally in the room - had instantly understood what her father was attempting to achieve. What's more, Stella instinctively knew that she could do better than her father was planning.
"Teddy, give me your car keys, please?" She asked, loud enough to interrupt her mother's diatribe.
Sensing that he also understood what was happening, Ted, not only handed his keys over, but, after assisting Stella to her feet - not as simple operation as it should have been, in those tight jeans - Ted then followed her out to his car. From the boot of which, he and Stella retrieved two travel wrappers that were protecting the canvases Stella had picked out from the many he'd painted of her over the years: they then carried them back into the house.
As they turned to go back inside Topsy smiled and winked at the net curtained window she knew her father was behind.
Once back in the lounge Stella positioned herself strategically, indicating to her father that he should move closer to his wife. Then Stella carefully unzipped the fastener around the bag and asked. "Would that picture you're referring to father, be similar to this one by any chance?"
Then she let the front cover of the wrapper fall to the floor.
Unfortunately the painting itself was upside down, however Daphne Warender found herself looking at an inverted painting of her own daughter, sitting - side-saddle - upon a horse. A painting so similar that it instantly brought to Daphne's mind the work of art to which her husband had obviously been referring.
"Is that a copy of some kind?" Daphne asked, as Estelle turned the painting that right way up.
"No my dear, it's another very similar work of art by the same extremely talented young artist." Her husband informed Daphne. "It would seem that Lady Toddhunter-Brown knows a skilled artist when she sees one."
Both Norman Warender and Stella were fully aware that Lady Toddhunter-Brown's tacit approval of Ted, would carry far more weight in Daphne Warender's mind, than any words from either of them could ever do. Norman Warender had sat through Lady Toddhunter-Brown's enthusiastic praise of the charming, brilliant and talented artist, Theodore, during numerous dinner parties.
Mind you, anyone comparing the painting they had been referring to, with Lady Toddhunter-Brown herself in the flesh, would be forced to concede that the artist had to possess some kind of genius. There was no mistaking the fact that the painting was quite definitely of Lady Toddhunter-Brown, but a markedly different - slimmer and more amiable looking - Lady Toddhunter-Brown than anyone could recall encountering for very many years.
Daphne Warender studied the painting for several minutes without speaking then ventured, "Are you acquainted socially with Nancy, Mr Harper?"
"Yes, you could say that, Todsie, pops into the studio for a cuppa sometimes. She bought some of my work, before she commissioned me to paint her on her horse." Ted replied with a casual smile.
"Todsie!" Daphne repeated in surprise. She'd heard the nickname mentioned before of course; but very few of Nancy Toddhunter-Brown's closest friends - mainly old school chums , amongst whom the nickname had come into being - were permitted to, or dared to use it, even to refer to the woman.
The expression of consternation that came over Daphne Warender's face caused her husband to smile at his daughter, who replied with a grin and double thumbs-up.
"I'm really not sure what to say..." Daphne Warender uttered, her voice fading until it was almost inaudible as she spoke.
"How about another cup of tea, Daphne; I'm sure Teddy would enjoy another one?" Norman suggested.
"That would be nice Mrs Warender, thank you." Ted replied, instinctively understanding what Norman Warender was attempting to achieve.
Norman Warender was giving his wife the opportunity to retreat somewhere private, where she could recompose herself and maybe return with a new or revived attitude.
Almost without comment, Daphne Warender placed the empty cups back on the tray and retreated to the kitchen again.
"Oh dear you've done it now, Topsy! Your poor mother doesn't know which way to turn." Norman said to Stella after his wife had left the room.
"What do mean, I've done it? You set her up for that one, dad!" Stella replied.
"Yes, but you brought Ted in here and announced you're going to marry him, right out of the blue. You must have known how your mother would... react to that!"
"Well, what else could I do? I love Teddy and he loves me?"
"Taken a little more time over it, and eased your mother into the idea slowly, for a start, Topsy!"
Ted sat, looking from Stella to her father as each spoke, trying to understand what they were arguing about. That was assuming that they were actually arguing; both appeared to have silly grins on their faces.
Then still perplexed he watched as Stella went over to her father, threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. Norman Warender reacted by placing his arms around Stella's waist, clasping his hands together behind her back; he then hoisted her feet from the floor. Taking a couple of paces into the centre of the room, her father energetically twirled Stella around a couple of times while they both laughed like children. Ted, was quite surprised that Stella's feet did not come into contact with any of the expensive looking furniture, and was more than slightly pleased that they missed his face as well. Large as the room was; it wasn't that big!
Strangely (and somewhat surprisingly) Ted felt that could recognise what he was watching; but he failed completely to comprehend it. Ted knew that was watching a proud and happy father, playing with his daughter.
But Ted was also aware that those sort of games between parent and offspring have usually faded to - barely recalled happy - memories by the child's mid-teens. They were classed as unusual behaviour for someone at the present time in Stella and her father's life.
Okay with wife and husband, lover or boyfriend maybe and even possibly with a sibling or parent she hadn't seen for an extended period of time. Ted was well aware that Stella had dined with her parents the previous Wednesday.
If you added-in Stella's... er, recent persona or temperament - the Estelle who had entered the Pig and Whistle just three days before - and her assurance that her father was an officious type (Stella's own description of him, although Ted had seen little of it since the 'commanding stare' he'd received, following that unexpectedly enthusiastic handshake) then the behaviour could only be described as bizarre.
Once her father set Stella back on her feet, she kissed him again, before waddling over to Ted. (It was obvious Ted that those jeans were proving as much a discomfort as Stella had suggested they were.) She kissed Ted on the lips (hard enough to make his toes curl) while at the same relieving him of the second painting he'd been holding.
"Daddy you're not going to believe this picture. I thought it would go well up there over the mantelpiece, instead of that photograph."
Stella unzipped the cover and removed from the painting; which - having first checked that it wasn't inverted - she held up for her father to admire.
Norman Warender stared at the painting for a few seconds, moving closer he put his spectacles on and studied it carefully.
"Ted, my boy," He said, "I knew you were a talented artist... Anyone who could make that Toddhunter-Brown woman look personable... on a horse! Has to have great talent. But you've made me look... well you've taken years off me here, my boy."
While he had been speaking, Norman Warender had been posing himself, as if attempting to duplicate his pose in the painting.
"Ted, did nothing but paint a true image of very handsome man, daddy." Stella commented.
"And very flattering it is too, Topsy, I can assure you. I think I can even understand what you were trying to achieve here Ted. Would a self-portrait have really been pushing it too far do you think?"
"I believe so, yes, Norman." Ted replied.
"Well, it's nice to see you thought me an apt replacement for that numbskull Topsy married. Unfortunately I had little say in that disastrous decision, some people..." Norman Warender threw a quick glance at a sheepish looking Stella. "and her mother assumed too much. His father is none too trustworthy either. I only do business with him, if I've no other choice."
"I know daddy, I was listening to mummy when I should have been listening to the fount of all wisdom! But I'm no longer the fool I used to be, Roger is out of my life forever. Well, he will be very shortly. And I really don't think he's liable to try get smart either. You should have seen his face when he saw that I had Ted with me yesterday, he almost shi..."
"That will do Topsy. I'll have you know that I am well aware of Ted's reputation when he was younger." Norman turned to look at Ted again. "Now Ted, I need to explain something to you. Topsy, go keep your mother otherwise occupied for a while, please."
Stella looked at her father with - what Ted thought - a strange, possibly curious expression, then quietly left to room without comment.
Norman Warender - still grasping the painting of himself and Stella in his hand - sat on the sofa beside Ted and looked him in the eyes.
"Ted, I love my dear wife very much, sometimes a little too much I fear; because love can make one overlook some very serious flaws in a person's personality. I fear that my Daphne was born about a-hundred-and-fifty years too late. Mentally my wife belongs in an era where the estate workers would doff their caps to the lady of the manor as she rode past in her carriage. In my wife's unconscious mind it's she who should be riding in that damned carriage."
"I think I understand what you're saying, Norman."
"Yes well, it's slightly worse than that, Ted. Your obvious talent as an artist and the fact it's been recognised by people whom Daphne looks up to, doesn't mean that my wife... well there's no possible way she'll ever think you are... civilised enough to be Topsy's husband. However I'm sure she will learn to tolerate you, if you can understand that. And it's highly possible that one day she'll even brag about her talented son-in-law to her cohorts... when you fit that title, of course. But please don't ever expect that Daphne's going to give you the easy ride, she gave Roger Cooper."
"Norman, Stella made the situation quite clear to me the other day. So you could say I was fully prepared for anything that might happen here this morning, if you understand me. Also I've had contact with many of your wife's... contemporaries over the years."
"Good, just be aware that I'll be keeping out of the firing line for Topsy's sake. I'm strictly neutral, you understand?"
"What I can't understand, Norman, is... well Stella implied that you might..."
Norman Warender laughed.
"Yes, I probably would have been Ted. And you could still find that I can be extremely... unpleasant should the need ever arise. However the Estelle who left this house after dinner last Wednesday evening, is not the same young woman who got out of your car just now. This young woman is more like my Topsy, the child I doted-on as a youngster. Quite a transformation, Ted! How did you do it?"
"To be brutally honest with you, Norman, I haven't got the faintest idea. I do know that the woman I spotted getting drunk in the Pig and Whistle the other night definitely was the Estelle Warender I remembered from our college days. But slowly during the Sunday she somehow morphed into the Stella I'd always wished she had been in my head. I'll admit that I'm just a little concerned that she might suddenly morph back into Estelle again sometime in the near future. You know what they say, a leopard can't change its spots. But then I think I'm ready for that... well, better that she be the bitch in my hands than she is someone else's bitch."
Ted smiled at Norman and winked.
"Teddy the young woman you escorted in here today is the Topsy I remember so vividly as a child. If leopards can't change their spots, then you're... we're safe. Your Stella has morphed back into the person she was before her mother... and puberty, unintentionally screwed with her mind."
At this point Stella and Daphne Warender re-entered the lounge and conversation turned to other things. Important things in Daphne's mind. Like Estelle's divorce from Roger Cooper and how it was going to be kept from the public's eye.
Daphne did enthuse over the painting of Stella and her husband. But from the tone of her comments, Ted picked-up that a painting of Daphne Warender would have to be a diplomatic addition in the very near future. Daphne was both flattered and surprised when Ted invited her to come to his studio and sit for him. Although Ted had to admit to himself that he wasn't looking forward to the project.
Norman and Stella both pictured in their minds, Daphne Warender bragging to her friends that she was having her portrait painted by the same artist who had created Nancy Toddhunter-Brown's favourite work of art.
They somehow doubted that she would tell anyone that her daughter was intending to marry that artist, just yet. They thought that Daphne would wait until after Stella's divorce and then possibly imply that somehow she - or possibly the painting - had been material in bringing the two lovers together.
Ted and Stella managed to extricate themselves from her parents' house before lunch. Although Stella had extreme difficulty getting back into - and out of - Ted's car in those tight jeans. What's more she had difficulty - and required assistance - in getting out of the things back at Ted's studio. The net result of which, was that they didn't leave the upper floor again until the following morning. That's if you discount Ted nipping downstairs to accept delivery of the meals that they ordered and Stella making several cups of coffee.
End of Chapter two.
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I had not been looking forward to the encounter, but it's one of the many crosses you have to bear in my profession. The victim of an unsolvable crime that had for some years laid dormant in our files, had asked to meet with the investigating officer and... well, technically that was supposed to be me.
But with no witnesses to the crime it-self and no further evidence coming to light in the years since the crime had taken place and it being doubtful that any ever would. Then I feared the case was one of the many that would forever lie amongst our un-cleared-up files.
"Mr Thomas, good morning. Take a seat please." I said when the gentleman was shown into my office.
"Good morning Sergeant." He replied formally, placing the briefcase he carried on the floor beside it as he took the chair I'd indicated.
"Well sir, I gather that you have been enquiring as to whether we'd made any progress in your case."
"Yes well, I am just a little curious."
I looked down at the unimpressively thin file of papers lying on the desk before me. I hadn't been part of the original investigating team at the time, but I had read through the papers thoroughly in preparation for this encounter. That's what I knew it was going to be... an encounter, between helpless detective and a victim he could do nothing for. As far as I could tell the investigating officers at the time had asked all the right questions and looked in all the right dark corners. The problem was, all I'd be able to tell him was that there literally was "Nothing to go on!" A phrase that I feared I'd repeat several times during the encounter.
I figured that my best course of action was to summarise the case and what we had. Then let Peter Thomas ask any questions he wished. Only, I doubted he would come up with any that hadn't been already asked, numerous times.
"For reasons we can't ascertain. And because of your injuries you are unable to remember." I added, taking a quick glance over the desk at Thomas. "On the morning of Tuesday 14th of April you left your office at approximately ten-thirty. We have no idea where you went or why. However, by eleven-thirty or there about, you were in the lower level stairwell of the town centre car park. Two ladies... Their car park ticket was timed in at eleven twenty-two by the way, were entering the stairwell on the fifth deck, at what we believe was eleven-thirty, when they heard what they, correctly, took to be, several gunshots. Frightened by the sound they ran back out onto the fifth floor level and called the police on a mobile phone.
"Officers arrived on the scene at eleven-forty and you were quickly discovered lying on the landing between the ground and first floor levels, with three bullet wounds. One to your head, and two to your chest. Your wallet, watch, rings, car keys, and even the small change from your pockets had been stolen. Nobody saw your assailant, or assailants, or anybody else behaving suspiciously around the car park, either before or after you were attacked.
"I'm very sorry to say Mr Thomas that there was very little to go on. I've read through the file and to be brutally honest with you sir... There were no witnesses and... well we had nothing to go on."
"So you stopped looking?"
"Oh no sir, the case remains open. And, if the weapon, it was a.35 mm automatic by the way, probably what the Americans like to refer to as a Saturday night special. Not particularly powerful, and to that fact alone you probably owe your life. But if it gun shows up, or is used again in another crime... Well then at least we will have somewhere to start. These street muggings are very difficult nuts to crack Mr Thomas. If the culprit uses the same modus operandi regularly, then there's a chance we can tie several cases together and come up with something. Street robbery's using a gun are rare in this country anyway, in your case we very much suspect that most likely the gun went off by mistake and the culprit panicked when he realised that he'd shot you. If he has any sense he'll probably have ditched the weapon in the river or something. But the case remains open in the files."
So you have stopped looking!" He repeated.
"Well I can't see that we can do much more that what was done at the time, Mr Thomas." I replied looking down at the open file again, then for some reason -- probably to remind myself how much of a blind ally the investigating officers had been up against -- I flicked through a couple of pages.
"Whenever another investigating officer is transferred into the department. He goes through all the current open files with a fresh eye; you know I came to see you last year myself. We were hoping that you might have been able to recall some detail of your movements that morning... But as you know...
"We've looked into..." I had a quick rethink about what I intended to say. "We've investigated everybody who might have had a grudge against you, but there was nothing. We even went as far as checking with the insurance companies to see if... But the only large policies on your life were not of a suspicious nature. You'd taken two of them out many years before to cover your mortgage and... well the same standard policies I hold on my own life to look after my family in the event of anything unexpected happening.
"Sir the officers on the case at the time, had absolutely nothing to go on. They had to come to the conclusion that it was just a random mugging. I'm sorry to have to admit that unless some further evidence comes to light that suggests that it wasn't, then I very much doubt the case will ever be solved."
Having read the report thoroughly, I felt really sorry for the man. The three wounds he'd suffered had been serious, and had it been a larger weapon, the one to his head would certainly have proved fatal. As it was, he'd been left in a coma on a life support machine for three years with the doctors assuring everybody that he would never come out of it. Actually after eight months, and with a court order, the life support machine had been switched off. But Peter Thomas had surprised the quacks by continuing to breath. However they said that with so little brain activity... Well, the docs thought he'd remain in the coma forever. And even if he did wake-up, then he'd probably be little more than a cabbage.
At one time an attempt had been make to obtain a Court Order allowing the withdrawal of sustenance from Peter Thomas; however that had been refused. However nowhere in the file did it state exactly whom had instigated the application for that order, nor did it give any indication of whom or which organisation had objected to it. Unfortunately -- from a policeman's perspective -- there is rarely an "Ah-ha!" moment with such applications. All sorts of people are often involved on both sides of the argument. Family members, doctors and even hospital authorities -- or to be more precise and hidden behind much gobbledygook, their accountants -- can all have influence over the decision to apply for such an order.
After two years, even his family had appeared to give up hope that Peter Thomas would ever regain consciousness. Whilst visiting her husband at the hospital, his wife had apparently struck up a friendship with a man by the name of William Bowman.
Bowman's wife had been admitted to the same hospital suffering from acute liver failure caused by the excessive self-administration of para-acetylaminophenol. Everyday Paracetamol tablets to the likes of you and I, and the most common cause of liver failure in the UK and numerous other countries I should imagine.
By all accounts it wasn't an attempted suicide or anything; reputedly Bowman's wife was a bit of a hypochondriac and... Well, shall we say a little delicate mentally, and at the same time she was of a rather highly stung nature. It was ascertained -- yes, the officers on Thomas's case were looking at every angle, even at that late stage -- that William Bowman's wife had accidentally overdosed herself with Paracetamol.
Exactly when a romance developed between the William Bowman and Mrs Thomas, there's nothing in the files to indicate and there is no indication that William Bowman and Mrs Thomas even knew of each other's existence before they encountered each other in the long term care facility. However after Bowman's wife had passed on, he and Mrs Thomas stayed in touch; Bowman often sitting with Mrs Thomas, during her long vigils at her husband's bedside.
Eventually the inevitable happened; they fell in love. Mrs Thomas divorced her husband and then married William Bowman. The officers on Thomas's case took another long hard look at Bowman and Mrs Thomas, but could come up with nothing that showed that either knew that the other existed until the first Mrs Bowman suffered her liver failure.
Why did I know all this? Because it was all in Peter Thomas's file. Just because we officially considered the attack on him had been a mugging. That shouldn't be taken to imply that we'd closed our eyes to any other possible scenarios.
Another eighteen months or nearly two years passed, before Mr Thomas had defied all medical opinion and came out of his coma. Officers had been at his bedside within hours of receiving the news. But to begin with, Peter Thomas suffered from acute amnesia and had very little memory of his adult life. Over the following months his he regained most of his memories.
Was I glad that I hadn't been the officer on the case when he recalled his marriage in detail, and... Well shit, he was obviously aware that his wife had divorced him whilst he'd been unconscious, before he'd even recalled that they'd been married. The doc's had had the pleasure of informing him of that fact. But weren't I pleased that I hadn't been around at the time of that exposé.
----
"So you see Mr Thomas unless a witness turns up from somewhere or some new evidence comes to light. Or you regain some memory of exactly what happened that particular morning, I'm sorry but very much doubt, we'll ever make any further progress with the case."
I kinda hoped that was going to be the end of the interview. But Peter Thomas had an odd expression on his face, that made me ask.
"You haven't remembered anything further, have you?" I asked.
"No, however I do believe I have found some evidence... Well, I suppose you could say that I've found a witness really." He smiled back at me; then his expression turned grim.
Peter Thomas picked up his briefcase and placed it on his lap. Opening it he produced a framed photograph and handed it to me to look at.
I was a little surprised to find that picture was of his daughter and her husband on their wedding day. I even thought I recalled seeing it before, when I'd visited their house whilst familiarising myself with the Thomas case.
Standard procedure is to re-interview everyone possible when you take over a cold case; just in to ensure something hasn't been overlooked.
"Your daughter and her husband." I said, to let Peter Thomas know that I'd recognised his daughter. "She's a very beautiful young lady."
"Thank you. What do think of the jewellery she's wearing?"
"Expensive, real diamonds are they?"
"Yes, my wife's. At least fifty grand's worth at today's prices."
"Impressive, I hope they are kept securely locked away?"
"I had a hidden second safe put into the house, to store them in. The pendant I bought my wife on our fifth wedding anniversary."
"Lucky lady, my wife would kill for a pendant like that."
A strange expression crossed Mr Thomas's face again.
"I had the matching earrings made for our tenth anniversary!"
"Very impressive. They must have cost a fortune!"
"They did. But not as much as the necklace I had made to our fifteenth anniversary. The tiara my daughter is wearing is actually the necklace, it fits onto a wire frame. When it's worn as a necklace the pendant can attached to it, with a little clip. Or as you can see, the pendant can be worn separately on its own chain."
"Very adaptable, and a skilled craftsman must have made it." I commented.
"Certainly, a little man who has a workshop on Monk Street. Coleman; do you know him?"
"I know of him, Mr Thomas. But on my salary, my wife is very unlikely to ever find something of his residing in her jewellery box." I replied with a smile.
"Quite, I'm sorry. Anyway, that jewellery my daughter is wearing is my witness!"
"I'm sorry?" I had no idea what Peter Thomas was referring to.
"Well, you see Sergeant. My wife lent that jewellery to our daughter so she could wear it on her wedding day. As you are aware, I've done alright for myself over the years and my wife had plenty of other jewellery she could wear. She couldn't outshine the bride on her wedding day anyway, could she?"
I nodded in agreement with Peter Thomas, even if I had no idea where he was leading me. Sometimes it's better to let folks tell it in their own way.
"Well regretfully before she returned the jewellery my daughter must have tried to fit the pendant back onto the necklace and she slightly damaged the clip that secures it in place. I noticed it when I took the set out to have a look at it. You know, that our twentieth was coming up and, I suppose I was wondering whether Coleman could add anything further to the set.
"Silly idea really; the whole ensemble is really much too ostentatious. There weren't many occasions when my wife could get away with wearing it. Although Lydia does like to... No, sour grapes must not be brought into the equation!"
"I'm sorry sir, but I really don't understand where this is leading." I finally had to admit.
"Oh no, I'm sorry Sergeant. I haven't shown you this picture yet."
Peter Thomas removed a second framed photograph from his briefcase and handed it to me. I immediately recognised that it was of his ex-wife and William Bowman, on their wedding day. What's more she was wearing the same jewellery that her daughter had been in the first photograph. Excepting the pendant was hanging from the necklace.
"You are aware that since I got out of hospital, I've been living down on the south coast. I rarely come up to town these days, and consequently I don't visit my daughter's home very often. Along with her husband and the children she usually comes down to see me about once a month or so. But a few months back they bought a new and much bigger house. I had reason to come to town to see my solicitor, to update my will; so I took the opportunity to call in on them unannounced.
"The why that I was at my daughter house is really unimportant. What is important was that my daughter hadn't been expecting me to arrive and consequently she had not, as was her usual won't, put that picture Lydia and her new husband away, as she had always done before my previous visits. My daughter was being diplomatic and knew that seeing a picture of Lydia with him would possibly upset me.
Peter Thomas suddenly went quiet and stared at the picture of his wife and Bowman's smiling faces for a while in silence.
"Very beautiful, isn't she, Sergeant?"
I had to agree with him.
"But unfortunately rather vain as well, and maybe that is going to lead to her down fall."
"I'm sorry Mr Thomas?"
"The necklace Sergeant. The pendant is attached to it in that photograph. I told you the clip was broken!"
----
"Come in Mrs Thom... sorry Mrs Bowman now isn't it? Take a seat please?"
"Sergeant why have I been so rudely summoned here like this? Your officers unnecessarily embarrassed me outside my place of employment." She replied, obviously annoyed.
"My apologies Mrs Bowman, but certain evidence has recently come to light regarding the attempt on your first husband's life."
She was good, I've give her that! However there was no mistaking the momentary flash of apprehension that flashed across the lady's face before she shot back at me.
"What are you talking about? Peter was accidentally shot by a mugger, the officers at the time assured me of that."
"On the evidence available to them at the time, that was the most probable scenario, Mrs Bowman. However we never know when knew evidence... or even a new witness suddenly coming forward, will lead us in another direction. Or one that has been looked at in the past, several times actually and we hadn't realised the significance of." I replied.
"I don't understand."
"I'm sure you will very shortly, Mrs Bowman."
I reached over and pressed the start button on the recorder. Then out loud for the recorder I identified myself and the male officer sitting beside me (taking notes) and the time and date; then, I asked Mrs Bowman to identify herself to the recorder. I must say that in a very few moments she'd turned from a very belligerent woman to a rather apprehensive looking one.
The formalities over, I showed Mrs Bowman a copy of the photograph of her with her second husband on their wedding day and asked her to confirm that that was what it actually was.
"Yes of course it is! What is this all about Sergeant?" She replied.
"Just a few loose ends that have recently caused us some confusion, Mrs Bowman. That I now have to clear up; that's all.
"Now, am I correct in my belief that your first husband purchased all of the jewellery you are wearing in that photograph, for you?"
"Yes, for various wedding anniversary's."
"And that it is the same jewellery that your daughter is wearing here in this photograph?"
I showed Mrs Bowman a copy of the other photograph Mr Thomas had supplied us with.
"Yes that's correct." She assured me.
"Tell me Mrs Bowman, did you by any chance have reason to wear any of that jewellery yourself in the three months between your daughter's wedding and the time Mr Thomas was shot."
"No, my daughter returned it and it was put back into my jewellery safe. Peter had the safe installed. He was paranoid that we might get burgled when we were out one evening."
"Did you wear it at all between your daughter's wedding and yours to William Bowman?"
"Well yes, after my divorce. I didn't go anywhere very much, with my husband lying in hospital. I might have worn the pendant and the earrings a few times when William and I went out after the divorce. But our wedding was the first time I wore the whole set. I really don't understand where you are going with these questions Sergeant?"
"Well you see Mrs Bowman, I have a problem. I've looked through the files several times and nowhere does it mention that your husband had on or about his person the case for that jewellery when he was found lying in that stairwell that day. But it has brought to my attention that just after eleven that morning Peter Thomas had collected the necklace and pendant from Coleman's the jeweller in Monk Street; the man who had originally made it. Apparently your daughter damaged a clasp or something, and Peter Thomas had taken the necklace to Coleman's to be repaired a few days previous. Mr Coleman is very diligent record keeper, Mrs Bowman; especially where thirty-thousand-pounds worth of diamonds are concerned. There is a time stamped, and dated copy of the receipt in his files.
"The question I have to ask you, Mrs Bowman, is how did you come to be possession of that jewellery again?"
"It is out belief that Mr Thomas had it a briefcase he was carrying the morning he was attacked. One on Coleman's assistants distinctly recalls watching Mr Thomas placing the jewellery inside the briefcase and locking it. However there are no records of a briefcase being recovered at the scene of the crime; the perpetrator apparently stole everything of value that your ex-husband had with him that day. So now, Mrs Bowman, would you care to explain to me how some of the contents of Peter Thomas's briefcase came into your possession?"
Mrs Bowman had turned very pale and remained silent. I hadn't expected her to breakdown completely and admit everything. But I got the feeling that if I pushed just a little bit harder she might do. But there always was the danger that I'd push a little too hard and she'd, as the Americans like to describe it, lawyer-up on me. Still, I had little in the way of hard evidence I was relying on the woman to crack. So I went for the kill.



"Lydia Bowman, I'm arresting you for the attempted murder of your husband Peter Henry Thomas. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned, something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence."
Actually I very much doubted Lydia had pulled the trigger herself. Charging her with the crime was risky ruse to play, but I thought that it might work. I was lucky and Lydia cracked almost instantly.
"No, I didn't shoot him, it was..."
"It was whom, Lydia? William Bowman?" I suggested.
"Yes, it was William's idea. I think he murdered his wife as well."
I didn't expect the implication that Bowman had possibly killed his wife, but logically it did make sense.
"I see, but to make it look like a mugging he had to steal the briefcase and it wasn't until later that you discovered that your diamonds were in it as well."
"Yes. I had no idea Peter had them with him, or why."
"Neither of you knew that Peter had been to collect the jewellery that morning, did you? You never even knew that your daughter had damaged the clasp. Peter thought he'd sneak it in for repaired without you ever realizing that your daughter had damaged it."
"No, Bill found the jewellery case later, when he went to put a brick into the briefcase to weight it down. He was going to throw it in the river."
"And he couldn't bring himself to throw thirty thousand pounds away."
"I wouldn't let him!"
"Do you know what William Bowman did with the gun?"
"No, I have no idea. Although..."
"Although what Lydia?"
"Bill's got a storage unit somewhere. It's not registered in his own name, and he pays the rent in cash. I have no idea what he keeps in there."
Whether we will find the gun in that storage unit is anybodies guess. But I'm pretty sure we'll get a conviction on the second Mrs Bowman's confession anyway.
Life goes on.
TWT
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Close Encounters
"Teddy, although I really would like to spend the rest of my life tucked-up with you in this bed, I really do have to get back to the house today to see what sort of a disastrous mess Roger's left the place in." Stella grinned at him, then she leant down and kissed Ted on the nose. "I wouldn't put it past the bastard to leave all the taps running or something equally as callous. Besides I'm sure Marie would like to get the use of her driveway back; my car's been parked there since Saturday afternoon."
"Hey look, kiddo. From where I'm... lying, you're the one who's prolonging this encounter." Ted smiled back up at her, totally trapped as he was beneath the new love of his life, while Stella pleasured herself with the relevant portion of his anatomy.
"Well to be honest with you, lover, I can't believe your staying-power. How do you... well you know? Hey, you haven't got any of those little blue pills tucked away somewhere around here, have you?" She grinned down at him.
"Like that birth control pill you took a while back, you mean?" Ted asked. "And no, I've never had to resort to... chemical assistance to hold my end up. Especially not when I'm with an enchanting female, as beautiful as you!"
However the second point Ted had made went completely over Stella's head. His mention of the fact that he'd spotted her surreptitiously taking a birth control pill had taken Stella by surprise. Stella had thought she had the knack of taking the pill unnoticed by her partner down to a fine art and failed to take into account that fact that Ted and Roger were two completely different... animals. An embarrassed expression came over Stella's face for a few seconds before she replied.
"Hey look, Teddy, I know you think... Sorry, I know that I was a stuck-up bitch! But I've always enjoyed making love... Well, maybe I should say, sex. Mind you I have to admit that I've never enjoyed it as much as I have the last couple of days; that's for damned sure. Sex with you is different somehow. Hey, I know what it is! We have been making love to each other, haven't we?"
"Well, I've been making love to you, Stella; but I really can't say for sure what is going on inside that mixed-up head of yours."
"Ted, I've been making love to you as well. Possibly for the first time in my life, I've been thinking about what I want and not what I thought other people expected me to be. Does that make any sense to you?"
"Er... no, Stella! Not to me anyway. I've never worried about what the rest of world thought of me, or anything that I do; you should have worked that one out by now. I've can't recall doing anything that I feel I should feel ashamed about."
"I only wish I could say the same, Teddy; but I can't!"
"Look kiddo, you're kind-of losing me here."
"I know. I'm sorry. But everything has changed so rapidly and I know I've got to be a different person from now on."
Stella went quiet for a few seconds. Ted was just beginning to fear what she was going to say next, when she blurted out, "Yes, the other evening I did say that I'm going to come off my birth control pills, didn't I? So that we can have children together. I am really looking forward to that idea. However, I think that will not be just yet! To be honest with you, Teddy, I'm having far too much fun making love with you for starters. And secondly I'd rather like to get Roger completely out of the picture before I do become pregnant. I don't trust that man as far as I can throw the bugger... and I really can't be sure what sort of tricks he might try to pull.
"Roger might be scared shitless of Ted Harper, Ted, but he's going to have a very expensive legal team with him in the Divorce Court."
Ted laughed. Wherever Stella's mind had been going, it appeared to have returned to the here and now. I.e. The birth control pill Ted had seen her sneakily take a little earlier. Her concern about her husband's future actions was to be expected anyway. The phrase "scared shitless" Ted figured Stella must have dragged up from her younger teenage years, Ted could not imagine that Estelle had ever used such language, although he was sure that she would have heard it enough times at college.
"I was just pulling your leg, Stella, I understand. But just to put your mind at rest, I never have required artificial assistance in that department; just the right partner!" Ted laid extra emphasis on the words "right" and "partner".
Stella smiled at the -- what she took to be a -- veiled compliment.
But then Ted asked. "You think Roger might cut-up rough over the divorce?"
"No, not the divorce itself, Teddy. But knowing Roger as well as I do, he will be particularly difficult... obtuse, over the division of our joint assets. What there is of them."
"Obtuse?" Ted queried, a sarcastic smile on his face.
Stella, ignored the obvious jibe.
"It's going to be a really bloody battle, that's for sure." She went on, "You see, Ted, unfortunately... mummy, gifted me some of her holdings in my father's companies as a wedding present."
"Just your mother's holdings?" Ted asked, mentally kicking himself because his knee-jerk joke comment, was supposed to have been humorously sarcastic, like the previous one. However he realised that it hinted of something else.
Ted was finding old habits died hard and he still wasn't completely sure that Estelle would not take umbrage at anything he said. But Stella ignored any possible innuendo buried within the comment and continued.
"Oh yes, my father isn't silly. As he implied yesterday, daddy was never enamoured with the idea of me marrying Roger Cooper in the first place. In consequence, he was markedly less than generous with his wedding gifts. I'm in my father's will of course, but he has everything tightly sown-up in complicated trusts and things, so that there was no chance that Roger would ever have got his hands on any of it... whatever happened.
"And then there's my own business of course; but I believe that Mr Goldman has that tied up very nicely; even though I'm not completely sure how. Mr Goldman has never been a member of Roger's fan club either."
That was a surprise for Ted; he'd always assumed that Stella... or Estelle anyway, would have been a stay-at-home prima donna type wife to Roger Cooper.
"Your business?" He asked, a quizzical tone to his voice. "I had no idea that you went out to work, Stella."
"Ah now, I wouldn't exactly call it work, Teddy; more like a sort of hobby. I have a little company that... Well, actually we don't really do anything of substance. My staff, sort of sit-in the middle between some of daddy's companies and a few of their contractors. My father set the organisation up for me. What it did do, was to allow my father to assure himself in his own mind, that I would... or could, be financially independent of Roger Cooper, should the need ever arise. Daddy must always have known that I'd come to my senses eventually."
"Come to your senses? Is that what you've done?" Ted commented.
Stella wriggled her posterior around on Ted's nether regions and smiled down at him. Technically -- probably better described as 'physically' -- they were still coupled.
"I sure have, lover, in more ways than I'd have ever thought possible. God you do feel good." Stella wriggled again and winked at him. "Anyway I have an office in town and a dozen or so staff, who... jump to it whenever I walk through the door. Actually, most of the time, I do very little but lord it over them." Stella's facial expression suddenly changed to one of concern. "Bugger Ted, what am I going to do about that? Those people must hate me!"
Ted laughed again. "Stella, I very much doubt that they hate you. It's probably Estelle Cooper they dislike so much, and who can blame them?" It was Ted's turn to wink at Stella. "Now, as you've brought the subject up, I'm assuming that later today, once you get around to finishing what you've got started here, popped home to check that the house is still standing and collected your car from Marie's house... possibly not in that order... you're going to put in an appearance at said office."
"Yes, I..." Stella stopped speaking and smiled down at Ted. "Usually Estelle spends a couple of hours there... tormenting them all, about three days a week."
"Well give 'em the same bloody surprise you treated your father to yesterday, girl."
For some inexplicable reason Stella found it pleasant when Ted addressed her as 'girl!' Not so many days previous it would have provoked a verbal tirade.
"All you've got to do is not let Estelle Cooper anywhere near that office again. Send Stella... or even Topsy Warender through the door."
As Ted had been speaking, the same realisation had crept into Stella's mind. Albeit she wasn't too sure she could carry it off without a little friendly back-up. Whatever Ted's words brought an even bigger smile to her face.
"Topsy Harper sounds much better idea to me, lover," she replied. "Still, it's a little early for the name change yet. But that is a very good idea; I'll have to give it a try. Now, if you don't mind, I'll get back to the more serious business at hand?"
"Whatever you wish, Stella. But I have to warn you, I do have a client who's supposed to be calling-in here around ten this morning."
Stella looked at the clock, frowned, then shrugged her shoulders before leaning down and kissing Ted on the lips again. Then she got back to what she had been doing before her confused thought processes had interrupted her.
It took Stella and Ted far longer to get to the shower that morning than either of them had envisioned it would.
Ted was just beginning to realise that Stella was experimenting (sexually) and appeared to be trying-out almost anything and everything he'd ever thought of... and some things that he hadn't. Ted was beginning to wonder just how far Stella was intending to take things; however he was not about to complain.
Stella was forced to take a taxi to her friend Marie's house. She'd lingered far too long, enjoying herself, and Ted's client was due to arrive almost before she was ready to leave.
----------TWT----------
Stella and Marie
As Stella arrived in her taxi, Marie was in the process of returning home, having completed a little shopping after dropping her children at school. Marie wasn't surprised to see her; she knew that eventually Estelle would have to pick-up her vehicle. It was Estelle's dress and demeanour that surprised and confused Marie.
The old - very snug fitting - jeans Stella had struggled into the previous day, added to her recent overindulgence in certain gymnastic type activates, had precluded Stella wearing them again so soon. Instead Stella was attired in a pair of Ted's jeans that were several sizes too large for her, one of his tee-shirts and her old trainers. Although her innate poise made Stella look surprisingly presentable, Marie couldn't equate Stella's apparel with the Estelle she'd come to know so well in recent years.
Marie and Stella had known each other since their nursery school days. They had been best friends and all-but devoted to each other all during their infant and junior school years. However in their latter senior school days, that closeness had begun to wane. Basically due to the fact that - as her God-given assets began to exert themselves - Marie's great friend Stella began to morph into the self-assured and extremely self-centred Estelle, who did not really require friends. Well, not close friends anyway.
The two women had remained on amicable terms with each other; some would have described them as close friends. Marie had even served as matron of honour at Estelle's wedding. However they had no longer shared the 'bosom buddies' relationship since sometime during their mid-teens.
Marie had been quite taken aback the previous Saturday afternoon, when Estelle had unexpectedly arrived at her door and announced that she intended to stash her car there for the evening.
As they sat down for a quick coffee in her kitchen that Tuesday morning, Marie began to note that there was something else very different about Estelle, besides her outlandish dress.
Marie had been aware of an... inconsistency in Estelle's demeanour on Sunday afternoon, when she had given Marie a brief outline of the Saturday evening's debacle. Marie had of course realised that something about her old... acquaintance was different then, but -- possibly owing to the excitement in Estelle's voice and her somewhat confusing demeanour -- Marie had utterly failed to understand what that difference actually was.
Had anyone asked Marie on that Sunday evening, after she'd watched the infamous Ted Harper drive Estelle away -- and had Marie chosen to be honest in her reply -- Marie would have said that she believed that Estelle was still very much the worse for alcohol. Although even that was unusual for Estelle. To Marie's knowledge Estelle never got drunk; habitually Estelle was always in control of every situation.
Marie had been somewhat concerned. She'd attempted to telephone Estelle's house on numerous occasions that same evening and again several times on the Monday. But she had received no reply. Marie had even tried to call Estelle's mobile telephone a few times, but -- as was usual -- it had instantly gone to the her messaging service.
It was common knowledge that Estelle disliked being disturbed by her mobile telephone and habitually left its ring function turned off.
Ever since Estelle dad got her first mobile telephone many years before, Estelle's unspoken, but well understood policy had always been that it was Estelle who called to ask other people for assistance; other people did not call or request assistance from Estelle! The device served no other purpose in Estelle's existence.
Marie sat in stunned silence as Stella related the story of her arrival back at her own house on Sunday afternoon, and how the sight of Ted Harper had apparently scared the living daylights out of Roger Cooper. Stella explained the actual confrontation to Marie in far greater detail than has been related here, earlier.
And then Stella went on to describe the rest of the intervening period of time to Marie. Stella used as much innuendo and euphemism as was humanly possible, but still with a marked frankness that shocked Marie. That explanation left Marie in no doubt as to what had occurred since the two women had last spoken on her doorstep.
It was only when Marie realised that her visitor was procrastinating -- delaying her departure -- that Marie began to understand that it was not the self-assured Estelle she'd grown so used to sitting opposite her. What she was observing was a sudden reincarnation of her old friend Stella, she recalled from their younger days.
"Stella, what's happened to you?" Marie suddenly blurted out.
Marie was one of the few people who had always addressed Estelle as Stella (to her face), and been permitted to get away with it.
Stella chuckled. "I've fallen in love, Marie; does it show that much?"
"With Ted Harper? Surely not... You always said..."
"I was wrong, Marie!" Stella interrupted. "Bloody-hell Marie, I've been wrong about everything, haven't I? Ted's a wonderful person. He might be a little rough around the edges, and he likes to put on that tough-guy persona. But I've never come across a more considerate... lover, in my whole life. And as an artist he'd a ruddy genius. God, you should see all those wonderful pictures he's painted of me over the years... all without me ever realising that he was even attracted to me."
"Come off it, Stella? I was there when you told Ted to get lost at college!"
"Yes, I know I did. But I thought that he was after what all those creeps were after... to get into my knickers. God, it was like there was a sweepstake running on which one of those losers was going to score first."
"There was!" Marie replied with a grin. "But the bet had nothing to do with who could get Estelle Warender into bed. All the winner had to do was, talk you into letting them take you out on a date."
A confused expression came over Stella's face
"You are joking!"
"No, it's the truth, Stella. I have no idea how much cash was involved. But to win the pot, all a bloke had to do was be seen to take you out on a proper date. I don't think it even mattered where they took you, as long as it was to a public event where you'd be seen together. Oh, but you have to be at least holding the blokes arm. You being witnessed kissing the bloke, or letting him kiss you, would have been a bonus, and certainly proof positive. Apparently there was some innuendo that you might have been... a lesbian at one time."
Marie half expected an explosion from Estelle at this point, but it failed to materialise; so she continued.
"My ex told me all about it on our honeymoon. Actually some of his friends were still in the sweepstake. They were more than a little peeved that you were a no-show at our wedding."
"I was in California with my parents, Marie. You know that I couldn't turn down a trip like that, we discussed it at the time." Stella said apologetically, "But if that's true, I wonder if...?"
"No, he wasn't, Stella! Ted Harper wasn't a party to that syndicate; that kind of behaviour was beneath him. Anyway, he wasn't trying to ask you to go out with him that day either! Not that you gave him the opportunity to ask you anything really. What Ted was trying to do was invite you to sit for a portrait."
"How would you know that?" Stella demanded, just a hint of Estelle returning to her voice.
Marie fixed Stella with a firm stare.
"Stella, somewhere along the line you developed the annoying habit of selective hearing. You were so busy coming-up with your snazzy putdown for Teddy Harper that you didn't actually listen to a word he said to you that day.
"However, Sarah Bishop was listening when Ted was asked her, and we all know where she ended-up in the long run, don't we? I believe that she even resides in California full-time, now!"
Sarah Bishop had always been Estelle's great rival in the "most beautiful/popular female student in the college" stakes. Estelle had not even wished to be on "the most popular female student" list. However coming second -- in her own mind -- to Sarah Bishop in anything, had always irked Estelle.
Especially considering that since leaving college, Sarah Bishop had become a well known Model and actress, appeared in numerous feature films, and by that time was starring in a very popular -- somewhat corny, but long running -- American TV drama series.
Stella sat staring at Marie, she didn't have to ask the question, it was in her eyes.
"Ted Harper entered that portrait of Sarah into some competition or the other, and reputedly it won." Marie explained. "Rumour has it that one of the judges just happened to be some fancy American movie producer bloke, or something along those lines anyway... or it's possible he might have just seen the painting in the exhibition; I don't really know. Whatever, the bloke took a fancy to that painting, or its subject it would seem. I believe the bloke even bought the thing after the competition was over. From there, our Sarah suddenly found herself a rising film starlet. Just think, Stella, had you bothered to listen to what Ted was saying to you that day; that might have been you."
"Damn!" Stella replied. "Hey, not that I'd want to be a film star or anything like that... I don't believe. But if I had sat for that picture, I damn-well would never have married that idiot Roger Cooper."
"Are you sure about that?"
"Damn sure, Marie; once you get to know Ted Harper... Well, he somehow gets to you, if you know what I mean?"
"Stella, some of us didn't get the chance to get to know Ted Harper, although we tried as hard as we could to... attract his attention."



"Were you sweet on Ted at college, Marie?"
"Bloody-hell, Stella, the only girl I knew in that whole damned college that didn't have designs on Ted Harper was Estelle Warender. I should think Sarah Bishop thought all her Christmases had come at once when she heard you turning down Ted's request that day.
"Anyway, Estelle Warender didn't need anyone back then, but I get the feeling that Stella Cooper needs something now, so what is it Stella?"
"Am I being that obvious?"
"You are, Stella. You've been procrastinating ever since you walked through that door. Estelle Cooper doesn't delay; she comes right-out and tells people what she expects them to do. That assures me that something very serious has happened to your personality in the last few days. You appear to have turned back into the human being I remember from school. So come on, spit it out; tell me what is it you want me to do?"
"I've got to go back to the house, Marie, and I'm worried that Roger might still be there."
"And Ted?"
"Oh god, he'd come without a second thought, but he's got an appointment with a client this morning. To be honest with you, Marie; Ted hasn't been able to do a stroke of work since... Well, when I'm there with him, we tend to... Oh, you know what I mean?"
Marie giggled, "Ah still enjoying the first flush, are we? But surely you're jumping the gun a little, Stella. You're not even divorced yet!"
"Marie, I'm making hay while the sun shines. I understand that I've been behaving like an... obnoxious bitch for years now, and I just can't believe that Ted is giving me a second chance. I don't know how long it's going to be before he gets tired of me, but I won't hold any grudges when he does. But in the meantime... while the going's good... I intend to extract every ounce of enjoyment I can from the situation."
"Stella, you're not playing silly-buggers with Ted's emotions, are you?" Marie demanded. "Because if you are, you'll be sorry, girl; I promise you!"
"Hey no, Marie. I'm in love with Ted... I think. I wouldn't do anything to hurt him emotionally. I just can't bring myself to accept that. Oh Christ, Marie! I've been such a bitch to everyone all of my life... even to you. Why should you, Ted or anybody want to be nice to me now?"
"Basically, because we all knew that Stella was still hiding inside that mixed-up head of yours somewhere, hidden behind the bitch Estelle Warender. Even as the bitch, you did some pretty nice things, you know. The women's lib stance you took in college certainly made a lot of the bigots sit up and listen. Actually you achieved some things that only a bitch like Estelle could have achieved."
Although neither could recall how the situation came about, both women were standing and hugging each other.
"Come on," Marie said, "let's go and see if dumb-nuts has burnt your bloody house down?"
"Dumb-nuts?" Stella repeated.
"Yeah dumb-nuts, Stella. That was his name amongst the girls at college, either that or Octopus. Oh, and you remember that first date you went on with him?"
"Well, it wasn't so much a date, Marie. He took me to a university football match."
"And won him that bloody sweepstake pot, or so I'm assured. I should imagine that windfall paid for the second date he took you on!"
Stella didn't reply. She was totally convinced that Marie was speaking the truth. The scenario would fit Roger Cooper's personality to a tee.
----------TWT----------
Stella and Angela
They drove over to Stella's home in Marie's car. Marie suggesting that, should Roger still be at the house, he wouldn't be aware of their arrival. In fact, Marie had thought that Stella was in no fit mental condition to drive herself.
However Stella calmed down considerably when they saw that Roger Cooper's car was not parked in the drive.
What was parked there was a small white van with the words 'Night Security Patrol" written on the side. Stella recognised the van as belonging to one of her father's companies. A young man dressed in a cursory uniform got out of the vehicle and approached them as the two women climbed out of Marie's car.
He greeted them with the words. "Mrs Cooper?"
It wasn't really a question, the young man knew exactly who Stella was. In fact he was requesting permission to speak.
"Yes." Stella replied.
"Your husband has left, madam. There's a lady inside from your father's office; she will be able to explain everything," the young man said, gesturing toward the path that led to the rear door. Then he retreated and got back into his little van as quickly as he could.
Entering by the kitchen door, Stella found Angela -- one of her father's younger PA's -- sitting in the kitchen reading a book. On the table before her were two empty mugs.
Angela had been charged by Stella's father with tidying up and guarding the inside of the house, while Greg (the security man) had been dispatched to guard the outside of the property. Greg's presence was designed to deter Roger Cooper (or anybody else) from returning to the empty property.
Taken by surprise, Angela almost leapt to her feet when she became aware that Stella and Marie were entering the kitchen. "Good morning, Estelle," Angela said, grabbing the mugs from the table and hurriedly beginning to wash them up. "I didn't hear you arrive."
"Hi Angela, how long have you been here?" Stella asked, in a cordial tone that surprised the young woman.
"Um, since about eight this morning, Estelle. Your neighbour called the office yesterday afternoon and informed us that your husband had left the house wide open. I called your father and met him here. It seems that your father did not wish to disturb you yesterday. It was quite a mess in here, but we cleared up most of it last night."
Although she was itching to know the details, Angela did not dare ask Estelle what had occurred. She'd guessed that Estelle's marriage was over, and hadn't even dared to ask Norman Warender for an explanation.
"Your father had the security company station a man outside to keep an eye on things overnight, Mrs Cooper. Then he asked me to wait here today until you arrived. I made Gregory some coffee, I hope that was all right?"
Marie had watched the obviously nervous Angela gush out the hurried explanation of her presence. Marie had seated herself in one of the chairs by the table, where she sat with a silly expression on her face, repeatedly looking from Angela to Stella and back again.
Stella nodded at Angela then glanced around the room before heading off, obviously on a hurried tour of inspection of the house. She returned, remarkably quickly.
"Everything seems to pass muster okay, Angie; thank you very much," Stella said with a smile. "It would appear that you put everything back where it logically should go."
"I did the best I could, Estelle. Someone threw all your lovely clothes all over the place," Angela replied nervously.
It was patently clear to Marie that Angela was frightened stiff of her boss' daughter, and she was fascinated to see how Stella was going to handle the situation. What made it even more interesting for Marie was the fact that she knew that Stella was aware of both aforementioned points.
An ominous silence remained in the room while Stella worked out in her own mind what she should do. Then Ted's words popped into her mind.
"Angie, would you kindly do me a service, please?" she asked in as gentle a tone of voice as she could muster.
Fearing what Estelle was going to ask, Angela nodded in reply.
"From now on, Angela, I'm Stella, and I can assure you that I no longer bite. In fact, in the future if I..." Stella had to stop to think of the right words to use. "Come on a little too strong or all self-righteous on you, you have carte blanche to tell me to... eff-off! And there'll be no comebacks resulting from doing so for you; that I will promise you! Marie here will be your witness to what I've just told you."
Angela stared back at her boss's daughter, struggling to comprehend what she had just said to her.
"What Stella is trying to tell you, Angela," Marie tried to interpret, "is that the pain in the arse Estelle Cooper is no more. This lady here is Stella Warender... soon to be Stella Harper as I understand it, and you might be surprised to learn that she's a very nice person. I know, I went to school with her."
Confused, Angela looked between the two women, as she continued to struggle to comprehend what was happening.
The best Angela could come up with in reply was, "I, er!"
While Norman Warender had always been a great boss and employer to Angela, she had experienced issues with Mrs Warender, over the years -- as she'd had with Estelle on occasion as well. Those experiences had taught Angela to use a healthy helping of discretion around the female members of the Warender clan.
"Angela, I apologise for all the thoughtless things I've said to you in the past. I can promise that will never happen again.
"Thoughtless. I somehow doubt that!" Marie added, in jest. "As I recall, Estelle worked very hard on her insults."
"You're not making this any easier, Marie!" Stella commented.
"Hey kid, I'm not here to make this any easier for you, Stella. By the look on Angela's face, you've got a mighty big portion of humble pie to eat. What did she call you, Angela?"
To this day Angela cannot explain why she answered Marie's question so bluntly.
"Um well, a precocious little schoolgirl, the first week I started with the company. And she told me that my skirts were too short."
"See, I didn't work as hard at being nasty as you claim, Marie." Stella grinned. "Actually I probably meant to call you a salacious little tart that day, Angela; that's far more insulting isn't it? But I apologise to you again, Angela. In my... Estelle's defence," Stella smiled at Marie, "I... Estelle was extremely jealous of you. You are extremely pretty and your legs are far better than mine. And... Well, I was the one who was supposed to... Oh, blimey know what I mean. But I can promise you, Angela, that I will never, ever again say anything nasty, derogatory or be disrespectful to you in the future. Will you please forgive me my crass ignorance and stupidity in the past?"
Angela sank back into the chair she'd been occupying before Stella and Marie entered the kitchen and looked at Marie again, hoping for some kind of an explanation.
Marie read Angela's expression correctly.
"She claims that she's fallen in love with Ted Harper." Marie explained. "Personally I think she's completely lost her marbles. Whatever, this incarnation has gotta be better than that sodding Estelle front she's been putting on for years."
"The artist bloke?" Angela asked.
"That's the man. Apparently he's not only swept Stella off her feet... and out of her knickers." Marie threw another sarcastic smile at Stella. Who -- much to Angela's amazement -- failed to react in anyway, if one ignores the silly face Stella pulled back at Marie. "But he's also swept that bitch Estelle right off the face of the earth," Marie continued.
"No wonder her husband was so pissed-off. He made a right mess of this place yesterday!" Angela commented, without really thinking.
Stella picked up the kettle and began filling it. Instinctively Angela went to stand, with intention of taking over the task. But Stella signalled her to remain seated.
"I wonder if... what's-'is-name, that lad outside, would like another cup of coffee?" Stella mused out loud.
"Greg," Angela replied, "I'll go and ask him."
"No you won't, Angie; I will go! Unlike everybody else around here, I need to practice being pleasant, polite and civil to people." Stella said with a smile, then disappeared through the door.
Angela was left staring at the empty doorway. "Oh my!" She commented.
"Yeah, scary, isn't it?" Marie grinned back at her. "But I do believe that this Stella is going to be with us for a very long time. Teddy Harper has had a thing going for Stella, ever since I've known the bloke, and she's... Well, something gave her one almighty kick up the bum over the weekend. As far as I can see, it can only have been Ted Harper."
"I wonder what are the girls in her office going to make of the new Estelle?" Angela pondered, unintentionally out loud.
"Do you know them?" Marie asked
"Yes, some on them. Well, just to talk to on the telephone. They all claim that Estelle's a real harridan to work for," Angela replied.
"Should be interesting then," Marie grinned. "I think we're going there next. Do you fancy coming along to watch the fun?"
Angela smiled. "You know, I do believe I would. But I think I'd better get back to the Office. I'm sure there's lots of work piling up back there for me."
"Norman's a pile of fun. He'll excuse your absence for a few more hours, I'm sure. Just tell him Marie... and Stella insisted you came with us."
"You know Mr Warender?" Angela asked.
"Probably better than most people, Angela. Stella and I grew up together. We were like sisters for donkey's years. We were round each other's houses all the time while we were at school. Uncle Norm wasn't far short of a surrogate father to me. But then Stella morphed into that bitch Estelle, we've all grown to know too well. It happened very suddenly, you know -- just after we hit puberty. In a matter of months my one-time good friend changed into that selfish cow Estelle. As her boobs grew larger, so did her ego. Hi, Stella."
Marie felt slightly embarrassed as she pondered whether Stella had overheard any part of what she had just said. But then a smile came over her face as she realised that she didn't particularly care if Stella had. Stella wouldn't mind anyway and would take it as a hoot.
Stella, led the bewildered looking young security man (Greg) into the kitchen. Invited him to take a seat and then set about making coffee for all four of them.
Gregory felt self-conscious and wondered what the boss' daughter had planned for him. The lad had never experienced a personal encounter with Estelle Cooper before, but he had he had heard lurid tales concerning the Witch. In fact he was having some difficulty in equating the pleasant, apparently extremely affable and undeniable attractive young woman he'd met that morning with any of those descriptions/warnings, he'd been in receipt of in the past.
Greg was more concerned about the position he found himself in that day, than he had been about some of encounters he'd experienced with a few of the district's ne'er-do-wells, while out on his usual night patrols of the affluent areas of the town.
Marie and Angela sat there looking between Greg and each other, with silly smiles on their faces. That fact added to Greg's confusion, and made him feel even more concerned.
To be more precise, Marie had sensed a certain embarrassment in the young Angela's facial expression, and she read into it a certain something. The smiles she was throwing at Angela were intended more of a tease to let the young woman know that Marie was aware that she had sensed a mutual attraction between the two youngsters.
Greg had been quite... taken with the pretty Angela when he'd seen Mr Warender drop her off at the house that morning. Shortly after, he'd been pleasantly surprised when the attractive young woman had invited him inside for coffee. He'd even dared to believe that he might be making some headway while they sat and talked, whilst they drank said coffee. (Come on, you were young once, so you know exactly what the handsome lad was contemplating).
That first coffee had been followed by a second an hour or so later, during the consumption of which Greg had assured himself that Angela might possibly find him attractive, even if only slightly. Greg had thought that Angela was giving out all the right vibes anyway.
The lad had been sitting in his van trying to think of the correct approach to use to ask Angela out on a date, when he became aware that Estelle Warender was climbing out of a car that had just pulled up by the curb.
Although he had never encountered the woman in person, Greg had instantly recognised Estelle for whom she was. There were photographs of the family plastered all over the walls of Mr Warender's office and company boardroom. On occasions, Greg had patrolled those offices during the night and over weekends.
It had been a very cautious Gregory, who -- trying to look and sound as efficient as possible -- had snapped to attention and reported to Estelle when she'd first arrived home. And Greg was feeling more than a little concerned when she'd reappeared and cordially invited him inside for coffee.
Well, from what Greg had been assured, let's put it bluntly, Greg was kind of wondering whether he'd said anything he should not have done, to the apparently pleasant Angela. With a reputation like Estelle Warender's (or Cooper as she'd become), everyone knew that she still remained "the boss' daughter" when it came to how the staff behaved in her presence. The unexpected affability could well be the calm before the storm, designed to put Greg off of his guard and instil a false sense of security in him.
Stella, having poured the coffees, transferred them to the table and then went to sit herself. But she halted while still only half-seated, Stella's eyes had fallen on the embarrassed expressions on the two youngsters' faces.
Stella failed to understand that Greg's expression wasn't caused so much by the embarrassment, but concern that he was about to get his short and curlies chewed off. (We're not talking in the literal sense here, by the way!) However, Stella had recognised the underlying attraction the two youngsters felt towards each other, even if Gregory was fearing that he was about to lose his job.
"Oh my, that is a surprise!" Stella said, looking at Marie.
Marie grinned back at her. "Yeah, ain't it? What you going to do about it, Stella?"
"Well aren't they...?" Stella asked
"First time they've ever run into each other, today, as I understand it," Marie, grinned back at her.
Greg had no idea what the two women were talking about, but Angela immediately suspected and that suspicion caused her complexion to take on a distinct pinkish hue. That in its turn assured Stella that she was correct, even if it had made Greg look like he wished that he was somewhere else.
Stella smiled at Marie again and then set about interrogating the lad, albeit in a friendly manner and with a smile on her face. In fact, Stella was struggling a little trying to think of all questions that -- in Angela's position -- she'd like to ask a prospective suitor. The grin on Marie's face got larger as she began to realise exactly what Stella was doing.
Considering Greg thoroughly and satisfactorily, grilled -- and having consumed her own coffee -- Stella announced that she was going to upstairs to get changed. But as she stood, she looked Marie right in the eye, before throwing a quick glance in Angela's direction.
"Your turn, Marie." She smiled, then left the room.
While Stella was gone, Marie -- as instructed -- subjected Angela to a remarkably similar inquisition as the one her friend had subjected poor Gregory to.
However all three occupants of the kitchen were in for a shock when Estelle returned to the room a short while later. She was wearing an expensive, well tailored suit designed to make Estelle look efficient and business-like, but at the same time show-off her god given assets to their greatest advantage. She was also sporting a superior expression on her face. That expression proclaimed, "Estelle is here!" and gave no hint that Stella could ever exist.
Stella struggled to prevent herself from laughing as she issued the command, "Angela, would you kindly get my father on the telephone for me, please?"
As was usual, politely spoken, but with the commanding tone of voice, that Estelle had always been infamous for. No one could mistake that the request was an order.



Angela carried out the request without comment, just as Stella had known she would. Marie sat open-mouthed wondering what could have transpired while Stella had been changing, that had prompted the unexpected and unwelcome reappearance of Estelle.
Young Greg gulped down the remainder of his coffee and went to beat a hasty retreat outside, to the safety of his van. However, Estelle's commanding finger, pointing at the seat he'd just vacated, sent him scurrying back to the chair.
"I have Miss Estelle on the line for you, Mr Warender," Angela said into the handset, before passing it to Stella.
Estelle took it without uttering the, customary "Thank You!" Then the three onlookers were surprised by Stella appearing yet again as they listened to her side of the conversation.
"Daddy? Thank you so much, for arranging Angela and Gregory looking after the house for me." ----------- "Yes well... you see, daddy, I need to ask a really big favour of you. May I continue borrowing both of them for the rest of the day, please? I've still got to arrange getting the locks changed on the house, but I really do need to put in an appearance at my own office today, as well. There's some long overdue major changes I've got to get organised there today." ----------- "I understand he's been up all night daddy. But couldn't you find someone else to cover Gregory's shift for him this evening. The poor lad will have been stuck here all day. He deserves the night off. Besides, I suspect he'll have somewhere very important to go tonight" ----------- "Thank you, daddy!" ----------- "No Teddy's got to get some work done today, he's been a little busy with other things of late. Marie has been kind enough to offer me moral support today." ----------- "Yes of course, that Marie. Who else could I be talking about?" ----------- "Thank you, daddy. Bye."
Stella hit the disconnect button and then stood there beaming at her audience.
"My father sends you his love, Marie, and suggests you've been avoiding him of late."
"I've been avoiding someone, but it wasn't your father! And if you try to pull another stunt like that on me, Stella, I'll bloody-well brain you. Your scared the life out of all three of us for a minute there."
"Sorry, but I just couldn't resist it. That was a real hoot; you should have seen your faces!" Stella replied with a grin.
Eventually it was decided that Angela and Gregory would wait at the house until the locksmith had changed the locks. Then Gregory would then drive Angela home.
"That should give you plenty of time to get ready for this evening, Angie." Stella said with a grin.
"Why, where am I going?" Angela asked.
"You're dining at Romano's with Gregory here. My treat to the pair of you for watching the house for me today. Go on, Angie call the restaurant and book the table. Then I can tell them the bill is to go onto my account, and I can make sure they know you are expecting gold star service, or Estelle will want to know why!" Stella smiled and then turned her attention to Gregory.
"Dark suit and tie job, young man. And if you haven't swept her off her feet by the end of the evening, I'd suggest you avoid me completely in future." Stella smiled again at the confused looking lad. "Now come along, Marie, if we can time this right we can sneak into the office while most of them are still at lunch."
"And scare the arse off them as they come back?" Marie enquired.
"Wind them up a little, in fact, Marie. I've got a really good one planned for them, so don't you dare warn them I'm coming, Angie!" Stella smiled.
Angela hadn't been planning any such move. Her mind was too busy trying to understand the morning's events. She knew that it must actually be her boss' daughter giving her orders, but Angela could not equate the woman to the Estelle she thought she'd known so well.
----------TWT----------
Meanwhile back at Ted's Studio
Ted's meeting with his client had taken a lot less time than he'd expected. It seems the man had already decided that it was Ted he wanted to paint a family portrait, and the visit was really just to enquire about the cost and discover how the operation would be undertaken. Much to Ted's pleasure, the guy did not appear at all fazed, when he quoted his usual fee. Once the guy had left, Ted returned to his studio with the firm intention of getting some work done.
He was unaware of what drew his attention to the window a while later, but through it he saw the immaculately maintained vintage E Type pulling up at the curb.
"Shit! What the hell does she want?" Ted said out loud to the empty room -- slightly aggrieved at being disturbed in his labour.
He then watched as Douglas (Lady Toddhunter-Brown's chauffer), dressed as always in a doubled breasted grey suit, struggled to extract his bulk from the drivers seat, straightened his jacket and smoothed his hair, before putting his cap on.
While going through his standard routine, Douglas glanced up at Ted and smiled. There was a mutual understanding between the two men that cannot be adequately explained here. Then Douglas -- looking completely out of place -- walked around the sports car and, standing very smartly, opened the nearside rear door to allow his employer to alight from the vehicle.
Her Ladyship's use of the E Type informed Ted that at least she was making a social call upon him. Todsie invariably made her appearances in her extremely large, impressive (also vintage) Rolls Royce when on official visits. The sight of the E Type led most people who were familiar with her Ladyship to relax a little.
Not that either incarnation of Lady Toddhunter-Brown frightened Ted, as they were won't to do many people.
Ted glanced back at the new painting of Stella he'd just begun -- not the work he should have been attending to that morning -- sighed, and flipped the cover down over it. Then he quickly made his way downstairs to put the kettle on, before Douglas (or Nancy herself) could beat him to the task. Ted was retrieving the silver tea-service -- a present from Todsie he rarely used -- from of a cupboard as Douglas opened the cottage door to allow his employer to enter his Gallery.
Nancy Toddhunter-Brown was a woman who had presence. The two inch heels on her shoes took her height to a smidgen over six feet. She was broad -- rotund, some people might say -- but she could not truly be described as fat. Her personality was gigantic, overpowering to many. And, when she chose, Nancy's voice... Well, let's just say Lady Toddhunter-Brown had never needed to resort to the use of a PA system when giving a public speech. Which, owing to her vocal prowess, was a duty Lady Toddhunter-Brown was frequently called upon to undertake.
"Good morning, milady. To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?" Ted asked -- with a humorously sarcastic tone to his voice -- as Lady Toddhunter-Brown entered his gallery.
Todsie had visited Ted not ten days previous and it was unusual for her to call into the gallery more than once every two months or so. Her visit the previous week had been an official one. She'd brought an acquaintance along who was looking to have portraits of his daughters painted, to introduce him to Theodore.
"Good morning, Teddy. It's so nice to hear that you are so delighted to see me."
"Come-on, Todsie, I'm always pleased to see you..."
"While I'm signing cheques, or introducing you to new clients," Lady Toddhunter-Brown interjected with a smile.
Almost ignoring her comment as if he hadn't heard it, Ted went on.
"...but I'm an artist, Todsie, and you know that I need quiet and solitude to work in. I have to create the right ambiance."
"Bullshit, Teddy!" Todsie smiled back at him. "But I do have to admit, you are learning. Now if you could just add a little... bewilderment with the world in general into it, I might even start to believe you myself. These people are expecting to find a certain je ne sais quoi, an aloofness, a disconnection from the real world about you, Teddy."
"Lady T, you didn't come charging in here this morning to lecture me on how to handle my clients."
"Of course not, Teddy. I'm here, because I've been hearing some very disquieting rumours about your social life."
"Oh my, and just what do these unfounded rumours impute, Todsie?"
"Teddy; it's not unknown for members of your particular profession to enjoy the odd dalliance with some of their married clients. I suppose it's considered acceptable by some... Or possibly I should rephrase that. Ignorable behaviour, amongst your more bohemian or avant-garde peers. However it's come to my attention that you've been seen keeping company with..."
"Keeping company!" Ted interjected with a wry smile on his face.
"Quiet, Teddy. Todsie is speaking!" She admonished him was a smile.
Lady Toddhunter-Brown liked Ted and enjoyed his company. Much like her chauffer Douglas, Ted was polite and respectful towards her at all times, if a little mocking and cheeky on occasion. But neither man ever appeared to display the sycophantic behaviour that she'd learnt to tolerate, but which annoyed Nancy so much.
"Now, it's been brought to my attention that you've been seen keeping company with the Warender girl."
"Bloody-'ell, Todsie, that was soddin' quick." Ted smiled back at her. "We only started... keeping company, on Sunday afternoon. And boy, have we been keeping some bloody company, if you get my drift? Non-stop until this morning, to be precise! Stella had to go home to procure a change of attire."
"No untruths now, Teddy. You were seen with her on Saturday evening," Lady Toddhunter-Brown replied, in her best schoolteacher tone.
"On Saturday evening, Milady, Estelle Warender... or Cooper as she's become... was as pissed as a fart, totally senseless. And I put on my best Sir Galahad act. I intervened into what could have developed into a very upsetting experience for the young lady, and transported her to the General, where she could safely sober-up under medical supervision."
Instinctively knowing that he was telling her the truth, a somewhat relieved Lady Toddhunter-Brown smiled back at Ted. But she added the word "And?" for she was aware that there had to be more to the story.
"It seems that Stella's marriage to Cooper has not been all that it should have been, Todsie. From Stella's account, Cooper's been playing the field for a number of years now. On Saturday, Stella decided to ambush him with his latest floozy in the Pig and Whistle. I'm not sure what she really intended; embarrass him in front of witnesses, I should imagine. Anyway, while trying to mingle with the crowd to keep a low profile, Stella accepted a drink or two from the wrong sort people. I was forced to step-in before things got out of hand."
"Just like Sir Galahad would!"
"Of course, Todsie. What else would you expect of me?"
"Teddy, I've always known that you would do the right thing. However I'm not too sure that the Warender girl is the right woman for you. You've had a certain fascination for that woman for a very long time now. Anyone who's closely examined your studio, as I have, knows that for a fact. I just need to assure myself that you are... thinking this through to its ultimate conclusion."
"Nancy, Stella says that she's going to divorce Cooper and marry me as soon as we can arrange it!"
"Oh my, that is a surprise. But that girl has always known what she wanted. I'm more worried about how long she'll want it for! Teddy, I've always known that you were infatuated with the woman, please don't let that blind you to her shortcomings!"
"She was a right little bitch, you mean. But Stella doesn't appear to be a bitch anymore. Besides, she'll be my bitch, won't she?"
"Very well, I can see that you've made your mind up. However I hope you won't object if I have a word with the young woman myself."
"Would it make any difference if I said that I do object, Nancy?"
"No, of course not!"
"Then it was a rhetorical question, wasn't it? As always, you'll do whatever you think best, Nancy."
"Teddy, you know I look upon you as a surrogate son. The black sheep of the family I'll concede, but still like you are my own flesh and blood. After all, your mother isn't around to keep an eye on you, is she?"
"Nancy, I have to admit that you are like a favoured aunt to me. However, on occasions you very much bring Lady Bracknell to mind," Ted smiled at her.
Lady Toddhunter-brown smiled back at Ted.
"There you go with that flattery again, Teddy. I'm only looking out for your best interests, young man. Now where's that tea you were making, or do I have to serve myself... again?"
End of chapter 3
TWT
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By Denham Forrest
TWT
Stella at her Office
Walter Peel had just returned to his chair after making himself his lunchtime coffee. Walter's job was a cross between doorman and receptionist. He would vet visitors and direct them to the floor the companies they wished to visit were on. His secondary -- and probably more important -- role was to watch over the vehicles in the car park via the monitors on his desk.
It was a movement on one of those monitors that caught Walter's eye. A black estate car was reversing into one of the reserved parking bays. What's more Walter instantly recognised that it wasn't the vehicle that had exclusive use of that particular parking bay.
No matter what else Walter was doing -- or whom he was speaking to -- the arrival of that particular vehicle in that parking bay would prompt Walter to pick up the phone on his desk and dial an internal number. He'd then shout the two words, "She's here!" into the mouthpiece at whoever answered the call, hang up and then rush over to be ready to open the door to allow Her Majesty to make her entrance.
It was a well-rehearsed routine designed to prevent Walter from receiving a public tongue-lashing from the dreaded Estelle Cooper.
However, although Walter did pick up the handset that day, he did not dial. "She" had never reversed a car into that parking bay, or any other parking bay as far as Walter was aware. In fact, it wasn't unknown for her to dump her vehicle right outside the front door, and then send one of her minions down to park it after she'd reached her office.
Besides, the vehicle was a medium priced run-of-the-mill family car (an older model at that), to Walter's eye. Her Majesty only ever travelled in top-of-the-range model vehicles, or black cabs.
However, Walter did leap to his feet. If she was to arrive and find an alien vehicle parked in her private spot, Walter would be for the "high jump" and he knew it. So he also knew that he would have to go outside and see this miscreant off.
----------TWT----------
"That's my parking bay there, Marie; would you mind reversing in to it, please?" Stella asked.
"I'll do my best, Stell, but reversing isn't my forte," Marie replied.
"Mine neither, but if you drive in forwards the security man might recognise me on the camera. I'd like to keep my arrival in the office as a surprise. He telephones and warns them I'm... Estelle is on her way up."
Marie smiled back at Stella. She was aware of her friend's rough plan for the rest of the day.
After Marie had parked, the two women sat in the Passat and awaited Walter Peel's arrival at Marie's door before either made any attempt to exit the vehicle.
"I'm sorry, Miss, but you can't park here..." Walter had just begun to say, when Stella's head appeared above the roof on the passenger side.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Mrs Cooper. I didn't realise that it was you in the passenger seat."
"You weren't supposed to see me, Walter; that's why we reversed in. Now you will please stay with us until we are inside the building. Today is one day I do not wish you to warn my employees that I've arrived."
Once inside the building, Stella asked Marie to stay with Walter to ensure that he did not use the telephone while she made her up to her offices. Then Walter and Marie watched Stella enter the lift, then the indicator as it ascended to the sixth floor.
"But her office is on the fifth," Walter exclaimed, without thinking.
"She'll walk down. I doubt that there's a bell that rings when the staircase door opens on the fifth. Stella really is hoping to catch them on the hop today!" Marie grinned back at him.
Meanwhile, five floors above, Stella was looking through the little window in the fire door, studying the reception area of her own offices.
Young Hazel, the pretty young gofer/girl Friday/receptionist, was sat behind her desk, while young Anthony was... Yeah well, it was obvious to Stella that Hazel had an admirer. Possibly a budding office romance, Stella suspected.
It struck Stella that very suddenly she was seeing romance everywhere she looked, and she wondered why she hadn't done so before. But then she had to admit that she herself had not been in-love the last time she'd visited the office.
Very slowly and quietly Stella pushed the door open just enough to slip through the gap, then let the door close gently. She'd crept across the foyer and was stood not five feet from Hazel and Anthony when they finally became aware of her presence.
Both youngsters were totally shocked to find themselves unexpectedly confronted by the dragon herself. Like everybody else in the office they'd assumed that the advance warning system was infallible.
Hazel leapt to her feet, her mouth opening and closing, but not uttering a sound. Anthony tried to back away; he could think of no excuse to give Estelle for being out of the main office ten minutes after lunch hour was over, and just wished he was back sitting at his desk.
"Don't you dare move an inch, young man!" Estelle's usual voice instructed, albeit rather more quietly than either Hazel or Anthony had expected. But they accepted that their saving grace was the fact Stella had no wish to advertise her presence in the main office, just yet.
Stella moved her attention to the young woman and, with a subtle wave of her finger, instructed Hazel to sit back down in her chair and remain silent. Then -- in the same commanding but unusually quiet tone -- she instructed Hazel to call the main entrance and ask Walter to send Marie up. The fact that Estelle added the word "please" confused Hazel.
Then they all remained where they were, awaiting Marie's arrival.
When Marie did arrived on the fifth floor, it was by the same surreptitious route that Stella had used herself.
As she exited the stairwell, Marie glanced through the glass wall into the main office. It was instantly apparent to her that nobody other than the two petrified looking youngsters Stella was standing guard over was yet aware of her presence in the building. It looked to Marie like most of the rest of the staff were milling around main office, chatting.
"Don't look so worried you two, things might not be as bad as they appear!" Marie consoled Stella's two captives, with a smile. "What now, Stell?"
"You go first Marie, Tony and Hazel will walk together behind you. Then I will hide at the back, and with any luck none of them will spot me until it's too late. This should be a real hoot. Will you look at them all in there?"
Stella did have the outline of the plan for the afternoon in her head; surprise had been a pivotal point in the exercise. Discovering Anthony sitting on Hazel's desk had been extremely fortuitous. Stella had wondered how she was going to get across the foyer and into the main the main office without being seen.
One or two of the office staff did notice Marie enter the room, but Angela and Tony's presence didn't lead to any of them reacting to her arrival. However when Estelle stepped out from behind the three newcomers, a wave of stunned silence seemed to sweep across the office. Only one telephone's persistent ring broke that silence.
It was probably the sudden silence that accentuated the sound of that telephone in the office manager's -- Sarah Parker's -- mind. Seated in Estelle's private domain, she'd been studying some paperwork.
Sarah looked up wondering why the telephone had not been answered, and saw her job evaporating before her eyes. Estelle was glowering at her from the far end of the office.
"You two remain here," Estelle, commanded Hazel and Anthony. Then she barked at everyone else in the office, "All of you will remain exactly where you are, please. Come along, Marie, this way, please."
The fact that Estelle had used the 'please' word to her (mostly unrecognised) companion didn't surprise anyone. But the fact she'd terminated her command to them with the word, totally confused them. It was unknown for their Lord and Empress to use either 'please' or 'thank you' to any of her underlings.
Sarah having risen from Estelle's plush chair on first sight of the witch herself, began to inch her way toward her allotted side of the desk.
On entering the office, Estelle instructed Sarah return to seat she had been unofficially occupying, with her customary pointing finger and stern expression. In fact, Stella herself wondered where and when she'd learnt the art of controlling people with a wave of her finger.
Estelle then seated herself on the secretary's chair and invited Marie to take the visitor chair. Then with a hostile expression on her face she stared into Sarah's eyes.
"This is just not good enough, Mrs Parker, why is everyone milling around out there?"
"They've only just come back from lunch, Mrs Cooper. Thirty minutes isn't really long enough for them to get to the nearest food establishments and back again. I have ... requested in the past that we change to a one-hour lunch break," Was the only reply Sarah could come up with.
"Hmm." Stella replied at the same as she winked at Marie. "Now if I recall correctly, the other day you mentioned the annual salary review, Mrs Parker. Have you got the file handy?"
Sarah reached into Estelle's in-tray and, removing the top folder from it, placed the folder on the desk before her boss.
Stella didn't even open the folder, she picked up a pen and wrote 'Five percent across the board!' on the folder and then she signed the remark. Then she crossed out the signature and replaced it with words Stella Warender. But then, after smiling at Marie, she crossed that out and signed Stella Harper, adding nee Warender in brackets.
"From this day forth lunch breaks at this company are one hour long, Sarah and there will be no change to our start and finish times. Oh and you, my dear, should you want the position... Well that is your seat now from now on. You are not the officer manager anymore, you are the boss. That's of course providing you wish to accept the position. You do everything anyway. I just come in now and again to wind you up and make myself feel important. Oh we will have to renegotiate your salary of course, to reflect your newfound responsibility.
Sarah did not reply she just sat in the big chair with her mouth open, trying to understand what had come over her employer.
Eventually her eyes moved to Marie, an old (somewhat vague) acquaintance from their college days.
Marie grinned back at Sarah and then said, "Yeah, scary ain't it! But would you believe that Madam Fauntleroy has fallen in love with Teddy Harper?"
Having attended the same college, Sarah Parker knew exactly who Ted Harper was. Sarah's eyes moved to the now beaming Stella who nodded.
"But your husband?" Sarah almost mumbled.
"Not for much longer, Sarah. No one could really call that cheating weasel a husband anyway. He's gone, if only unofficially, and Ted Harper is my new life partner. Soon to be husband if I can hang on to the bugger. Although I must admit, that I'm quite concerned that everybody -- well every female at least -- seems to know him."
"We all lived in hope back at college, Estelle. But that man appeared to have tunnel vision or a very discerning nature; very few of the girls managed to catch his eye," Sarah replied.
"Yeah, his eyes were on Miss tight-arse." Marie offered but she enlarged no further.
Sarah glanced toward Stella and nodded in understanding.
"Right, girls, we can't keep that lot standing out there all day; I want to take them all over the Rose and Crown for a quick drink to celebrate my recent good fortune. I think Teddy would approve of that. And Sarah, please do not mention the salary increases or the extension of lunch breaks until I've left today. I'm sure some of them have their cars with them; we don't want anyone getting carried away, do we?
Oh, and my last action as de facto manager here. Are all the office chairs as uncomfortable as this ... bloody thing?"
"All the employees' seats are the same, Estelle!"
"Stella, Sarah! Well bugger the cost, upgrade the bloody things A.S.A.P. Now come-on, let's go scare the crap out of that lot? They're all looking terrified."
All three women were conscious of the murmuring that came to an abrupt halt as they exited the office.
----------TWT----------
Later, back at Ted's Studio
"How'd it go at the office?" Ted asked as Stella arrived in the gallery.
"Well, it was fun. However I'm not too sure that all of my employees believe that it's true."
"What's true?"
"That the old Estelle is no more."
"Christ, even I'm not convinced of that one, kiddo. They should learn to take what good fortune they can find."
"Well, I have given them all a raise, and I've extended their lunch time to an hour."
"Hey Stell, I think this newfound altruism might be going to your head. You don't have to buy friendship, just be... well, civilised with folks."
"I was not trying to buy their friendship, Ted. At least, I didn't think I was. But I have been one tight-fisted employer, you know, who was never satisfied no matter how hard they worked. I can see that was a mistake now. Hey, I've even arranged to upgrade all their work chairs, as well."
"That might be the definition of altruism, Stella."
----------TWT----------
The Following Morning
By prearrangement, Marie had arrived at Stella's house after dropping her children at school. Stella had to go to the house to get changed and, while making the pair of them coffee, she was thinking it might be a good idea to move some of her clothes to Ted's Studio.
Marie was carrying out a tour of inspection. Although she'd visited the house the previous day, Marie hadn't had the chance to get a good look around. It was as she was descending the stairs that she spied the large black limousine as it pulled to the curb outside property.
Then she watched in fascination as Douglas -- following his usual dress routine -- formally marched around the monstrosity and up to the front door of the house.
Curiosity had led Marie to open the door before Douglas had even rung the bell. He bowed his head courteously, and handed Marie Lady Toddhunter-Brown's visiting card, before saying, "Her Lady Toddhunter-Brown wishes to know if Mrs Estelle Cooper is available to receive visitors. Her ladyship desires an audience with Mrs Cooper, most urgently."
Somewhat taken aback -- Marie had recognised the vehicle and knew exactly who Lady Toddhunter-Brown was -- she retreated into the kitchen where Stella had been making them both coffee.
"Christ Stella, you'll never believe who's outside. Only that Toddhunter-Brown woman... and she wants to see you. Er, shall I tell her man to ask her to come in?"
Stella wasn't exactly shocked to hear the Lady Toddhunter-Brown was paying her a call. As Estelle, she had trained herself never to appear surprised about anything. However, she was totally confused about why the woman would wish to call upon her. But whatever the reason for the visit, Stella knew she couldn't leave the woman waiting outside; neither could she decline to let her in. Her mother would have a heart attack had she done either.
"Yes, of course. Would you be kind enough to show her ladyship into the lounge for me please, Marie!"
"What can she want?" Marie asked.
Stella smiled, "Buggered if I know, as Teddy would say."
"Christ, he has got to you hasn't he? Anyway, looks like our shopping expedition is going out the window," Marie replied, before scurrying off to complete her allotted task.
Stella quickly checked her makeup and ensured that not a hair was out of place. Then she waited until she heard Marie inviting her ladyship to make herself comfortable in the lounge before making her appearance.
"Good morning, your ladyship, it's so nice to see you again. May I introduce my close friend and confidant Marie Tatlar," Stella said, as she entered the room.
Having seated herself Lady Toddhunter-Brown stood to shake Stella's hand. Then taking Marie's hand said, "I'm very pleased to meet you, young lady," before reseating herself in one of the lounge chairs.
"I'll make some tea, shall I?" Marie ventured, Toddhunter-Brown's very presence overwhelming her somewhat.
"As I can sense that someone has just brewed coffee," Lady Toddhunter-Brown smiled back at her, "that would suffice very nicely, thank you. Unless of course, Estelle or yourself would prefer tea."
Marie didn't wait for Stella to say anything, and retreated to the kitchen post-haste.
"My, you've certainly grown into an attractive young woman, Estelle. It must be nearly twenty years since your mother last brought you to the Hall. You were such a scrawny little child. Quite a tomboy really. However it did come to my notice that... Well, you took after your mother as you grew older."
Stella was not annoyed at her ladyship's bluntness or any implied criticism. Lady Toddhunter-Brown was infamous for her outspokenness; no one could ever claim that they didn't know exactly where they stood with the woman.
"Yes, possibly in more ways than were good for me," Stella replied.
Nancy Toddhunter-Brown smiled, almost completely convinced that Ted had been correct, and Estelle could well have changed, for the better. But she still felt she needed to go through the motions.
"You know why I'm here of course, don't you, Estelle?"
"No, I'm afraid I do not, milady."
"T E Harper, Estelle. He is a very good friend of mine and it's come to my notice that you and Ted appear to be keeping company of late."
"I've fallen in love with Ted, milady." Stella replied.
Lady Toddhunter-Brown frowned.
"Did you not fall in love with your husband at one time, Estelle?"
"No milady, I did not. I had no idea what love was, let alone what it was all about. When I married Roger Cooper, I thought life was all about duty and position. I accepted his offer of marriage because I thought it was the right thing to do. I very soon discovered that it wasn't. I stayed married to the man because... Well I'm not exactly sure why I did stay with him really. Possibly because I thought that was the right thing to do, as well. I'd made my bed, so I'd have to learn to damn well lay in it. Unfortunately, Roger decided that he preferred to lay in someone else's bed."
"And now you've moved your affections to Ted."
"No, not exactly. I've given my heart to Teddy. I'm in love with Ted Harper, and I'm so happy that I really don't know how to express how happy I am."
"In three days?"
"No, in less than a day. The first time I'd ever spoken to Ted properly was on Sunday morning. He was sitting beside my bed in the hospital when I woke up. I found him rude and arrogant, but completely charming at the same time. Less than two hours later I was besotted with the man. No one had ever spoken to me like that before and got away with it! Ted... well... oh damn, it took me just those two hours to fall head over heels in love with the man. I just hadn't understood what love is before.
"My only fear is that Ted will tire of me. I haven't been the nicest person in the past and at one time I was particularly curt with Teddy. All he wanted to do was paint my portrait and I... Well, I insulted him in front of all the other students at college."
"But Teddy did paint that portrait of you anyway, Estelle. He kept almost all of those paintings for himself. I'm here today because I wouldn't like to see the boy get hurt, emotionally. I've got a really soft spot for that young man myself. If I was thirty years younger you'd have a fight on your hands, young lady."
The two women were sat in silence, smiling at each other, when Marie returned to the room carrying the coffee tray.
----------TWT----------
Later that same day
"I had a visitor this morning!" Stella informed Ted as she settled into the passenger seat of his car.



Ted and Stella were going out for a meal, before they... Yeah well, that was the basic plan. They were both aware that Stella would be sleeping-over at Ted's studio again that night.
"Who was that? Not Roger I hope," Ted replied. "You know if that bugger gives you any stick, Stella, all you gotta do is call."
"Christ no, Ted. I doubt Roger will ever come near the place again; he's probably terrified that he'd find you there. Actually you haven't even crossed the threshold yet. Is there something you don't like about my house?"
"Only that it's technically some other mans home, Stella. Once your official separation comes through, I'll probably feel different. We will have to replace the bed though. Well the mattress at least. I wouldn't like to contemplate..."
"Ted, Marie and I went out today. I've already ordered two replacement beds. One for our room and one for what was Roger's. I have no idea whom he might have ... screwed on it, when I wasn't around.
"Anyway, what I was trying to say was, before Marie and I went out shopping this morning, Nancy called in to see me."
"Toddhunter-Brown?" Ted enquired.
"The very woman!" Stella replied smiling.
"Bugger, what did she want?" Ted asked, fearing he already knew.
But then it struck him that Stella had referred to Nancy, and not Lady Toddhunter-Brown as he would have expected.
"Nancy?" He enquired.
"Oh yes, we're best buddies now. It would seem that Nancy has a soft spot for you, Teddy my boy. Quite the charmer on the quiet, aren't we?"
"She's just a client, really, Stella. But for some reason she's decided that I need mothering."
"You happen to remind her of a certain stable boy, Ted, who worked for her family when she was a young woman. I do believe she was in love with the lad, but her family must have put an end to it. According to Nancy he went off to join the army. Then the silly sod got himself killed, in a training exercise or something. By the tone of her voice, I'd say Nancy was quite cut-up about it. Anyway that's why she's taken such a shine to you."
"She told you about it? But I didn't think you knew her personally."
"I do now that I'm about to be marry her number one boy. I've met her in the past of course, mother runs around after the woman like a demented kitten. Anyway we -- you and I -- have an open invitation to one of Nancy's dinner parties, along with my parents. We don't have to go if you don't wish to; Nancy said that dinner parties aren't really your thing. But she ... we believe it would go a long way to getting my mother off your back."
"Christ, I'm not sure what would be worse: having your mother on my back forever, or suffering through one of Nancy's formal shindigs."
"They aren't formal, they're supposed to be relaxed dinner parties, Ted."
"Stella nothing about the folks who attend one of Nancy's dinners is relaxed. A cocktail party maybe, I can sneak out or hide at one of them. But dinner? No chance!"
"That's what Nancy said you'd say, but I promised her I'd give it a try."
"You two do seem to have hit it off together, she's allowing you to call her Nancy, as well?"
"Better than Nancy, Ted. I got idea that once we're married, I get to call her Todsie." Stella burst into laughter at the thought. "Mother will have kittens."
"That's unkind, Stella!" Ted chided her.
"I know, but it's the irony of it, Ted. Estelle Cooper would never have been permitted to address Nancy by any other name than milady. Stella Harper will get to call her by her childhood nickname. I just think it's so funny. It makes a complete mockery of everything my mother ever taught me."
"Diplomacy prevents me from commenting, Stella."
"Ted, shall we skip the restaurant and pick-up a takeaway somewhere?"
"How do you fancy, Strawberries and Cream for after, Stella?"
"Now you're talking, Teddy!"
Life Goes On, for Ted and Stella
----------TWT----------
Epilogue
Ted and Stella did get married eventually. However they do not now live full time at either Ted's studio-cum-gallery nor Stella's house. Angela looks after the day-to-day running of Ted's Gallery, while her husband Gregory, provides security and maintains the grounds at both properties.
Our lovers now mostly reside in a so-called Country Villa (in fact a large converted and very ancient farmhouse) nestled amongst the hills of Tuscany. There Ted spends at least some of his time painting, and the rest "playing" with the children and/or Stella!
Marie and her children are frequent summer visitors, as are Stella's parents. Although Daphne Warender insists that outside of the property reminds her of a ruin, even with the modern extensions and swimming pool.
Whether by accident or design -- no one has ever commented -- the Villa is located a mere stone's throw along the valley from the Toddhunter-Brown winter retreat.
Termini
----------TWT----------
This is the last I shall write about Ted and Stella. My original intention was to write a brief humorous yarn. Everything after the first chapter was written in response to reader requests. It could well be, that was a mistake.
The last two chapters of this yarn were not posted on this site originally because I have issues with how the site is run. Comments disappear and the number of votes on a story counted varies unjustifiably from my perspective.
TWT
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There is no descriptive sex in this story
Notes: All future posting under any of my by-lines will use British English as it is "spoken" within the United Kingdom, if the reader can't get their heads around that then they should read no further.
Clarifications, some readers might find useful.
Wally/Wallies: A silly or inept person
Wallah/s: a person of a specified kind or having a specified role
Pillock: stupid person
Witter/wittering: speak at length about trivial matters.
Fanskap or Fanskarp: Bastard (or something vaguely similar) in Swedish I believe. I've personally only ever encountered the word being used by one person, back in the 1960's; a Swedish girlfriend of mine who used the word to describe her divorced mother's new partner. I kinda got the impression the so-named Fanskap was the catalyst that brought about her parents' divorce. The young woman used the name with such venom in her voice, that I naturally assumed that it must be of a derogatory nature and used it in this yarn.
Short note of explanation for the uninitiated of the somewhat ambiguous and confusing way the different sectors British education system are referred to. A "Public School" in the UK, is in effect a "private school", where the student's parents pay for their children's tuition. Schools financed by the UK government are termed "State Schools". (However some privately managed schools, primarily what could be described as "religious establishments" may be partly or wholly financed by the government. While it has to be admitted that "Public Schools" very often offer a better level of education than "State Schools". That doesn't equate that everybody who is educated in such an establishment is more intelligent, especially so in the more expensive public schools; some of the dumbest berks I've ever encountered were supposedly educated in those elite old-boys arse-kissing clubs. It just means that their parents had more cash available to buy them a "head start" in life. It doesn't really matter how much of a buffoon (or crook) you are, the correct "old school tie" still opens all the right doors in the UK, and generally helps to insulate you from the real world. As well as "line your pockets" at everybody else's expense.
Throwing Snowballs at the Moon
Right from the start, I'd thought it was a really bad idea, but I'd had to try something... anything. Even if I was convinced that I was wasting my before I got there, -- and everybody else's -- time.
Bill Gillard (my boss) had heard about the vacancy and insisted that I go after the job. Bill knew as well as I did, that I was going to need a lot more cash going into my bank accounts, than he would ever be able to pay me, if I was going to stand any chance of winning the custody case...
Shit, I needed a damned sight more cash than I had, just to pay all the bleeding legal Wallies. Let alone, pay for a nanny or someone to look after the kids during the day whilst I was at work, if -- by some freak chance -- I did come out on top in court.
Job interviews have never been my thing at the best of times; I doubt many other folks enjoy them either. I'd got through the preliminaries without too much trouble and made it onto the short list. But this particular interview -- when HRH Jack Goldberg himself was going to be present -- was the one that I really wasn't looking forward to.
You see, Jack Goldberg and I had... er, well history of sorts. Well, that ain't exactly the truth. What is true, is that I'd had a... um, a liaison for more than a few months with one Canella Goldberg -- usually known to most people as Ella, or Ellie -- the old bugger's daughter during our teenage years.
Actually, if I'm being totally honest about it, it was a very intense liaison, if you understand where I'm coming from.
But I'm afraid that I have to say, my family didn't much approve of me courting a Jewish girl. Even if she was a cracking looker, who drove (me) around in a brand new car. Look my folks weren't anti-Semitic, but they definitely were extremely class conscious. My father had this thing about people that he considered had been born with a silver spoon in their mouth.
And Canella's family? Well, Ellie's folks didn't much approve of her keeping company with someone whom they considered came from the wrong side of town either. And, I wouldn't be at all surprised; whom they understood was a Christian to boot; even if I didn't attend church every Sunday.
Bugger, the only times I'd been inside a church since my own christening -- that I could remember, that is -- had been to attend the odd, wedding, christening, funeral and the like. Oh shit yeah, and my own wedding of course; but lets not go there, just yet!
Well, to be fair to everybody, I'm not at all convinced that religion came into the equation as far as the Goldberg's were concerned. I believe that no mater who he was -- or what religion he followed -- if he hadn't attended a public school, then there would be no way that the Goldberg's would have considered any-bugger a suitable candidate for a perspective son-in-law.
See there was the problem, my old man thought that everybody educated in the privileged public sector, should be stood against a wall and shot -- not literally by the way -- but you get that general mindset. And Ellie's family appeared to be of the opinion that people educated in the government sector were beneath them.
Mind you, for some inexplicable reason, the old Triumph I rode around on -- along with the accompanying leather jacket, jeans and boots -- appeared to produce a very similar reaction to the Goldberg's, in most of the parents of the girls I courted back in those days. Of course they never saw me in the smart suit I wore to the office during my working day.
Maybe that's why I wore the leather gear and even rode the motorcycle. I was young and I wanted to look the rebel at least. Most of my friends were still at college and didn't have an "office dress code" to adhere to during their working day.
For a while, Ellie and I had had some real fun together; quite a long "while" really. Mind you, I did get a load of ribbing from the boys. You know, snide little digs about me only going with Ellie Goldberg in the first place, because she drove me around the nice new car, that her daddy had brought her for her seventeenth birthday. Like a lot of youngsters, I couldn't afford a car of my own back in those days. And besides, even in the dead of winter there's places you can park, and things you can do in a car, that you can't do on the saddle of an old Triumph Bonnie; take my word for it!
Yeah well, I suppose I have to admit that that car might have had some influence on our relationship forming in the first place. But by far the biggest attraction -- for a hormonal teenager that is -- had been that Ellie was... Well, Ellie was one tasty looking sort by any bugger's measure. But to be perfectly honest with you, to begin with, I probably did chat-her-up, mainly because word had gone around the boys that Ellie would never demean herself by keeping company with a Gentile.
Being a bit of a 'lad' back then, and one who fancied his chances to the extreme, and who also carried the reputation of having the gift of the gab. That rumour had been like a red rag to a bull to me; I just had to prove to the world, that I was the man with golden touch. Or, more to the point, who could have any female he wanted. Whatever, I proved that rumour was wrong, damned quickly, once I'd set my mind to the task.
I'll also admit that when we started going together, I did not take the relationship seriously. Christ, I was young and didn't take very much in life seriously back then. I kind of had it figured, that maybe Ellie was only going out with me to squash the rumour that she was some kind of a snob.
However, as time went on, I found myself getting attached to Ella and I deludedly came to believe, that she felt the same way about me. Despite the obvious disapproval of our respective families, and the ribbings I regularly received from the lads.
You know, Ella and I must have gone together for nigh-on two years, before her daddy shipped her off to... Good question, Ellie called it a school, but I always thought it was some kind of university. Later, I came to believe that it must have been one of those Swiss finishing schools you hear about. You know, the places that those debutant birds used go off too, to learn... shit I'm buggered if I know what they learn at those places, probably how not to slum it with the likes of me, I suppose. To my mind the Goldberg's always did have delusions of grandeur
Anyway, I weren't much for writing letters back then, and... well, although I was more than a little upset that Ellie was gone, but the old hormones were still doing their thing, and there were plenty of other fish in the sea, if you get my drift. I supposed that Ellie was too busy with her studies, so -- after a first rush -- our letters grew fewer and farther between, until they kinda petered out completely.
I suppose eventually I got the idea that Ellie had just been having some fun herself, by slumming it with the hoi polloi for a while; that's what some of the girl were suggesting she had been doing. Maybe even, getting the "wild oats" thing out of her system. I'm told that kind of behaviour isn't limited to the male gender of our species.
What's more, I very soon discovered that I hadn't lost my touch and I also appeared to have accrued an interesting (if inexplicable) reputation amongst the eligible talent locally. Well, there had to be some explanation for my success in the female chasing stakes; well lucky I might have been in my younger days, but I've never considered myself an Adonis or anything like that.
I never did get the fine details of what the birds said about me behind my back. But let's say, it soon became clearly apparent that whatever they did say, it was not doing me any damage when it came to chatting-up any bit of spare that was hanging around.
What did not do me any favours; was the odd friend's "latest squeeze" blatantly making a pass or two, at me. Well, maybe I should say making it plain that she'd be available, should I care to cast my eye in her direction.
Tended to get up some of the other boys noses, did that! And led to the odd... er, unfortunate confrontation, which often culminated in the end of more than one promising romance. And just as often the end my long-term friendship I'd had with the lad concerned. Hey no, if a bird made it clear... then who was I to turn the lady down?
But none of that really has any bearing on what I was telling you about; I don't think? A lot of water had flowed under the bridge since Ellie and I had been an item.
Where was I? You know I've got the nasty habit of going off on a tangent, but it at least gives you a little background and might save some explanation later.
Oh yeah, after Ellie had left the scene, it became my habit to change girlfriends quite often. Firstly, because I could, and secondly, because I'd grown quite attached to Ella while we'd been together and losing her had proved to be an unexpectedly painful experience for me. I had no intention of falling into that particular emotionally trap again, if I could help it!
I don't know, three, maybe even four years must have gone by before I started dating Gloria. I have no real recollection of where we met; at a party or something I suppose. She was... is, a remarkably good looking woman though, and had... still has, a gorgeous figure considering she has born two children. That figure of hers most likely had a significant influence on how the relationship had originally came about.
Can I help it, if I'm a mug for a pretty face and a shapely figure? Christ, most hormonal young men are!
But I tell you, I can't even recall when or how we met. Or under what circumstances I came to ask Gloria out on a date in the first place; but obviously I must have done.
Anyway Gloria and I hit it off pretty quickly really. I think it was on our forth or fifth date that she stayed over at my flat for the first time. Gloria wasn't inexperienced, but then again neither was I. In those days very few people in their early twenties were! Well, they weren't where I come from, anyway.
The old Triumph was gone be then of course; replaced by my own four-wheeled mode of transport; if I remember correctly a Ford with more than a few miles on the clock. Yeah well, I mentioned the disadvantages of two-wheeled transport already. And besides, I couldn't ride the bike to work in a business suit and I felt like a real pillock waiting for the bus every morning. Promotion had come my way and I had to take a little more care over my image. I think it's more usually described as growing-up.
I suppose five or six months must have gone by before one of the lads commented that Gloria been around for much longer than was the norm for my girlfriends, since Ellie. Actually I really hadn't noticed; I wasn't sure at the time if that was a good, or a bad thing. But it appeared that -- against my better judgement -- I'd kinda grown pretty fond of having Gloria around.
Was I in love with Gloria? Well, to be honest, I can't tell you. I assumed (or at least thought) I was at the time, despite her more obvious shortcomings. You see Gloria had the same delusions of grandeur that Ellie's family had had. But unfortunately -- unlike Ellie had proved to be in practise -- Gloria was rather high maintenance. Or to put it succinctly, Gloria was a bloody expensive girlfriend to have. She might have been extremely entertaining in the bedroom, but she could spend money like it was going out of style. However by the time I'd become aware of that major drawback, I'd got so used to Gloria being around and that I couldn't envisage my life without her.
We'd been courting for just over two years when I must have popped the question. No, I can't recall when I first asked Gloria to marry me; although I can remember the party sometime later, when and where I formally gave her an engagement ring. But by then, it was a done deal and no surprise to anyone.
We were married within the year of that party and within a few months Pamela, the first of our two children, was on the way.
Unlike so many of our young married friends, to start with money wasn't a problem. Somewhat surprisingly considering that, not being a particularly gifted student -- I'd left school well before the majority of my peers, much to Mrs Williams (my maths teacher) chagrin -- maths was the one subject at school that I had shown talent in. However, Mrs Williams had guided me in the direction of the accounts department of a local company to find employment. And, I assume, she had used some form of nefarious influence, to get them to offer a young tearaway a job.
Look, as a teenager no bugger would have looked at me, and thought 'accounts department' except Mrs Williams. I know all my friends and family got the strangest expressions on their faces when I told them about my new job.
My interest in computers and computer programming might have helped, by the way; but I don't think that it was really significant.
Anyway, I fell on my feet with that job. Bill Gillard, the company accountant -- and I learnt very much later, by coincidence a very good friend of the matriarchal Mrs Mary William's -- took a liking to me. After a very short period of time, he sent me off on day release courses in accounting at the local technical college.
On those courses much to my surprise, most of my fellow students were more than a few years my senior. And even more of a surprise, it wasn't long before some of them were asking me to become their study partners. My maths bent must have been greater than I'd ever realised.
The net result of my studies was, that within a very few years I was number two in my employer's accounts department working directly under -- and being guided and coached by -- Bill Gillard. And I should add I had leapfrogged over many of the much older and more experienced members of the staff.
Oddly though, few of them seemed to take umbrage at suddenly finding themselves subordinate to a man barely out of his teens. Maybe, it was because I did not get all high and mighty when one of them made the odd boo-boo. And, usually I could put things right without making a song and dance about it.
Anyway the position I'd risen to -- at such an early age -- had meant that I had never really been particularly short of cash during my early twenties. But then again the young-man-about-town side of my nature, also lead to me being able to spend my cash, almost as quickly as I'd earned the bloody stuff. That could-well be the reason why I hadn't noticed that Gloria was so high maintenance, whilst we were courting.
It was after Gloria had had our second daughter that things really began to go wrong. I've told you that Gloria was high maintenance and enjoyed delusions of grandeur. Well after Debra joined the family Gloria began to go overboard. Although she was a stay at home mum, Gloria wanted us to employ an au pair or a nanny to help look after the girls. This, I didn't think we could afford and Gloria called me an ogre and a skinflint, who wanted her to work her fingers to the bone looking after our offspring.
For a while, war broke out. Well, to be honest, Gloria had been whining about being stuck in the house all the time since just after the birth of Pamela, but I'd put that down to the fact that she was a new mother. It was just that things didn't come to a head until our second daughter Debra had joined the family.
Eventually Gloria suggested that she would return to work -- albeit, part-time -- to pay for an au pair to help with the children. That sounded like and amicable solution to me, and for a while -- after we'd gone through the rigmarole of applying for Gloria's au pair. Lots of visits from officious old dragon's and form filling -- peace reigned in the house for a while.
Ingrid, our young Swedish au pair -- underline the "dish" part of the word here -- appeared on the scene a few weeks later, and Gloria returned to doing few hours most days every week at the company she'd worked for before Pamela was born.
Both our children -- even if Debra was hardly old enough to notice -- took to Ingrid instantly, and she appeared to dote over them. I never once heard Ingrid complain -- as Gloria was want to do -- of the demands the children made upon her. Some evenings Ingrid would sit in the nursery for what seemed like hours, quietly singing (in Swedish) the children to sleep.
I got-on with Ingrid like a house on fire; what male wouldn't! Ingrid was very easy on the eye, to say the least. The quintessential Swedish maiden we're all used to seeing in films, and her presence in the family had a distinctly humorous side to it. And, I'm not talking about the way Ingrid mangled the English language here; actually her spoken English improved in leaps and bounds after she'd been with us a few weeks.
It was Ingrid's presence with us on the street, or when we all went shopping to the supermarket as a family, that led to most of the hilarity.
I found it humorous to watch, as young men -- and very often older blokes who should have known better -- walked into lampposts and crashed shopping trolley's into each other etcetera, because their eyes where on Ingrid and not on where they were going.
The kinda of fun you can have nowadays watching those numpties texting on their mobile phones, whist walking down the street.
On the more serious side, one young man rode his pushbike into the back of a bus and another went base over apex off his skateboard down a flight of stairs. Proving that you can't do trick skateboard jumps, whilst staring at an attractive young Swedish girl.



Eventually -- and regretfully -- Ingrid's presence had a serious side to it as well. Unfortunately after being with us about three or four months she, chose to complain to me -- not very subtly by the way, but in private -- that on some particular days she was being left to look after the children for far longer than was stipulated in her contract. Which, incidentally, were for not for many more hours each day than Gloria was supposed to be working. Although Ingrid always appeared happy to help with the children most evenings
Considering her obvious affection for the children one might have thought her complaint odd, if it wasn't for the fact that Ingrid also hinted -- equally not subtly again -- that on such particular days, Gloria had got into and out of, a strange vehicle on her way to and from work.
It was pretty obvious that Ingrid's complaint was nothing more than a way for her to bring to my attention to something, she thought I should be aware of.
At first the car didn't bother me, because Gloria had informed me previously that she on some days was going to car share with another part-time employee and long time friend of hers. As I said, Gloria had returned to work for the same company who'd employed her before she became pregnant with Pamela and she'd kept in touch with her all friends who were still working there in the meantime.
But then, Ingrid kinda hinted that the car-sharing friend of Gloria's appeared to have access to two very different vehicles, and besides that fact, -- usually on the days when Gloria was rather late in coming home from her job -- her car sharing friend had magically changed sex.
Ingrid was very sweet really. She explained to me later -- in far more words and after going around the houses several times in the process -- that her mother had been running around on her father when she was a little girl. Consequently Ingrid had felt obligated to inform me that she suspected, Gloria was doing likewise.
On the relevant days -- with Ingrid giving me the nod -- I took a few afternoons off-work and quickly verified that my Gloria was having an illicit affair with one of the management wallahs' at her office.
Shortly after assuring myself of that fact, things took an unexpected turn when I challenged my wife over her affair. Gloria wasn't in the least bit taken aback when I told her that I was aware of what had been going on.
Actually she might have been surprised, but Glory just didn't seem to care. She simply repeated once again, that I was a tight-arsed skinflint, and added that I was a boring one to boot. Or words to that effect, if not somewhat more crudely explicit!
Then Gloria informed me that she would be moving in with her much more generous (and I assumed less tight-arsed and boring) boyfriend, as soon as she could arrange it. What's more, she said that she'd be taking the children and Ingrid with her.
Gloria and the children did move in with the bastard the following day, although I think Gloria was somewhat surprised to discover that Ingrid would not accompany them.
No, Ingrid didn't stay with me; the au pair agency relocated her to another host family that very same day. Although she did come to see me very often, but she always brought a suitable chaperon along with her. Mainly one Agda something-or-the-other (unpronounceable anyway), another Swedish ex-pat, au pair, and apparently Ingrid's number one female friend in the UK. But you'll hear more of the two girls later.
Now, I wouldn't like anyone to get the idea that I simply stood-there gobsmacked and took it all, during that confrontation with Gloria.
Quite the opposite really, I gave back -- verbally -- just as much as Gloria dished out to me. More really, because I after all, I had all the ubiquitous "cheating whore" repartee, to fall back on. The only ammunition Gloria seemed to have was that -- in her opinion -- I didn't earn enough of the readies to keep her in the extravagant lifestyle she'd have preferred.
Somewhat surprisingly, Gloria did not choose to demean my performance in the bedroom department. That took me by surprise actually; I'd been reliably informed that that is the usual "weapon of first choice" in a cheating wife's arsenal. And I'm assured, the favoured ego buster.
As a mater of fact, much later, Gloria told... No, I'll come back to that later; if I find the opportunity.
Of course things might-well have become violent, I was pretty well pissed-off with Gloria and after all is said and done, everyman has his breaking point. If it had not been for the fact that the seventeen-year-old Ingrid had specifically warned me to keep-my-cool and not to allow things spiral out of control... well, who knows what I might have done!
Apparently -- in a remarkably similar situation -- Ingrid's own father had not managed to keep his emotions under control. In consequence, the man had gained himself a criminal record for assault, and/or as an abusive husband... or whatever they charge husbands who've been pushed beyond the bounds of reasonable behaviour within Sweden. Apparently doing so had completely buggered his chances in the later child custody battle.
Ingrid informed me that if her father had only kept his cool that day, then probably she would not have had to live with her mother and the fanskap!
Well, I think she referred to the guy as a fanskap or fanskarp. I have no idea what a fanskap is, -- or even if I've spelt the word correctly here -- but I have to assume that it is a derogatory Swedish term of some kind or the other. Whatever, Ingrid habitually used it (with a venomous tone to her voice) whenever she referred to her stepfather. And, I might add, latterly Gloria's boyfriend. Yes, at first I did assume that it was actually Ingrid's Stepfather's name, but I know better now.
The divorce proved to be a messy affair, to say the least! And, it was somewhat protracted as well. Mainly because I had no intention of giving-up my children to live with the arsehole -- who'd been banging my wife behind my back for god knows how long -- without a fight.
Gloria also didn't want to loose custody -- or control -- of the children, and at one point Gloria even tried to convince the court that the girl's weren't mine anyway. But she'd forgotten that the court wouldn't quietly accept her word for that fact, and the judge ordered the relevant DNA tests.
Kinda got me wondering though, for just how long had Gloria been letting the bugger bang her? Those kind sort of thoughts don't do much for the old self-esteem, I can assure you!
Whatever, it's quite possible that in the long term Gloria shot herself in the foot by making that claim; Judge's do not like people trying to take the pi.... er, blatantly lying to them.
The battle for custody was still on-going the day I went to that interview, and were proving to be extremely expensive. Thereby hung my need for a greater salary to pay for all those double-talking legal Wallies.
In the UK the general consensus of opinion seems to be, that the mother is the best candidate when it comes to raising children. That's of course, assuming that she's not a drunk or a drug addict. And/or the father doesn't have a lot more money in the bank to grease the right palms.
Anyway, I know it's been a long way around, but that's why I was at that interview that day, with my then present boss's blessing by the way. It was Bill Gillard who had suggested to me that I go for the position, which had a much higher salary scale than he would ever be able to offer me.
----------TWT----------
There were five of us who had been short-listed by "Goldberg and Son's" for the two jobs on offer; Accounts Department Manager and his/her assistant. According to Bill Gillard the two previous occupants of those posts had... Well, to be brief, they'd financed their affair -- and subsequent disappearance together -- out of the company coffers. But that was off-the-record information and Bill had sworn me to secrecy.
Along with the other three blokes, and one female we'd been asked to present ourselves at Goldberg's offices at ten AM that day. Then all five of us were left together, twiddling our thumbs like dummies in a sort-of waiting room come reception area. Being watched-over by one Jill Sampson (I learnt later, a very efficient -- and rather tasty looking -- secretary from the personnel department) until almost eleven o'clock, when the three members of interview panel decided to put-in an appearance.
They consisted of the accounts director and the personnel manager -- who referred to himself as Head of Human Resources -- and Jack Goldberg himself. The other two didn't bother me, but Jack Goldberg I very much suspected would reject me on sight, as a suitable candidate for either position. Or at least as soon as he'd worked-out who I was, he would!
Sure enough they strolled into the room with barely a glance in our direction, -- well Jill was sitting behind the desk on other the side of the room and she's the kind of woman who has that effect on most men. Mind, I have to add that the female job candidate was nothing to be sneezed-at either. But I think the secretary only just beat her on points.
Anyway, then -- as the other two were saying good morning to the delectable Miss Sampson -- Jack Goldberg did a quick double-take in my direction. I nodded and tried to smile politely as I wished him, "Good morning, Sir!" He kind-of grunted "Good morning," in reply, then -- after giving me what I can only describe as a quizzical second look -- all three of them entered the conference room where the interviews were going to be held, closing the door behind them.
It seemed an age before the human resources manager came out to have a short -- whispered -- conversation with the secretary. I noted that both of them glanced in my direction a couple of times as they spoke. It was at this point that I figured that I really was wasting a very warm sunny afternoon.
A little later, a buzzer sounded somewhere on Jill's desk and she asked the first candidate to enter the interview room.
The bugger was in there for about half-an-hour; I really couldn't understand what they could be talking about for so long. After all, this was the third and final interview; we'd gone through all the bullshit during the previous two. As I understood things, this meeting was really about which two candidates Goldberg approved of and I took it as read that they would not include me.
One of the other blokes, who looked somewhat nervous, tried to make conversation with the rest of us. Only I, and the female candidate responded -- I think maybe she only spoke out of politeness -- the other bloke just smirked at him. Personally I didn't give a monkey's by that time; honestly I was only still sitting there to keep Bill Gillard happy. The old codger was like a second father to me, and he would have become upset if I had not gone through the motions.
The second bloke -- the nervous bugger -- wasn't in the interview room anywhere near as long as the first. After about ten minutes or so, he came with a depressed expression on his face. Then the third candidate was sent in. He'd had a... well, I can only explain it a condescending expression on his face when he glanced at the female candidate and myself, before he went in. You know, like he already knew he had the job, and this interview was just a formality.
That bugger was in there for a good forty minutes, and when he came out his expression was one of the "Cat who'd got the cheese!" (I never have worked out how that phrase came about.) Anyway he looked like a man who knew he had the job and that was the end of it.
Then the secretary asked Vernia Pool to go in. She smiled sweetly at me before disappearing through the large oak door.
I'll admit that, for an instant, I was sorry that I wouldn't be getting the job. Somehow I figured that that randy looking Human Resources Manager weren't going to let Vernia Pool get away in a hurry. Yeah well, I'd seen the way the bugger had looked at her at the previous interviews. And being a bit of a wolf myself at one time... Well, let's just say that I could read the bugger's mind.
Vernia bounced out again after only twenty minutes. The smile on her face, telling me that, subject to references (maybe), she'd definitely be joining the staff of Goldberg's in the very near future.
Oddly, she smiled at me again and said, "See you soon!" before she left the office. I kind-of figured Vernia thought that I'd be out around town looking for her or something. I was no longer wearing my wedding ring and I'd noted that she wore no rings herself, if you understand where I'm coming from. I kinda had if figured, that I probably would be keeping my eyes open for Vernia.
"Graham! Try to keep your mind on the reason you're here!" A little voice said in the back of my mind, as Vernia disappeared out into the corridor.
"Oh come on, you know this is a complete waste of time. I might as well get something out of the day." My conscious mind replied.
"And you think you'll be able to chat her up once they've turned you down for the job?" The voice replied.
"Mr Spark will you go in now, please?" Having interrupted my mental musing, the enchanting Jill Sampson was smiling at me.
Somewhat surprisingly the Human Resources bloke was sat in the middle, with the Company's Accounts Director on his right and Goldberg sat on his left; Goldberg's seat was pushed some way back from the table. The HR bloke did all of the talking, whilst Goldberg stared at me as if I'd dropped in from outer space.
The questions were predicable to say the least, and most I had already, answered once, either in writing on my application or at previous interviews. But all the time I answered them again, I could feel Jack Goldberg's eyes boring into me. Eventually he deigned to speak.
"Mr Spark, I find your face extremely familiar, but I can't quite place where from; have we met before somewhere?"
"Here we go!" I thought. I figured I knew how the next few minutes were going to go.
"Yes Mr Goldberg. We've met on numerous occasions in the past, some years ago Canella and I kept company, for a while."
"Funny I don't recall the name..." Goldberg began to say as he lent back in his chair and screwed up his eyes, I assume so that he might see me better. Then he suddenly sat bolt upright again.
"Oh course, you're Sparkie. The Hells Angel!"
The statement angered me.
"Mr Goldberg, I was never a Hells Angel!" I replied, "I wore a leather jacket and I rode a motorcycle, but that was the only my mode of transport I could afford at the time. I was never member of any motorcycle gangs."
Alright, maybe not the absolute truth, but near enough under the circumstances.
"Humph!" Goldberg replied, settling back into his chair.
Okay yes. At this point, maybe I did overreact a little. But I had always been expecting that once he had it figured out who I was, Jack Goldberg would scupper any chance I had of getting either job. I kinda decided that the opportune moment had arrived, to tell them were they could put their vacancies, and bring the farce of an interview to an end.
Actually, I surprised myself -- Maybe some of the things that Bill Gillard and the ubiquitous Mrs Williams had been preaching to me over the years, had finally sunk in -- I remained polite.
"Gentleman," I said, rising to me feet, "I do believe that some people's minds were made up many years ago. I really do not believe any good purpose would be served by either party, in continuing this interview. Thank you for seeing me. Good day!"
I tell you, I was out of that bloody conference room door, through Jill's office and off down the corridor, before any of them had time to react, or even realise that I was gone.
----------TWT----------
Unexpectedly, outside the building, I ran into Vernia Pool. Who, apparently, had been hanging around waiting for me.
"Well, brilliant isn't it!" She said as I almost knocked her off her feet, in my hurry to get as far as possible from Goldberg and Son's offices, as quickly, as I could.
"What is?" I demanded.
"You and me..." Vernia replied smiling and subtly latching onto my arm.
But then her expression changed as she studied mine. "Oh bugger Graham. What happened? They told me that..." her voice faded away.
"They told you what Vernia?"
"Well, they told me that I was going to be your assistant."
"My assistant?"
"Yes! They said that you, Graham Sparks, that's you isn't it?"
I suppose I must have nodded.
"Well you were the most experienced candidate and would be offered the job as department manager, and then they asked me if I'd could foresee any problems working for you."
"That was never going to happen Vernia, old man Goldberg and I have history. There's no way in hell that the old fart is going to employ me."
"Oh god, what kind of history? And if you were so convinced, why did you even bother to apply for the position in the first place?"
"Interview experience for the most part. I've never had to face the procedure before. And my present boss kinda pushed me into it."
"And, the history?"
"Yeah well, if you must know, I was shagging his daughter for a while."
"Hmm... yeah. I can see that might prove a significant stain on your character as far as her father's concerned. Especially if you go around telling everyone! I assume Mr Goldberg didn't approve of you bedding his daughter?"
"I'm buggered if he knows that I was. Yeah sorry, I was a little... er..."
"Forthright?"
"Yeah, maybe I shouldn't have put it like that. Canella and I were together for a good year or so. And I can assure you that I'm not a complete arse; you are the first person I've ever told, in so many words that we... You know. I'm just a little... I don't know, emotional at the moment, I suppose. I figure the Goldberg must surely have worked-out that I took Canella's virginity by now."
"Canella."
"Yeah, everyone calls her Ella or Ellie, except for the Goldberg's; and those brownnoses in there, I suppose."
"Bugger, I hope that don't mean I'm going to be stuck working for that pretentious prick."
"Who?"
"The bigheaded sod, who went in before me. You know the wanker who gave us the, you're all wasting you're time, look."
"Perhaps they'll offer you the manager's job."
"I'm not experienced enough, they all-but told me that out-right; before they asked me whether I'd got to know you and how well we got on. I told them we'd work together fine."
"But we've hardly spoken."
"We've said hello to each other at every interview."
"Barely."
"That's enough for me to know you aren't an... Anyway, you never tried to come over all high and mighty like that bloody creep did. Look Graham, you look like you could do with a drink; there's a pub over the road. Besides, I haven't eaten today yet, I was too excited."
"Well, I can't say I'm looking forward to going back to the office and telling my boss that I messed-up. Let's go?"
Vernia and I settled in the pub over the road with a couple of pints and she started to devour their complete remaining stock of sandwiches. Christ, for her petite size the woman could have eaten for the country.
"Sorry, my mother says I must have worms; I eat like a horse, but never put-on much weight." She grinned.
I just smiled back at her, and then pushed my untouched plate sandwiches over to her side of the table. I really wasn't in the mood for eating. I suppose in the back of my mind I had really wanted that job. Well, I'd needed the extra salary it would bring-in, at least. But at the same time I'd been well aware that I'd been throwing snowballs at the moon.
Funny how humans do that isn't it? Go after the unobtainable all to time. I suppose that if we didn't, and actually succeed sometimes, then we'd still be swinging about in the trees. Mind you, we probably wouldn't have all the problems in our lives that we have in this day and age.



Between mouthfuls, Vernia spilled-out her life story, and the information that she was engaged to be married, or at least she'd been courted by the same bloke for a considerable length of time. I'll admit that I really wasn't paying as much attention to what Vernia was saying, but I was enjoying the scenery, or her presence, if you understand what I mean.
The information about a regular beau she'd spouted, kinda put the kybosh on any nefarious thoughts that had entered my mind. It was quickly apparent that Vernia's interest in me, had just been that she thought we were going to be working together. Or rather she had thought that I was about to become her boss.
Having exhausted her life story, Vernia enquired about mine. Showing much interest in my relationship with Canella, and even more in the disastrous story of my marriage and complicated divorce.
It was odd really, I rarely discuss my private life with strangers, and I certainly have no idea why I opened up to Vernia so quickly.
Anyway, I just about got to the end of my tale and was explaining the difficulties of a wronged husband procuring full custody of the fruit of the union, when Vernia's attention suddenly moved to something behind me. I was sitting with my back to the main area of the bar.
"Oh my, Jerry's just walked in. He's up at the bar!"
"Jerry?" I asked. As I remember, wondering whether Jerry was her fiancé and if we had managed to get ourselves into a compromising situation; or a position that could be mistaken for one.
I began to turn to have as look at the size of the bloke who - for all I knew -- could-well be in the mood to punch me on the nose.
"No, don't look; he might not have seen us." Vernia cautioned me and then went on, "Jerry Hartwell, the Human Resources Manager, he's buying a drink at the bar." -- "Bugger, he's coming this way."
"Shit, I'm sorry if us eating together is going to put you in an awkward position, Vernia." I managed to whisper before Hartwell's shadow fell over the table.
"Vernia. Mr Sharp. It's good to see that you're getting to know each other. May I join you?" Hartwell asked.
Then without waiting for a reply, he dropped onto the seat beside Vernia and placed an envelope on the table before her.
"Your official invitation to join the company's staff, Vernia. In the position as discussed earlier." He grinned at her.
Then he turned his attention to me.
"Mr Sharp... May I call you Graham?"
I assume I must have nodded in reply.
"Graham, meeting you in here is quite fortuitous. I have an apology to pass on to you from Mr Goldberg. Let me explain, Jack never mixes home life with the business. Well, he doesn't anymore, but your presence took him by surprise earlier and that put him off his guard a little. Jack's extremely sorry if he inadvertently suggested that you might have had any connection with... well, what some people consider, an illegal... er, group of people. Mr Goldberg had no idea that you'd be so... er, delicate on the subject. But you probably know more about them than he does."
To be honest, I had little idea what the hell Hartwell was going on about. But then the penny suddenly dropped. They'd thought I'd stormed out of the interview because Goldberg had suggested that I'd been a member of the Hells Angels.
"However, ignoring the unfortunate consequences of Jack's mistake, which William Gillard assures us is completely out of character for you, we would still like to offer you the post of department manager. With Vernia here as your number two, of course."
He then placed another envelop on the table before me. Vernia, chose this opportunity to snatch hers up and began to open it. But Jerry Hartwell placed his hand over hers before she could pull the letter out.
"Look, I think it's only fair to explain why these two positions have become vacant at the same time. Should you accept the offer, I'm sure that you are going to find that big brother is looking over both of your shoulder's, for a while at least.
"I wanted to tell all of the candidates this up front, but I was overruled. Sometime in the near future you will understand why, but please don't press me on the subject at the moment? Anyway, the previous occupants of these two posts cooked the books together. They were both married and we've since discovered that they'd been having an illicit affair for several years. Eventually they ran off with a rather large proportion of the company's turnover for last year. Jack Goldberg has had to pump a lot of money into the organisation to prevent it from going under."
"Surely the company accountant noticed that something odd was going on?" I asked.
"You'd think so, wouldn't you? After all, the overdrafts on company's bank accounts rose considerably. But I'm afraid that the director with responsibility of our accounting at the time was ill for most of last year, and the chap you will be taking over from Graham, was sort of standing-in for him. That gave him what you might call a golden opportunity. He bled the company dry for seven months and then vanished before the bank became too jittery."
"Taking his girlfriend with him, I assume?" Vernia asked.
"Yes, they have both disappeared into thin air. They were last seen getting on a ferry for Denmark, at Harwich. The police have no idea where they went after that. Everything was hushed up because... Well, not only Goldberg and Sons was at risk, but so were all the other ventures that Jack is involved with. Jack had to borrow heavily from most of them, to keep the company solvent.
"I wanted to tell you up front because for sometime at least your day-to-day work will be scrutinised thoroughly. All the candidates were vetted of course, and I believe that was why Jack was so surprised to learn who you were, Graham. Oh, by the way, Jack Goldberg has stayed completely out of the hiring process up to until this point, for reasons that will become apparent, eventually. Unfortunately his naive assumption that anybody who rode a motorcycle had to be a Hells Angel made him react as he did!"
"Are you sure? I'd have thought it was because I dated Ellie."
"No, I think Jack Goldberg has learnt his lesson there. He stays right out of Canella's relationships nowadays. Mind you, Mrs Goldberg is a different kettle of fish. I suspect that she's still interfering. Not that Canella takes that much notice; I think she blames her parents for everything; she's a law unto herself nowadays."
"Why what happened?" I asked.
"Sorry Graham, I don't think it's my place to discuss Canella's problems. Especially under the circumstances."
Whether Hartwell had intended to intrigue me or not; he'd managed too. He was hinting at something and I wanted to know what.
"And what circumstances are these?" I asked.
For a second or two Hartwell looked flustered, or maybe embarrassed that he'd said a little too much, but it didn't take him long to recover.
"Well, if you once courted Canella, Graham; I assume Jack and Mrs Goldberg, disapproved!" Hartwell grinned.
"You bet they disapproved." I grinned back. "But how do you know?"
"Graham, something sent you out of that interview in a hurry and if it wasn't Jack's Hells Angels comment; then what-else could it have been? Whatever, shall we say that Jack Goldberg at least, has learnt not to interfere in Canella's love-life in the future. And, I suspect, never to mix family and business again, as well."
"You're confusing me Mr Hartwell."
"Graham, should you accept the offer, then I'm sure that you will come to understand the situation very quickly. It's not really my place to bandy such personal information about. Now I'll leave you and Vernia to peruse your offers. I'd appreciate it if you could let us know whether you are going to accept them, first thing tomorrow morning."
"Mr Hartwell, if Graham turns down the position, who would I be working with?" Vernia asked.
"John Trent, the third candidate we saw today, just before you, Vernia."
"Oh shit!"
"Well, I'm sure that you will be working with Graham here. You don't get offers like that one everyday Graham, of that I can assure you. Enjoy your lunch."
Suddenly Hartwell was gone, and Vernia was sitting there staring at me.
"Well, open the bloody thing. Look Graham, if you don't take the job, then neither will I. I'm not working with that pompous ass, no mater how much I need the cash."
I opened the letter and quickly browsed through it until I came to financial bit. The numbers there shocked me so much that I must have sitting there staring at the line with my mouth open.
"Earth to Major Tom. Come-in please?" Vernia brought my mind back to earth.
"Jesus Christ!" I replied.
"Oh yeah, but remember it's only a three month contract to begin with."
"Pardon?"
"The salary, that's what you're looking at, isn't it!" Vernia went on, "Well our contracts are only for three months to start with. I suspect their hedging their bets after.... Well you know what I mean!"
You know, I must have unconsciously noticed at the time, but it never registered until I was talking to Bill Gillard later in the day, that although Vernia had opened her offer, she wasn't actually reading it. I'm not sure but from my recollection I'd say, she was sitting there holding the letter up in front of her as if perusing it. But her eyes were quite definitely on my face as I read mine.
The detail had only registered when Bill Gillard informed me that the director in charge of accounts at Goldberg's, was kind-of on loan from Thakes, a local accounting company. Quite suddenly I remembered that Vernia had mentioned that she was currently working for a local firm of accountants.
Although there was nothing unusual about that, I just found myself struggling to remember whether Vernia had mentioned the name of the company she was currently employed by.
Bill was still wittering on about how good an opportunity I was being offered by Goldberg's, -- and assuring me that, should things not work out there, there'd always be a place for me in the department -- when I asked him if he'd ever heard of Vernia Pool.
Bill always seemed to know every accountant -- worth their salt -- within a fifty-mile radius. He certainly had heard of John Trent the bloke Vernia disliked so much. I believe Bill's golf club must have "being an accountant" as a requirement of membership.
"Vernia Pool, yeah sure. I do believe that that must be Reggie Pool's daughter. There can't be many Vernia's about can there? Reggie Pool's one of the partners at Thakes." Bill grinned back at me. "Hey is she the girl they've got lined-up for your assistant? If she is, you've fallen on your feet boy, Reggie says she really knows her unions."
"Yeah, that must be her. Looks like I'm being spied-on from the beginning." I replied, probably a little angrily.
"Hey hold up Graham? Don't go getting out of your pram. I know that Reggie thinks Vernia is going places, but for obvious reasons he can't... well, you know, give her a leg-up at Thakes. That would leave things wide open for the other partners to do the same, and some of their off-spring... Well, let's just say that some of them wouldn't last long working here, for me.
"No, what you got to remember Graham, is that after their last little debacle, Goldberg and Sons are looking for absolute honesty. When they asked my advice, I put you forward. They probably did the same with Thakes and someone there must have suggested Vernia. I'd say you and Vernia have been chosen because you've never met each other before. Alright, and maybe to look over each others shoulders, as well."
----------TWT----------
I hadn't been in the house for more than a couple of minutes that evening, when Ingrid and Agda bounced through the front door. Ingrid had never returned her key to the house and for some inexplicable reason, I'd hadn't thought to ask her for it.
Mind you, that might have had something to do with the fact that Ingrid (and I assume Agda) had been sneaking into the house during the day, cleaning up and doing my washing etcetera. And, yeah alright, when her social life allowed, Ingrid was one hell of a cook. I never dared stop for a drink on the way home from office, just in case the girls were creating wonderful smells in the kitchen. Hey look I'm no cook, never have been. Perhaps that was why Ingrid and Agda tried to ensure that I got a "good" home cooked meal several evenings every week and both days over the weekend. Of course we have to add the fact that neither girl appeared particularly enamoured with the host families they were au pairing for at the time, into the equation.
The pair of them would also regularly appear at the house with perspective boyfriends in tow. I think my vote dictated whether the blokes would get the chance to take them out on a second date or not.
Where was I, I got lost in stupid details again, didn't I? Oh yeah, Ingrid enthused over the job offer, obviously she understood my situation -- as per the custody battle over the children -- and at that stage it was she, more than anyone else, who encouraged me to keep up the fight.
Having decided to accept Goldberg and Sons offer, I took both girls out for a slap-up meal to celibate.
Unfortunately this brought down the wrath of their host families -- because I got them home well after curfew -- who complained to the au-pair agency. Who in turn tore both girls off a strip and informed their parents.
Oddly it might seem, that action didn't achieve what it was supposed to, because I'd met Ingrid's father a couple of times whilst she been au-pairing for us and he seemed to think I was a trustworthy bloke. Apparently he knew Agda's parents very well and in consequence, the agency was virtually told to mind its own bloody business, or so Ingrid informed me.
Eventually both Ingrid and Agda left the agency completely, but I'll come to that later.
----------TWT----------
Taking the job really hadn't been a hard decision to make, because I'd needed the extra cash. So the following morning I'd called Jerry Hartwell to formally accept the position. Well, the unbelievable rise in salary was just what I needed to carry-on the fight to try to get custody of my children.
Somewhat oddly, I should add, Jerry Hartwell had shown great interest in my legal battle during an early interview I'd had with him. On reflection, I have never been sure if I should have attached some significance to his interest in my private problems. Although it had been reassuring when he informed me that -- should I find myself on the company's books -- they would offer me as much moral support and backing as they could.
He'd gone into great detail about the company's flexi-time working arrangements that had been brought in to help single mothers, and explained -- with a smile -- that the same flexibility was extended to single parent fathers.
----------TWT----------
My first few days at Goldberg's were hell. Vernia and myself had to find our way around the complex itself, as well as understand how the company did things in the accounts department.
We also found ourselves discussing together whether any of the staff had been in on our predecessors fiddle. Apparently Thakes' people who'd stepped into the breach and put things right, had found no evidence that any had. But Vernia and I, found ourselves ruminating on the possibility very often.
I'm afraid there are always some people in any department that you are never completely comfortable with. Considering the department's history... Well, let's say that there were a couple of employees who Vernia and I were never happy with. Most left of their own accord during the following six months or so.
----------TWT----------
Jack Goldberg collared Vernia and me one lunchtime just after we started and insisted on taking us out for a meal, along with Jerry Hartwell and a couple of other board members. No mention was made of Ellie or the unfortunate scene I'd made at the interview; Goldberg just enquired how we were settling in.
The rest of the conversation during the meal was inconsequential; except for the fact that Jerry Hartwell quietly asked me how my legal battles were progressing as we walked back to the office.
----------TWT----------
After a couple of weeks things became pretty much routine at the office. Everybody seemed to know what they were doing and once Vernia and I had got to know them all and got our heads around our own jobs, things became rather humdrum really.
But then one day, after we'd been there about five or six weeks, Vernia dashed into my office carrying two cups of coffee. Vernia's usual way of telling me she wanted to talk about something, or that she'd picked up some innocuous (and sometimes not so innocuous) office gossip. Vernia did like her office tittle-tattle.
"Graham, this Roger Serge, the bloke you took over from, do you know who he was?" She asked, after passing me my coffee and settling herself into her usual a chair.
"No, I'd never heard of the man." I replied.
Which was a fact. I'd never heard of the bloke until Bill Gillard had told about him cooking the books at Goldberg's and running off with a considerable some of cash.
"Oh boy, everybody's been keeping this one close to their chests..."
"You'd find that uncomfortable, Vern!" I jokingly interrupted.
Luckily Vernia and I got on extremely well together, and a good rapport had quickly built up between us. She'd been the first to complain that her rather... extravagant Bristol's got in the way sometimes. Maybe, there was little more sexual innuendo than there should have been sometimes, but we were both well aware that it was all in good fun, and only when the office door was firmly closed.
"No, stop messing around Graham, this is serious! It's not fair, I really think they should have told you before they offered you the position here."
Her expression and tone of voice, told me that whatever piece of gossip she'd picked up, Vernia did think it was serious. Mind you, anything concerning Roger Serge and Goldberg's, had to be pretty serious. He'd nearly brought the company to its knees.
"Okay girl spill the beans. What deep dark secret have you unearthed?" I grinned back at her.
"All right, you've asked for it. From the hip! Your old girlfriend, Canella Goldberg. Well, for the last six or seven years her name has been Mrs Canella Serge!"
"You're kidding me?"
"No straight-up! Roger Serge was old man Goldberg's son-in-law and therefore it stands to reason your old girlfriend's husband."
"Holly cow!"
"Yeah, you can say that again. And, that's probably why they never had anyone looking over his shoulder after that finance director had his heart attack. They thought, because he was in the family, and by the way, in-line to take over from the bloke when he retired, that there was no need to keep an eye on the bastard."
"Oh my Christ. Poor Ellie!"
"Oh, but it gets better Graham. The word is, that Canella only married the git in the first place, because mummy and daddy considered him suitable. Kind-of explains why Goldberg tried to keep out of our, or maybe more specifically, your employment, doesn't it? Roger Serge was Jack Goldberg's golden boy."
"That don't make much sense. Why quire his wicket by running off with a load of cash, if in the long term he'd be able to get his hands on all the Goldberg millions. Ellie is an only child!"
"Perhaps it had something to do with Canella figuring-out that he was banging his assistant on the quiet?"
"Ellie knew about their affair?"
"I don't know about knew exactly whom. But some of the girls are pretty sure Canella suspected that something was going on.
"Canella suddenly developed the habit of turning up at the office, all unexpected like. She'd always bring the children along as well. The consensus is, in an attempt to prick the bugger's conscience. Canella would make a point of asking the Mary woman about her own children!"



"Ooh aah, and the silly buggers didn't take the hint and cool it?"
"Don't look like it, does it? I suspect Roger Serge figured his best bet was to lay low for a while and accumulate as much cash as he could. Then grab the money and run, before Canella knew for sure and kicked him out on his ear. I can't see Jack Goldberg thinking very highly of that, can you?"
"Poor Jack. For all his..."
"What are you feeling sorry for Jack Goldberg for?"
"I don't know, maybe he thought his cash was going to buy his daughter a good husband with breeding."
"In-breeding more like. Have you seen Serge's personnel file?"
"No, have you?"
"Well there's an underground copy of it kicking around the office somewhere. You know, most folks here thought they were about to lose their nice cushy jobs, and a "lets track Roger and Mary down" lynch-mob mentality reigned for a while. No kidding, if they'd found the buggers I'm sure there would have been bloodshed."
"What about Ellie. How has she taken all this?"
"Buggered if anyone knows. Nobodies seen hide nor hair of her, since Roger Serge disappeared. Well, nobody that I can find in the office anyway. Looks like you'll have to ask her father about that yourself, Graham!"
"You must be bloody joking; why would I care anyway?"
"Oh pull the other one Graham. I don't know what happened between you two all those years ago. But whatever it was, I'd say that it's unfinished business in someone's mind."
"What's that supposed to mean?" I demanded. A little emotionally I suspect, from Vernia's reaction.
"Oh bugger Graham. I've got no intention of falling-out with you over this. Forget I ever mentioned the woman?"
Then as quickly as she'd entered my office, Vernia made herself scarce again.
For several days after our little discussion Vernia continued to pull her vanishing act whenever I tried to get her to explain herself, or rather her statement. Eventually I must have I forgotten about it, we were supposed to be working after all.
Basically boring the job might be, but there are lots of things that have to be done everyday. And most of my free time was spent in conference with my (rapidly getting richer) legal representatives and worrying about how my child custody case was going.
Oh yeah, and gallivanting around with young Ingrid and Agda. Almost old enough to be their father I might be, but they were keen to disprove Gloria's statement that I was a boring old fart. Even though I had to repeatedly disappointment them in their attempts at match making.
Jesus where the hell those two Swedish girls turned up so many eligible English ladies, I have no idea. But their plan very soon became pretty obvious to me.
When I challenged the girls, they were extremely open about what they playing at. As Ingrid put it, "The Judge would love to see that you are having a loving caring stepmother lined up to take good care of the children, Graham!"
I was sure that Ingrid was probably right on that score, but regretfully there was never any chemistry between any of the females that Ingrid and Agda dug up, and myself.
Mind you, when I say gallivanting around, I don't mean gallivanting around until the early hours in the local nightclubs and the like. I'm not really one for the opera or the ballet, but I was introduced to both, and to the theatre. As well, as being dragged to the Proms at the Royal Albert Hall on more than a few occasions that autumn.
I never did work out where the girls managed to get hold of all the entrance tickets for the places we went; they can't have been cheap. They wouldn't tell me anyway. I always paid for all the transport expenses and for food, and refreshments. It was the least I could do for the two enchanting young ladies who, if nothing else, were trying their best to raise my spirits.
And, maybe keep my anger in check as well. Gloria and the wanker she was living with -- and publicly referring to as her fiancé, by the way, even though she was in fact still married to me -- were making a very difficult to maintain a reasonable relationship with my daughters.
Technically I had an interim order giving the access to the children four times a week. But Gloria and the prat's legal people were forever finding ways to cut short those visits or often circumvent them completely.
The legal wallies must have been in on their plans, because they always had an apparently legit explanation for what kept going wrong when my solicitors complained to the Judge. From my perspective they also had the Judges ear. Up-front I'd been painted as a controlling workaholic who had habitually neglected his wife and children. The inference being that I only wanted custody of the children, to spite their ever-loving mother.
If I'd been clever, I would have recorded all the telephone conversations between Gloria and myself where we arranged my access, or even discussed it. Then the judge might have understood that it was Gloria who was forever moving the goalposts, and not me who kept changing his plans. But it was a little late by the time I came up with that idea.
----------TWT----------
To be honest my demeanour around the office must have suffered some with each court hearing. From my perspective, me being able to wrestle custody of the children away from Gloria appeared to be getting far less likely.
And to make things worse -- from my perspective again -- my nice new job, meant I had a far healthier bank account for Gloria's legal team to drool over. I'm talking perspective child support payments to Gloria here. Christ those blokes are bloody cute and sodding quick off the mark. Gloria's legal people were demanding disclosure of my new salary before I'd even received any of it.
----------TWT----------
Anyway that was the state of play the Wednesday morning that my life took a complete U-turn.
I'd been out to a (very boring) recital with Ingrid and Agda the evening before and got home quite late, by the time I'd dropped both the girls home. Rising at my usual time I'd felt a little lazy and headed for a café for my breakfast and then lingered rather longer that I should have, over reading the morning newspaper.
Consequently it was nine o'clock before I pulled into my parking place at the office; where a rather frustrated looking Vernia was waiting for me along with our secretary Christine.
"Where the Christ have you been Graham, the shit's hit the fan. Your solicitor has been trying to get in touch with you since last night!" Vernia yelled, as she dived into the passenger seat.
"Why what's happened?"
"No time to talk now. Sign these so the office can get on with some work today and then we... You have to be at court before ten. Your brief wanted you there by half-nine but there's no way we can make that."
For some reason I'd always trusted Vernia, so I found myself signing the proffered forms on the dotted line without question. For all I knew I could have been signing my own death warrant. Apparently happy that I'd signed them all she snatched them away and passed them to Christine, who wished me "Good Luck Graham!" as Vernia slammed the door.
"Right lets go. To the court and don't spare the horses!"
"Vernia what the..."
"Graham, I don't know! All I'm sure of is that one of the girls from your solicitor's office has been calling since the crack of dawn and said that it's imperative that you are in court before it opens this morning. I got the idea their shoving your case in, in front of the planned list."
"But why!"
I don't know Graham. Something's obviously happened and from what the girl said, you could find yourself taking the children away from the court with you today. That's why I've come along, Jerry Hartwell thought you'd need a female with you in court. You know, make it look like you're geared up to have the children back at home, even if you aren't. Christine wanted to come but I said I'd come; you don't need everyone in the office witnessing the dirty washing being hung out to dry.
"Why today of all days did you have to turn up at the last minute, you're usually drinking coffee with me by half eight?"
"Don't know, I sort of got lost in the newspaper after I'd eaten me breakfast."
"Well, we could have used that time. Trying to get across town and find somewhere to park at this time of day is going to be no joke."
Luckily we found a parking meter near the court and ran the last few hundred yards, we hadn't even dared to try the court's little car park.
Inside the Law Courts building we were grabbed (literally) by a young girl who I recognised from my solicitors office and rushed up staircases and along corridors that I'd never seen before. I was soon to discover that we'd actually journeyed into the next building where the Family Courts were situated. We were not led into the type formal courtroom that I'd previously visited. More, a big conference room, where everybody was sitting around a very large table waiting, (obviously) impatiently.
"Please take a seat Mr Sparks!" an officious looking woman -- who turned out to be the Family Court Judge -- instructed me, before going on. "Justice Krull, has other cases this morning."
Justice Krull, was old sod who'd been presiding over Gloria and my divorce. I noted that in this courtroom apparently he played second fiddle to the Family Court Judge and her entourage of advisors.
I'll admit that I still had no idea what the hell was going on, but I noted that my Solicitor was smiling -- or rather smirking -- at Gloria's solicitor. There was no sign of the expensive barristers who had usually been present at our appearances.
The judge cleared her throat, bringing my attention back to her and away from my solicitor. I had been trying to ask him with my eyes, "What the chuffin'-'ell is going on?" All he appeared to be able to do, was smirk at his professional opponent.
"Mr's Sparks. It says in this report that you and the children are at this time sharing a house with Ronald Quinn; is that correct?"
"Yes!" Gloria replied, confidently.
"And it also suggests that you and Mr Quinn are intending to get married once your divorce from Mr Sparks is finalised. Is that correct?"
"Yes as soon as this custody business is sorted out, we will get married."
"I see, and how long have you known Mr Quinn?"
"For several years. I can't see what this has to do..."
"Oh, you'd be surprise Mrs Sparks. Did you know Mr Quinn's first wife?"
"No, no she died in Scotland before Ronald moved down here." Very suddenly Gloria appeared to have begun to loose her confidence.
"But you know how she and their children died?"
"It was an accident, Ronald was found not guilty in court."
"Ah but I'm afraid that he wasn't, Mrs Sparks. Scottish juries at not limited to verdicts of guilty or not guilty. They have a third option, not proven. This is an English Family Court and we have a more flexible approach to evidence than a normal court. First and foremost our responsibility here is the safety of the children."
"But Ronald wouldn't hurt the girls, he loves them!"
"I'm sure he says he does, Mrs Sparks. But I'm also sure he claims to love you as well. Please explain to me if that is the case how you came to be suffering from three broken ribs and under what circumstances you broke two teeth last month."
"How do you know...?"
"We have a report here that claims that Ronald Quinn has physically assaulted you on several occasions."
"No, this is wrong, Ronald would never harm me or the children on purpose!"
"I'm afraid that was the way that Jennifer Quinn, looked at things Mrs Sparks. Now she is dead and so are all three of the Quinn children. This court cannot... will not, risk a similar thing happening again."
"All right, I won't marry Ronald. I'll find somewhere else to live."
"I'm sorry Mrs Spark's, but you've shown an extreme lack of good judgement in moving your children in with Ronald Quinn in the first place. You've compounded that by not bringing the full weight of the courts down on him when Ronald Quinn assaulted you. This court is of the opinion that by far safest course is to place your children in their father's custody for the time being."
Gloria didn't give up and with her solicitor trying to persuade her to let him do the talking continued to argue with the judge, until she threatened to have Gloria removed.
Then the Judge turned to me.
"Mr Sparks have you adequate arrangements in place to care for the children."
I went to reply, but my solicitor beat me too it.
"Mr Sparks is still living in the marital home. The children's bedrooms are still there and ready for them. He also has two nannies who the children are familiar with, available to move in immediately, and another older nanny who's prepared to mentor them. And of course Mr Sparks has Miss Pool here, who came along to assist if necessary today."
"Are you trained in childcare, Miss Pool?"
"No madam, but I have five much younger siblings, who I've helped to look after since they were born." Vernia replied.
The Judge looked at one of her entourage of advisors, who smiled and nodded. Then I noted that the advisor looked at Vernia and smiled, something in her eye told me that the two women knew each other. I discovered later that Vernia and the advisor were old school friends.
Things became a little complicated after that point and I can't tell you exactly what happened because Gloria lost it completely. She had become hysterical and her legal representative was unsuccessfully trying to help from the room. I'm not sure why I did it, but I found myself rising from my seat and going to assist him.
It then fell to me to calm Gloria down out in the corridor. Rather an odd situation considering the circumstances. But eventually I managed to convince Gloria that I wouldn't behave as she had done when it came to her contact with the children. Of course, I did tell her that I would not stand for her boyfriend Quinn having any contact with them.
By the time I got back into the courtroom, it was all over and the two solicitors were apparently coming to the end of a conversation with the Judge who was presiding the divorce. All the argument and delay had been revolving around child custody so I assume the Family Courts Judges decree kinda took precedence and was about to bring the moneymaking farce to and end. The divorce judge managed to smile at me before dashing off to his first case of the day and Gloria's solicitor walked off dejectedly, I assume to find her again.
"Well we had it sown up, but that was a bloody masterstroke!" my solicitor said the moment the judge had disappeared.
"What was? Look Bernie, I've got no idea what the hell went on here this morning. When did you find out about Quinn's history?"
"We didn't, your people did; didn't they tell you? Anyway that little act you just put on with Gloria, did that go down well with the judge."
"Act?"
"Yeah dashing over to comfort her like you did, and telling her how you wanted her to have a close relationship with the children."
"That wasn't an act. Gloria's their mother, it would be criminal to keep them apart."
"After the way she's been behaving towards you?"
"Hold up Bernie. Two wrongs don't make a right, and you know it. Now, I have no idea what came over Gloria, or why she was being such a bitch. But I'm damned sure it isn't going to set a good example for our children if I behave the same way. Besides that, that bloody Judge did say "For the time being!" if I do anything stupid, it might come back and bite me!"
"Good point, but I'd watch her. Don't go letting her wangle herself back into your affections, Graham."
"I ain't mad Bernie, I'm just prepared to be magnanimous. Gloria's out of my life the moment it's up to you and that old sod sort the bloody divorce paperwork out. But that don't mean I want keep Gloria out of our children's life. Providing she behaves herself."
"That shouldn't take long now. The Family Courts decisions over child custody will take precedence, so I'd say the judge will sign the paperwork this afternoon."
"How come we finished up here today anyway?"
"That report on Ronald Quinn your people sent us yesterday. We sort of disclosed the contents to social services, along with a few nasty suggestions, and the next thing you know the balloons gone up. Quinn was charged with setting fire to his house and murdering his wife and children fifteen years ago. Luckily for us the Scottish jury brought in a verdict of Not Proven. Now, Not Proven does not, strictly in the laws eyes, mean Not Guilty. But it carries enough of a stigma to frighten the life out of the local social services people here. We just gave them the ammunition and pointed them in the right direction. And then of course, there are those unexplained injuries of Gloria's."
"How did you find out that he'd been knocking her about?"
"We didn't, it was all in that report your people sent us. Christ Graham, I wish you'd told us you had them sniffing around."
"Bernie, I have no idea who you are talking about. The only people I've had working on my divorce are your people."
"You sure?"
"Bernie, you and your oppo's have been bleeding me dry, where would I get the money to hire anyone else. Besides you're investigation people were supposed to have done all that side of things."
"Graham, that report came from Thomas Associates, they're the best in the business, there's no way in hell we would dare commit you to that kind of expense. Besides they do in depth background checks on business executive types for companies in the City, I've never heard of them doing a divorce case before."
"Well, I never employed them!"
"Strange," Bernie said thumbing through a stack of papers he'd taken from his briefcase. Hmm it's just got the initials J. H. on the paperwork. Have you any idea who that is?"
"Jerry Hartwell, it must be him." Vernia's voice said from beside me. "He's the human resources director at Goldberg's."
"Well, he'd have the clout to get Thomas's interested." Bernie said.
"Yeah, but who's paying the bloody bill?" I asked.
"J. H. I should imagine."
Vernia smiled and squeezed my arm. "Sounds like Jack Goldberg wants to keep you happy Graham. I'll bet he was behind it. See, I told you he wasn't bearing a grudge about Canella."
At this point some woman from social services approached to inform us where we could pick-up the children. They were in a room just along the corridor.
From various people Vernia and I learnt that on receiving a copy of the report Social Services had obtained an immediate court order and taken the children into their protection evening before. Quinn himself had tried to prevent them doing so and was languishing in a cell somewhere for assaulting a police officer. That kind-of explained why he wasn't with Gloria in the Family Court.
After introducing the somewhat excited to see their daddy children to Vernia -- who they took and immediate liking to -- we made our way out of the building.
On the way, I asked Bernie where he got the idea that Ingrid and Agda were going to be the children's nannies. Bernie admitted that, like myself, he had been court off-guard and had been flying by the seat of his pants. He'd met Ingrid on several occasions -- she was a witness as to Gloria's indiscretions -- and well it would appear that she'd mentioned to him that she'd love to look after the children should I succeed in gaining custody, I assume Ingrid had said something about Agda helping out as well.
"And the experienced mentor?" I asked.
Jesus Graham, both those girls are studying childcare besides English while they're over here, you know. Their lecturer seems to think quite highly of them."
"You've spoken to their college people?"
"Off course. Pointless getting a witness up before a judge and then learning something you should have known long ago."



"Like Ronald Quinn being a murderer!"
"Oh come Graham. Quinn had made a bloody good job of covering his tracks, sealed court records and everything. It takes an organisation like Thomas's who do background checks for the government to circumvent the precautions like that bugger had taken."
"I'll let you off, for now. Now we'd better get the children home and settled in.
----------TWT----------
Luckily the children were at an age where they had little idea of what had been going on. The previous twenty-four hours had been a little traumatic for them. But once the dog had tried to lick them to death -- the cat weren't so pleased to see them and retreated to the garden post hast -- and they saw their old rooms again it was like they'd never been away. Of course they asked where mummy was a few times; Vernia and I kind off fluffed around that one.
Around four o'clock a couple of Bernie's people arrived with all of the children's stuff. Social services had only given us two small suitcases they'd taken from Quinn's residence. They explained that it was all of the children's remaining belongings and that Quinn was back in jail again.
I learnt later that on arriving home from the magistrate's court, Ronald Quinn had found Gloria in the process of moving out and apparently he wasn't enamoured with the idea. I have no idea what passed between them, but I gather that they made enough noise for neighbour or someone to call the police. What happened then is anyone's guess, but ultimately they arrested Quinn once again, reputedly for knocking Gloria about again.
Apparently she wasn't seriously injured though, or at least there was no visual evidence of such when I met her a few days later at court to sign the relevant papers. It could be that the police chose to run Quinn in again, to give Gloria a chance to complete her move.
Because she had no idea where she was going to stay, Gloria had called her solicitors for advice about what to do with the children's belongings that she couldn't carry away with her. They then called Bernie's office with the same question and had he sent a couple of his minions around to collect the gear then drop it at my place.
"I knew it would be the last thing you needed the other day having just brought the children home, running off to Quinn's place to pick all the children's stuff up." Bernie told me with a grin later in the week.
He also explained that Gloria was camping out at her sisters flat for the time being. I sort-a got the feeling that Gloria had talked Bernie's two minions into dropping her off at her sisters on the way to my house. Not that that was a surprise to me, Gloria is a good looking woman who had cultivated the art of twisting innocent young men around her little finger, all of her life.
I had planned to call Ingrid after she got home from college that day, but both she and Agda turned up at the house just after the children's gear arrived. Whether someone from Bernie's office had contacted them at the college somehow, or on seeing the children at the house they just realised what was going on, I don't know. But the girls immediately took over from Vernia and myself. That at least gave Vernia the opportunity to get back to the office before it closed for the night.
----------TWT----------
We'd put the excited children to bed before Vernia arrived back at the house again. This time, dragging her beau with her. I'd never met the bloke before but I rapidly gathered that Vernia called the shots in the relationship. Before the evening was over he was bemoaning the fact to me that his intended was a career girl who up to that time had been in no hurry to get married and have children herself.
However as the weeks progressed and Vernia continued to regularly drag poor Tony to the house; in fact he cheered up a bit because he thought that my little ones were making Vernia broody. But that was all in the future.
----------TWT----------
The following day both Ingrid and Agda were to move into my house without much discussion. I'd discovered during the previous evening that Bernie wasn't the only one who had assumed they were going to be the children's nannies, should I get custody. There had to be the two of them so that one could be at the house, whilst the other went off to college. An advantage of part-time courses.
The other point I should mention is that I did have to employ them as nanny/housekeepers; they were no longer living in my house as au-pairs. Mind you, they did (and had been doing since Gloria had gone) nearly all of my housework between them anyway.
Leaving the children with Ingrid and Agda, I managed to get into the office the following afternoon for a couple of hours. Where I found myself greeted by round of applause from all my staff. I really don't know what I'd done that warranted it. I suppose it could have been a show of support from my colleagues.
Of course there were all those papers to sign again, trusting to hell that Vernia had read through the buggers, before I was able to go up to challenge Jerry Hartwell about that report from Thomas's.
"Nothing to do with me, old boy, I'm just the dogsbody."
"You mean to tell me that Jack Goldberg told you to have Thomas's look into things."
"Woe no, no exactly Graham. Their usual background check on you was the basis for that report, but they were asked for a... Well, slightly more far-ranging report on your family and their... er, associates, in the hope that it might be of assistance to you. Jack, okayed the expense alright, but you'll have to look elsewhere for the instigator."
"Jerry?" I demanded.
"No Graham, I'm sorry; I've been sworn to secrecy." Jerry said sternly, but then he grinned at me. "Tell me who do you know who would have that kind of pull with Jack Goldberg? Christ, Thomas's don't come cheep. And by the way, who has recently gone through a divorce as well?" Jerry grinned.
"Ellie?"
"I promised not to say the word Graham. Please don't waste your time asking me again?" Jerry grinned.
"I didn't think she even knew I'm working here."
"Ah now. You, might think Jack Goldberg's a miserable old bugger, Graham. But he's the first to recognise his own mistakes. I should imagine that a certain unnamed person knew the moment you accepted the position with the company. Well, to be totally honest with you, and without naming any names, a certain dogsbody knows for sure that she did, and she's calls him rather often, to ask how you're getting along."
"So what am I supposed to do, call her up and thank her?"
"Oh my god no, she'd castrate me. Canella was adamant that I shouldn't tell you that she's..."
"She's what Jerry?"
"Oh come Graham you can't be that dumb. Canella has a soft spot for you. A very soft spot I'd say. She made me promise to give you some sort of bull about Thomas's coming up with all that dirt on the Quinn guy, during their investigations into your background. But I thought it would be fairer to the both of you if you knew how the cookie was crumbling."
"You're confusing me Jerry."
"Christ Graham, you're a nice handsome bloke, who's divorced with a couple of small children, well almost! Canella is a very nice young woman who's also recently divorced with a couple of little-uns. Now from what Vernia tells me, once upon a time you and Canella made wonderful music together. I'd just trying to say that Canella might be wondering if your instruments are still in tune. I'm just tipping you the nod, my friend."
"Thanks for telling me Jerry. But anything that Canella and I had together was over years ago. I'm not yet divorced and I'm definitely not looking for another wife. Not now, or indeed ever!"
"Please don't take offence Graham. I was just trying to give you a heads up, that's all. Canella has used her influence with Jack to try to help you. I thought it only fair that you know."
"I'm not annoyed Jerry, just confused. It's not like Ellie has even popped in to see me since I started working here."
"She doesn't come near the place anymore Graham. She's far too embarrassed that it was her husband who nearly wiped this company off the map. Pity really Canella was well liked by everybody here. No doubt she'll show up again eventually though, she was always a regular at all of Jack's team building social gatherings. She'd never missed any of them that I can remember, until Quinn ran off."
----------TWT----------
Back in the office I went through everything I needed to with Vernia as quickly as I could and then rushed home again to see... Well I'm not sure why really. I think I went home to make sure everything was all right with the children, as it was. Ingrid and Agda had everything in hand. About the only problem was, the children asking where their mother was.
Oh Jerry had told me that the company -- or rather Jack Goldberg I suppose -- expected that I'd need a couple of weeks flexibility -- how I love that word -- in my working hours before I could get back to working normally. They had as much confidence in Vernia as I did; maybe more if I'm being truthful.
----------TWT----------
With the child custody dispute almost settled by the Family Court order. The divorce judge granted a decree nisi later the same week. Family courts order at that time also being a temporary emergency ruling to get them away from Ronald Quinn. Theoretically Gloria could have challenged it, but apparently her not having taken legal action against Quinn when he first knocked her about, but continuing to live with him -- and keeping the children in the house as well -- didn't go down well with the social services people. And therefore didn't place her in the best light with the family court judge.
On our second appearance at the family court, where up-to-date-reports, had been presented by the social services people about how the children were being looked after and had settled in. The children were formally placed in my care ad infinitum.
Both Ingrid and Agda had been asked to appear before the Family Court -- in my and Gloria's absence -- I assumed at the time so that the judge could approve my childcare arrangements. And there was a suggestion -- by Bernie -- that "somebody" had suggested that something not quite kosher was (or had been) going on between either (or both) the young ladies and myself. Whatever, it came to nothing, and probably didn't do that "somebody" any favours in the judge's eyes.
To be honest I'm not quite sure what went on behind my back, Family Courts in the UK appeared to be a law unto themselves at that time.
The subject of child maintenance was brought up, although I'd asked for none from Gloria. Whether I liked the idea or not, an order was put in place for her to pay me a few pounds every month. Bernie told me it was to set a precedence should our circumstances ever change. At that time, I was earning a good screw, but Gloria was unemployed.
"She'd found one rich bastard, Graham; even if he did kick the shit out of her. You never know she could land herself another rich mug next time!" Bernie had grinned at me.
I have to admit that -- deep down -- I really didn't like Bernie very much. But the again, I have never been very keen on anyone in the legal profession. They always seem to be more interested in finding ways to circumvent the law and the ubiquitous "bottom line", than the moral niceties of life.
The courts issued an order concerning Gloria's access to the children. Roughly it decreed that she should have (supervised) access for a minimum of two hours at a time, on at least fifty-two occasions a year.
A strange order that I had difficulty in understanding until one of Bernie's people -- Bernie himself wasn't in court that day -- explained that reputedly Gloria had family living abroad. It had been suggested -- by some unknown person -- that she might possibly be tempted to abscond with the children and take them outside the British courts jurisdiction had her visitations been longer.
I thought this a ridiculous idea, and I suspect that it was a tit-for-tat accusation slipped in by somebody in Bernie's organisation in retaliation for the accusations about the girls and myself.
Mind you, somebody in Bernie's office -- or maybe it was in the original report from Thomas's -- found out that Gloria had somehow accrued a surprisingly impressive bank balance. So she did have the resources that would have allowed her to skip-out with the children had she been given the opportunity.
It was also brought to my attention that Gloria didn't stay with her sister for more than a few weeks, before she rented herself a really nice flat in town. She'd also leased an expensive car rather quickly as well. Maybe it was the fact that she'd leased, instead of buying the car that had made someone in Bernie's office suspicious her intentions.
It was much later that it filtered back to me that Gloria had started working as a very expensive escort within days of moving out of Quinn's house.
Hey, for all I know she'd been working as one before she moved out on me in the first place. No, forget that; that's just me, being vindictive. But it might go some way to explaining where Gloria's impressive bank balance suddenly materialised from.
----------TWT----------
I would have been happy for Gloria to have far more access to the children than the Court order decreed. But after the first few weeks, when she'd called in at the house almost every other day, her visits to them dropped off considerably.
At the time I'd had no idea about her new working arrangements, so I'd assumed that she'd found herself another boyfriend.
Hey, maybe that was it! It could be that doing the escort thing was Gloria's way of finding another rich mug. The thought never struck me at the time.
----------TWT----------
The children very soon got used to Gloria's absence. Mind you, they'd go potty if Ingrid or Agda wasn't around for more than a few days at a time. It got to the point where all five of us flew over to Sweden for a week just before Christmas, so the girls could visit their families at the same time.
Agda's parents and Ingrid's father had stayed over at my house a couple of times when they came to London to visit their daughters. I never have met Ingrid's mother, or the fanskap.
----------TWT----------
Being in Sweden I missed-out on the company Christmas party. But when I returned Vernia was quick to point out that Canella had put in an appearance, much to everyone's obvious joy.
"Christ Graham, it was like the Queen or someone had walked in; everyone stood up and clapped and cheered. Poor Canella looked very embarrassed. But I think they were all trying to tell her how much they like her and don't blame her for what happened.
"Jerry brought her over to our table and introduced her to Tony and myself. She congratulated us on our engagement, so somebody has to be feeding her all the dirt. She also appeared to be looking for somebody else at our table, until Jerry informed her that you were in Sweden. Then, she looked extremely disappointed.
"Tony danced with her later, and he told me, she was pumping him about you and the children. Tony reckons that she already knew that we go round to your house often. Probably somebody out there," Vernia gestured towards the office with her head, "feeds her all the tittle-tattle that goes on around here."
I'm not sure how I reacted to Vernia making that statement. I thought that she was the world's worst when it came to office gossip. But then again, maybe Vernia is a listener and not a talker (or gossip spreader) if you understand me. She'd only pass on to me, things she'd overheard that she thought I needed to know about.
----------TWT----------
Gloria called into the house early Christmas morning with presents for the children. But she didn't stay for the Christmas lunch we'd offered her. Apparently, she had an alternative engagement.
No, I didn't ask; at the time, I assumed it was with a new boyfriend. Although now, I suspect it was probably with a client.
Looking back now, and taking the way Gloria had been dressed that morning into account, I wouldn't be at all surprised to learn that she'd come directly from a liaison with her previous client, either.
----------TWT----------
It was early in the New Year that Jack Goldberg and his wife invited Vernia and myself -- along with a guest each -- to a cocktail party at their home. We couldn't very well refuse considering who'd issued the invitation, but the guest bit was a problem for me, if not for Vernia.
After we'd gone through a whole list of likely candidates as my partner for the evening. It was Tony's idea that he bow out, and just Vernia and I go together. The idea of me taking Ingrid or Agda was put forward, indeed I often went out with one or the other of the girls during the evenings, but usually only to the theatre and that kind of thing. Sometimes I'd go to a show twice just so that both girls could see it. Other times I'd take both girls whilst Vernia and Tony babysat for us.
By the way, a couple of times we caught sight of Gloria with one of her clients; very embarrassing, I thought. But at the time, I thought they were boyfriends.
Anyway, it was thought that a thirty-year-old with an eighteen-year-old on his arm might raise some eyebrows in the office; so in the end Vernia and I went to the party together. As I've said with Tony's blessing. Actually he played chauffer for the evening, so that we didn't have to worry about taxis.
----------TWT----------
I can't say that cocktail parties are my kind of thing. Indeed it was the first really big one that I'd ever attended.
It was kinda helpful that Vernia's parents had also been invited and I spent a lot of my time talking with them, once we'd been introduced. I learnt that it was the consensus of opinion, that Vernia becoming all-broody over my children, was the main reason she'd finally set the date for her and Tony's wedding.
Vernia, of course, appeared to know almost everyone there, because she'd grown up in that particular circle; her father being a member of the same golf club as Jack Goldberg. Anyway often during the evening, she'd vanish off to circulate with old friends and acquaintances whilst I was left talking with her parents.
Obviously there was a lot of confusion as to why Vernia had arrived with me, and not Tony. That was something we hadn't thought about in advance.
Eventually, as was ordained, I had run into The Dragon herself, Mrs Jack Goldberg!
Totally taking me completely by surprise, and confusing everybody still further, she instinctively called me Sparkie. And what's more, with a smile on her face.
God I'd never seen the old witch smile in my life before. But then again, I had been "Sparkie" back then, and I will admit, I had enjoyed the notoriety.
"Jack and I have known Sparkie for years." I heard Mrs G explain to the puzzled crowd, "You wouldn't recognise him as the young tearaway we used to be know though. You know, at one time we thought he might even become our son-in-law."
I couldn't quite get my head around the pleasant smile on the old witch's face as she spoke. "Thought he might become our son-in-law, my bloody foot!" "Feared that he might become," more like; were the thoughts going around in my mind.
I figured that the opportune moment had arrived for me to find the ablutions. Before I made some stupid a comment that I'd later regret. So I made my excuses and left Vernia and her parents talking to the Witch.
----------TWT----------
On my way back from the loo, I'd just encountered a waitress and grabbed another glass of whatever it was she was plying, when I heard the old nickname spoken once again.
A familiar voice said. "Hi Sparkie. How's Bonnie getting along, do you still ride her?"
Bonnie, of course, was the name I'd given my old Triumph. So I knew that there could only one person standing behind me.



"Hi Ellie!" I said as I spun on my heel to face her. "No, Bonnie went to that great scrape heap in the sky many years ago. Anyway, long time no see, how have you been keeping?"
I know, I know. A stupid and predictable sort of statement! But what else was I supposed to say to the woman?
I couldn't very well say, what I was thinking. "Shit babe, you're looking effing gorgeous!" Now, could I? Although I have to admit that that was what I was thinking.
"Not too well Sparkie, you've obviously heard about what my husband did."
"And you've definitely heard about what my wife did to me, so you could say we're on a level playing field, Ellie. Now, are we going to stand here and commiserate with each other or, wouldn't it be far better if we both forgot the buggers ever existed?"
"How do you do that? You've always been able to push your troubles behind you."
"What's happened, has happened, Ellie. There's not much point in crying over spilt milk, is there? I try to put the past behind me and do my best to forget all the nasty things that happen in life."
"What about the good things?"
"Ah now, that's what you have to remember Ellie, the good times. Gloria and I did have some real good times together, you know."
"And the good times that we had together on Bonnie, and in the back of my little Viva?"
I smiled. "Very good times Ellie, all filed away for easy reference when I'm feeling down. However, I can't forget that someone else forgot about them and moved on."
Ellie looked serious for a moment.
"No she didn't Sparkie. Unfortunately she heard all kinds of stories about alternative girls riding on the back of Bonnie."
"I can assure you that none did. Well, not until it was obvious that someone had forgotten I existed, anyway."
"That wasn't the story I got!"
"Then you listened to the wrong storytellers Ellie. Now, if you'll excuse me, I think I'd better get back to my... Vernia, I am supposed to be her escort this evening."
After the pleasure of seeing Ellie for the first time in many years, I'd become a little annoyed that she was accusing me of ditching her. I'd always seen it the opposite way around.
"May I come with you? I don't like being at these functions alone."
"Providing that you remember that my name is Graham Sparks nowadays, of course you can."
"Sorry, of course, Mr Graham Sparks, accounts department manager, and I'm told, a very good one as well."
Somehow Ellie managed to slip her arm into mine as we made our way back to where I'd left Vernia and her parents. I'll be honest I didn't notice until I spotted a couple of people staring at us. Remember they were confused enough when I'd walked into the party with Vernia on my arm; a young lady whose upcoming nuptials to Tony had so recently been very publicly announced.
Mind you, Ellie didn't stop talking during the short journey. Ellie kept wittering on about the people we used to know, and places we went together. And, I might add, a couple of places we regularly parked in that Vauxhall Viva of hers.
Vernia greeted us with a big grin. "Hey guys, they're dancing in the other room; shall we join them?"
"That'll be great!" Ellie replied before I got the chance to do so myself.
The next thing I know I've got Ellie on one arm and Vernia on the other and I'm being railroaded into another room where a small combo was playing.
"You first, he's your escort for the evening." Ellie said to Vernia as she disengaged herself from me and took my drink."
"Don't I get a say in this?" I asked.
"No!" the two women said in unison.
"He hates formal dancing." Ellie commented to Vernia.
"Oh he's better than he used to be, I can assure you!" Vernia replied.
"How would you know?" I demanded, just to say something to prove I was still capable of speaking for myself, I think.
"Ingrid and Agda told me that you were tripping the light fantastic in Stockholm."
"I need to fire those girls, they talk too much." I replied as Vernia steered me onto the dance floor.
"Oh let me know if you do, I could do with a really good nanny for my girls!" I heard Ellie giggle as we moved out of earshot.
"And just what are you playing at?" I asked Vernia as she finally moved into my arms to dance.
"I'm just trying to show everybody what a good dancer you've become."
"Cut it out; you know what I mean!"
"Okay Ellie was looking... I don't know, you two were chatting away two to the dozen and the suddenly she didn't look as happy as I expected her too. I thought she'd probably put her foot in it and needed a break before round two."
"What the hell are you wittering on about, now?"
"Look Graham, as you have so rightly said so many times. I have no idea what went wrong between you and Canella. But I do know that she wishes that it hadn't, and I believe that in your heart, you wish that it hadn't as well.
"She's been falling all over to herself to help you. And even her mother, who you have always described as a complete harridan, is saying the nicest things about you. Christ, you've got to at least give Canella a chance!"
"I have?"
"Yes, you bloody-well have."
The conversation went on in a similar vein all through the dance. Well, that's if you can call it a dance Vernia and I weren't so much dancing, as arguing whilst moving in ever decreasing circles.
----------TWT----------
"Here you go, your turn. Don't take any stick from the old sod Canella, he can be a miserable old bugger when he wants to be." Vernia said to Ellie as she handed me over to her care.
I'll add that I had noticed that several young men had walked up to Ellie while Vernia and I had been dancing. I can only assume that they asked her to dance and that she'd refused requests. I had to take that as a compliment, whether I liked the idea or not.
I managed a quick swig of whatever was in that glass, before Vernia took it from me and Ellie dragged back out onto the dance floor.
Very quickly I realised that Ellie was extremely nervous, her verbal diarrhoea started up again the moment we were out of Vernia's earshot.
"Ellie, relax please. Whatever went wrong all those years ago, I'm sure it wasn't of either your or my making. We were young and these things happen; let's let bygones remain bygones shall we. Now, tell me about your children?"
For the rest of the evening whether we were dancing or not dancing -- I was going alternative dances with both girls -- that's what we did. Talked about our children and how we were coping with them on our own. Only, I wasn't exactly coping on my own, as you full well know.
Quite remarkably, our children were almost exactly the same ages, and all girls. I gathered that Ellie's mother was around most days to offer moral support. That's when she wasn't tied up with one or the other of her charities.
Ellie complained that it was the loneliness at night that she hated the most. I agreed, but she promptly challenged me that I had Ingrid and Agda living there, to keep me company in the evenings.
I think, Ellie was referring to a different part of the nights than I was. Like most men, my mind was on having no one to snugly-up-with me in bed. I let that point slide after that.
Anyway from those words, I gathered Ellie knew all about my house keeping arrangements. I kinda wondered exactly how much more she knew. A lot I imagined; I was sure that she'd seen that Thomas's report. I chose not to thank her for persuading her father to okay the cost of that report at that time; I figured we'd leave doing that until some other -- more private -- occasion.
Vernia and I had planned to leave about half past midnight, well that was the time we'd arranged for Tony to pick us up. We were getting our coats on when one of Jack Goldberg's flunkies came looking for us with the message that Tony had broken down and that we'd do best to call a taxi.
But Ellie wouldn't hear of us doing that, she told us she was about to leave herself and that she'd dive us home. I politely tried to refuse, I didn't want to be accused of dragging her away from her parent's party.
"You were never scared of my driving before Graham, so why are you now?" Ellie grinned. "Besides I have to get back to the children, I've only got a young neighbours daughter watching them. Good babysitters are few and far between out where I live."
However the urgency of Ellie getting home to her children seemed to wane as soon as we got into her car. First she drove to where Tony had broken down, arriving there at almost the same moment as the recovery vehicle. Then she drove us to Vernia's parent's house where I assume Tony stayed over. Then eventually about two AM we arrived outside my house.
For some inexplicable reason I found myself inviting Ellie in to meet Ingrid and Agda, who both looked out through the lounge window as we pulled-up. Ellie refused, saying that she really did have to get home to her children, but she'd take a rain cheque on that one because she really did want to meet the two young ladies that Vernia had kept raving on about.
----------TWT----------
Two evenings later I arrived home from the office to find Ellie's car parked in my drive and Gloria's parked in the street. I was expecting Gloria to be there that evening, but not Ellie and her two children.
Actually it was quite a giggle when I stuck my head into the lounge. Pamela was far more interested in her new friend Simone (Ellie's eldest) than she was in her mother's presence. And although Debra was sitting -- or being held -- on her mothers lap, her interest was on the little stranger who Ingrid was cuddling.
Agda and Ellie were in the kitchen making some tea when I walked in the door.
"I'm sorry Graham. It looks like I picked a bad day to call?" Ellie said, with a smile and a wink, when she saw me standing there.
All I got out in reply was, "Don't' worry about it Ellie." Before I realised that Agda was making all kinds of strange faces and gesturing with her head toward the lounge door, where Ingrid, Gloria and the children were. I could make no sense of the pantomime she was performing and obviously showed the fact in my face. Eventually Agda pulled me inside the kitchen, closed the door and grinned at me.
"Mrs Sparks does not know who Miss Ella is. She tries to ask us, and not ask, at the same time. It has been very funny to watch! We have not explained as we should."
I gathered that I'd missed out on some fun. Ellie had -- by chance (?) -- found herself in my part of town and had popped in on the off-chance that I'd be home. She'd introduced herself to Ingrid and Agda, and then brought her children in to meet mine. Some kind of an excuse like that anyway.
But then Gloria had showed-up and the three women had conspired to play a game with her. They fluffed around exactly who Ellie was, purposely not mentioning her surname, Goldberg. Ellie had returned to using her maiden name for obvious reasons. When Gloria had eventually come out and asked her straight, Ellie had told that she was an old and very close friend of mine.
From what they said, Gloria had been taken aback by that statement and had kept trying to discover where Ellie and I had met, and for exactly how long we'd known each other. None of the three conspirators would give her a straight answer to either question. Even though Gloria kept suggesting different places where we might have met.
I know that morally it was wrong, but I let the game continue after we took the tea and coffee Agda and Ellie had made into the lounge.
I have no idea why Gloria was so upset about Ellie or her presence at the house, but she definitely was. And I found myself revelling in her frustrated curiosity.
Glory couldn't have really believed that there was any chance of us reconciling after the way she'd behaved. Perhaps she didn't like the idea that I might find someone else to share my life with. Whatever, it was a fun experience whilst it lasted.
To be honest -- at the time -- I really didn't think that there was any prospect of a romantic relationship between Ellie and myself. Even if Vernia thought that there was. I'd been hooked on the woman once and I'd got bitten. A friend, yes, and even maybe a close friend. But romance? I really didn't think that was on the cards.
Ellie got up to leave first. Actually I think Gloria out-waited her, Gloria didn't usually hang around for as long as she did that day.
As I saw Ellie and her children to her car, she asked me if I was doing anything for dinner on the following evening.
"Babysitting. Ingrid and Agda have a double date tomorrow night. They believe in the safety of numbers rule."
"I'm not surprised with you around!" Ellie grinned back at me. "I'm sure I'd have kept my virginity a lot longer if we'd only ever gone on double dates. Anyway, that's no problem, bring the children over for a meal as well."
"Debra has to go down very early Ellie."
"So does Michelle. We can put Debra in a travelling cot I have for her. And if it gets too late Pamela can bed down with Simone. They appear to have taken to each other."
"Um well."
"Oh don't panic, I'm not intending to jump your bones. I've got plenty of spare beds... and bedrooms in the house. I just don't like being on my own every night, it would be nice just to sit and talk about old times together. And maybe even properly clear the air about some unfortunate misunderstandings. Ooh we have an audience, let's put on a show for her."
"Do what?" I was about to say, when Ellie planted a kiss on my cheek before sliding into the drivers seat of her car and closing the door.
"Gloria is glaring at us out of your lounge window Graham, lean in and give me a kiss before I go."
"But what about..."
"Christ, don't look so bewildered lover. Now smile and kiss me and I'll call you at the office tomorrow.
I did as requested, then Ellie raced away tooting the car horn.
Gloria was preparing to leave herself as I re-entered the house.
"Who is that woman?" she demanded as I saw her to the door.
"Just an old friend." I grinned at her.
"How old a friend, just how long have you known her, and who was that little tart you were at the court with? The Veronica girl!"
"Vernia actually Gloria, and she's not a little tart. I think you must have mistaken her for yourself. Vernia is a work colleague and a very good friend, who's been very supportive and helpful to me over the last few months. She getting married in a few weeks and your eldest daughter is going to be one of her bridesmaids. Debra is a little young to know what's going on, but she'll be dressed for the part anyway."
"Humph!" Was Gloria's reply to that, followed by, "Well, who's that Ellie woman then, and how well do you know her?"
"Gloria, I know Ellie far better than I've ever known you!"
"What's that supposed to imply?"
"That I knew Ellie, in the biblical sense of the word, well before I bedded you for the first time. Now goodnight Gloria, I've got things I need to do this evening." I replied all-but pushing her out the door.
----------TWT----------
"You told her!" Ingrid said.
"Yeah I couldn't see any reason not to. Gloria and Ellie were around at the same time, eventually one of Gloria's girlfriends will put two and two together, if she doesn't herself."
"No, I mean about Vernia."
"I don't understand, why shouldn't I tell her about Vernia?"
Both Ingrid and Agda were suddenly looking very sheepish.
"What's been going on? What have you two been telling Gloria?" I demanded.
"We didn't tell her anything, it was Pamela!" Ingrid blurted out.
"What the hell could a four-year-old tell Gloria?"
"Not much, but when Gloria asked her... Well eventually she said that Vernia was your girlfriend."
"Oops!" I grinned back at the girls. "And you didn't think to correct that misinterpretation of the facts?"
"Well no, not really!" Ingrid grinned, "My mother used to hate it when my father went out with other ladies. We thought Gloria's own dirty mind, deserved to think what it made of the situation."
"Oh dear, I understand you now. But didn't Pamela ever mention that Tony babysat them with Vernia sometimes, when I take you two out.
"Vernia's brother!" Agda added with a smile.
"That was very wicked of you girls; I couldn't have done better myself! And now Gloria is trying to figure-out where Ellie fits into the equation. Pity I told her that Vernia is getting married next month."
"Why? You didn't tell who she was getting married too, did you?" Ingrid grinned, "Of course we could hint. She's bound to ask us."
"Don't you dare, my life is complicated enough. And besides, the poor woman is frustrated enough trying to figure out who Ellie is for the time being."
----------TWT----------
I was out of my office when Ellie called the following morning. I returned to find Vernia sitting at my desk talking to her on the telephone.
We'd decided to share an office a few weeks before, it was more convenient when I had to leave early because of something to do with the children, and/or attend court.
"No don't worry I've spoken to the girls, they will pack everything the children need. They're very good you know." Vernia was saying, as she waved for me to pour her out some coffee from the jug we now kept on the go in the office.
"Look Canella, I'm sure one of them would be only to pleased come over with Graham and mind the children if the two of you want to go somewhere one evening. And if they can't for any reason, Tony and I could always baby-sit for you, if we have nothing else on."
Vernia grinned up at me, as I placed her coffee on my desk.
"Ooh, he's giving me dirty looks for arranging his social life again."
Ellie must have said something that made Vernia laugh.
"What did she say?" I demanded, when Vernia stopped laughing to catch her breath.
"We're talking about you lover, not to you!" she grinned at me, and then to Ellie, "Oops, I think our man's getting a little upset with me. I'd better let him talk to you."
Vernia handed me the handset.
"Hello Ellie?"
"Hi Sparkie, you all set for this evening?"
"Looks to me, like everything's been planned behind my back."
"Not on purpose Graham. You sounded a tad reticent last evening, so I invited Vernia and her boyfriend round as well. But apparently they are riding shotgun over Ingrid and Agda tonight, so they can't come."
"That's news to me." I replied.
"I'm sure you don't know half of what goes on Graham. Anyway I'll expect you and the children about half-five shall I?"
"Hold up Ellie. We have a managers meeting here every Friday afternoon. I'm not sure we can get there that early."
"You forget that I know how the company works, Graham. Vernia will tell you that the meeting has been brought forward because my father suddenly has somewhere very important that he has to be early this evening."
"You didn't ask him to move the meeting up just so that I could..."
"Privilege of going to dinner at the boss's daughter house, Graham. But don't worry, daddy will not let on why he's moved the meeting up. He can be very discrete when he chooses to be. And as you might guess, he approves of us being friends nowadays. By the way, so does mummy!"
I looked across at Vernia, as I said. "Am I being railroaded?"
"No, no. I told you the other day, I'd just like us to be friends." Ellie replied hurriedly, as Vernia frantically shook her head.
"Okay, I'll try to be there by five-thirty, providing you tell me where you actually live."
"Vernia has the directions, and the address. See you tonight Sparkie!"
"Graham!" I said and the line went dead. But just before it did so, I heard a distinct giggle.
"Just how long had you been talking to Ellie before I got back?" I demanded of Vernia.
"Long enough, and Ingrid called earlier and filled me in on last night."



I have no idea what expression that news brought to my face, but Vernia rushed on to explain that Ingrid needed to clarify arrangements for Agda and her date that night.
I belatedly learnt that when my two nannies went out without their "surrogate father", usually either Vernia or Tony -- most often both together -- had been playing distant chaperone. I.e. the girls arranged to be taken to the same place as Vernia and Tony were going that evening. They'd follow the suitors' cars back to the house as well, just in case.
I also learnt that most -- if not all -- the females that my two nannies had tried to line-up for me, had been thoroughly vetted by Vernia on the quiet.
"I am being bloody railroaded!" I said when Vernia finished her disclosers.
"Nothing of the kind Graham! We are just trying to get you some kind of a social life back. Christ, the only time you go out of the house is to work or take the girls or children out."
"And, when I go out with you and Tony!"
"Precisely! When you play gooseberry. You need to get out and get a life of your own Graham, and Canella is perfect for you. You're both in the same situation. No one's saying or even expects you to fall head over heals in love with each other. I think we all believe that... well under the circumstances you can both understand each others situation better than most people can."
----------TWT----------
There was no doubt about it. I knew that I was being manipulated by all the females around me. Well nearly all! There was Gloria of course, and I was damned sure she wasn't in on anything they had planned.
Our evening at Ellie's house was very pleasant, and it was definitely different to any I'd had in the recent past. For the most part it wasn't about Ellie and me, as I suspect most people would assume. It was about us, and the children, although the two little ones went down quite early, Ellie and I played games with the elder two until it was well past their usual bedtime.
Later, after all the children were in bed. (Simone and Pamela had settled remarkably quickly under the circumstances and I had had some difficulty in believing that they'd only just met each other for the first time the day before. After all these years I'm still not convinced on that fact; but that might be paranoia creeping in.) Anyway Ellie and I sat in her lounge and discussed old times.
Eventually we came to the point in our relationship where we'd broken up; or in actual fact, we'd stopped writing to each other. It came to light that several of Ellie's friends had been writing to her regularly and they had fed her the line that I was running around on her. Once specific names were mentioned, I realised that those particular friends were the ones who had -- to put it bluntly -- made a play for me around that time. It had been the same pair, who had put the idea in my head that Ellie had been slumming it with me for a bit of fun, before she went off to college in Switzerland.
The "You always were a mug for a pretty face!" thought crept back into my mind, when I realised that fact. Well, maybe it had something to do with those same two girls' relaxed moral attitudes as well. But at that age, does it make much difference? During your teenage years it's usually hormones that control logic, especially in young men. Come on, you know what I'm referring too.
Remarkably -- probably because of all the time that had passed -- Ellie and I found that we could laugh about things, when we finally got down to naming names. She didn't seem at all surprised that any of them had -- in effect -- stabbed her (or us) in the back.
It was a pleasant evening that I could see right away that it was one we would repeat. Oh and I'd suppose I should add, just in case someone gets the wrong idea, that Ellie and I didn't get all soppy with each other. While we played board games with the children; later after they gone to bed, Ellie and I sat facing each other on separate sofas, on opposite sides of her large coffee table.
I suppose that that coffee table acted something like a Berlin wall or even a peace line. We'd both kinda gone-on at (great) length talking about my presence in her house that evening, was about renewing an old friendship, not our romance. I'm not sure who started that part of the conversation by the way.
----------TWT----------
I'm also not sure what time I climbed into my bed (alone) that night; but it must have been around two or even three AM. I know that I was dead to the world until Pamela came in and demanded I joined everybody at breakfast at around nine o'clock on the Saturday morning.
Flabbergasted that the children had not woken me earlier -- as was their usual want -- especially considering that Ingrid and Agda weren't around to keep them under control. I took a hurried shower, dressed and then dashed down expecting to have to apologise to Ellie for leaving getting all the children up and dressed to her.
However I as I dashed into the kitchen I found Ellie had not been coping on her own. She, Ingrid and Agda were all sat around Ellie's kitchen table together drinking coffee. It was sort of not very subtly explained, that my two nannies didn't trust me to be able to handle getting my own children up without them. They'd conned Tony and Vernia into bringing them over first thing.
I kinda gathered from the conversation that Vernia and Tony had stayed over at my place for the night. Something they'd done on numerous occasions in the past, by the way; when babysitting Pamela and Debra. It appeared they took attractive young nanny sitting, just as seriously an occupation as they did babysitting, if you understand where I'm coming from?
It appeared that while I'd been sleeping my -- or rather our -- day had been planned out for us. Although I vetoed the trip to London zoo and suggested that we went to the Zoo's much larger site at Whipsnade, near Dunstable. I have no idea why; maybe because I hadn't been there since I'd taken Ellie there many years precious on the back of Bonnie.
With eight of us, it required the use of two cars. Ingrid, Pamela, Simone and me in mine and the younger two children and Agda travelled with Ellie. Although Ingrid and Agda kind switched between vehicles several times during the day as requested by the children.
A trip to Whipsnade is no mean feat. It's an extremely large establishment (600 odd acres that's getting on for 2.5 square kilometres) when the children -- well Pamela and Simone anyway, the little ones really had little idea of what was going on -- wanted to see every animal in the place, twice! There was no missing out on anything with Pamela and Simone around.
It was gone seven that evening when -- after a quick visit to Ellie's house to collect the children's gear -- we arrived back at my own house. Pamela and Debra went down almost immediately, they must have been as tired out as I felt.
Ingrid and Agda, appeared as fresh as daisies, as they settled themselves in front of the TV. I kinda stuck around for a while, trying to pretend that I wasn't dead on my feet, and then snuck away to bed myself.
----------TWT----------
It was almost lunchtime on the Tuesday morning when a sudden and unexpected raising of voices out in the general office distracted Vernia and myself from our computer screens. No sooner had Vernia opened the door to discover what was going on than she turned back to me with a smile on her face.
"Its Canella!" she grinned, and then vanished, closing the door behind her, calling out "Hi stranger!" as she did so.
Vernia closing the door left me in a quandary. Should I follow her or should I await Ellie's arrival in my office, I didn't want to look... well too... er, give-over you know what I mean! Anyway after pondering the question for a few moments, I thought I'd better go out there. Canella was the boss's daughter after all. And I figured that I'd better address her as Canella in front of the staff.
Going out there proved to be a bit of a mistake. Ellie was making slow progress through to office because it appeared that everyone wanted to say, "Hello" to her personally. I found myself almost queuing until some of them spotted me and figured that they'd better get back to work.
Vernia poured the three of us coffee as Ellie explained that she was just dropping off a handbag. That -- somehow -- Agda had managed to leave in her car on the Saturday.
I kinda wondered how Agda had managed to overlook such an important accessory, considering that I knew it contained all of her make-up. Both Ingrid and Agda were very fastidious about looking fabulous whenever they walked out of the door. I found it odd that Agda hadn't mentioned the fact that it was missing either. But then I was pretty sure that I knew Ingrid and Agda's master plan, so it wasn't such a surprise to me as it might have been.
Ellie turning up at the office with it, was though. Later Vernia suggested that it could have been the excuse Ellie had needed to show her face around the office again.
Ellie had spent most of her time that morning in my office telling Vernia about the children's trip to Whipsnade, I think. I kinda left them to it, and got on with some work while they nattered away. Anyway because Vernia and I nearly always ate lunch together, when she invited Ellie to eat with her, it became a done deal that we'd lunch together. Well, I believe that when we left the office; that had been the master plan.
However, just about nothing happens inside Goldberg and Son's without Jack hearing about it eventually; especially where Ellie is concerned. As we made our way out of the main entrance, Jack and his little entourage appeared as if from nowhere, and the three of us were somehow co-opted into his lunch party.
We enjoyed a very long and expensive lunch at Jack's usual upmarket restaurant, which I'm pleased to say Jack -- or the company -- must have paid for. Vernia, Ellie and I had little chance of talking in private.
Jerry Hartwell collared me on the walk back to the office, and told me how pleased everyone was that Ellie had shown her face at the office again. Apparently I was getting the credit for that happening. He continued waffling on some, but to be honest I was taking very little notice, because I had just heard Vernia saying to Ellie.
"Oh of course he won't mind. He told me yesterday how much the girls enjoyed playing with your two over the weekend. Just take them round whenever they get too much. Ingrid and Agda won't mind either, I can assure you of that."
Ellie left the group in the company car park, saying something about collecting her children. I didn't quite catch where from, a childminder I supposed.
"Prey tell me, Vernia. Whom won't mind if Ellie takes her girls around to his house to play with his children?" I asked her, once we were alone in our office.
"You won't of course!"
"I won't; why not?"
"Oh don't be stupid Graham. Anyway it's your fault that Simone can't play with her bestest friend anymore."
"My fault, how do you work that one out?"
"Well, let's see, as Canella tells it..."
"Ellie you mean, why do you insist on calling her Canella?"
"Sparkie, there's only one person in this whole world who gets away with, or dares to call Canella, Ellie. Haven't you noticed that?"
"Can't say I have, no."
"Take my word for it them. Anyway as she tells the story, you and she talked about old times on Friday night."
"Hey, what's she been telling you?"
Nothing more than you did a long time ago, my friend, so don't worry!"
"Oh Christ, I did didn't I?"
"Yeah, I think it's called talking too much. Not a usual failing of yours! Anyway Canella implied that certain friends of hers, feed you the line that she'd been stringing you along back then."
"Yeah, we kinda worked that one out the other night."
"And then they, or at least one of them, stepped into the vacancy that story created."
"Yeah well, I took out a couple of Ellie's mates after she'd gone."
"Well the stringing you along story was a complete lie. And transpires that one of those women who fed you that yarn is the mother of Simone's best friend. Incidentally she was also one Canella's closest friend's up until last Friday evening, or rather Sunday morning when Canella gave her a piece of her mind."
"Oops, or should I say? Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive!"
"Oh my, quoting Sir Walter Scott. Into the classics on the quiet, are we?"
"No not really. Mary Williams an old school teacher of mine gave me a book of useful quotations when I left school. I studied the thing for weeks, Mary told me it would make me sound intelligent, even if I refused to look it. I was all leather jackets and longhair back in those days. Anyway, I think that's the first time I've ever found the opportunity to use one."
"Mary Williams, I remember her. Nice old lady, used to come to daddies cocktail parties with Bill Gillard."
"She did?"
"Yeah, all the time. I think she and Bill were lovers on the quiet. Or at least, they had been at one time! I wonder why they never got married?"
"I don't know, but it explains a lot about how-come I got a job in an accounts office. I weren't what you might call natural office type material back then. More the like the building site fodder. Mary Williams pushed me into applying for a job working for Bill, and he steered me in the right direction for further education."
"And you didn't know that they were bonking each other?"
"Vernia, there weren't a kid in that school who'd have believed that anyone had ever had the audacity, let alone the nerve, to bonk Mary Williams. She was really nice to me, but boy, could she be a dragon when she chose to be?"
"And what about Canella, do you still have the nerve to bonk her?"
"Pardon?"
"Well, I'm sure she wants you too, Graham."
"Vernia, Ellie and I had a good thing going once. But that was a very long time ago. Now I'm working for her father and the last thing in the world in need to do is quire the bleeding wicket by... Well you know what I mean. If Ellie wants to be friends then I'm more than pleased to be friends with her, but I really can't see it going any further."
"Oh alright, have it your way. But take my word for it, Canella is going to get you into bed eventually!"
----------TWT----------
Over the following months, Ellie did take her children to my house so that they all could play with mine, but mostly while I was at work, although very often they'd still be at the house when I returned. Sometimes during school holidays and the like, she'd go over during the day to pick-up Ingrid, Agda and my girls and take them all out or back to her house so that the children could be together there. Eventually even acquiring a people carrier so that she could get them all in safely.
Ellie never mentioned Tanya to me or why she'd fallen-out with her and was discouraging Simone from being friends with her daughter. Although on occasions I heard Simone mention the child to Pamela. Eventually one day, I figured that I needed to say something about it to Ellie, so I collared her alone in the kitchen the first opportunity I got.
"Here Ellie, what do you reckon of parents that keep their children apart, you know discourage friendships like yours and mine did."
"I know where you're coming from Graham, but that was slightly different. Both of our parents didn't approve of us keeping company..."
"Is that what we did?"
"And the rest!" Ellie grinned. "But what Tanya did to me... to us, was completely different. Whether you realise it or not, she broke us up. And for what? So that she could find-out how good you were in the back of seat of a car."
"Shit, you told her about..?"
"You're not kidding I did! Christ Graham, I've honestly I never enjoyed myself so much in my whole life as I did out by the reservoir, in the back of that Viva, with you. Bugger, I've never had any experiences to match it since, either. And that includes my wedding night!
"Tanya stole all that from me, and by the looks of it, I'll never get it back again. Do you blame me for not wanting the woman around me? I'm sorry that Simone gets some of the fallout, but I can see myself doing that, oh so smug, Tanya, a real mischief one of these days."
"Oh so smug?"
"Yeah you should have seen the expression she got on her face when I told her you were working for daddy. Two faced bitch! And then when you told me that she'd fed you all that crap while she was telling me that you were running around behind my back, and that you'd shagged her..."
"I never said I'd..."
"You didn't have to Graham. It was implied by the very fact that you dated Tanya for a while. Christ, I was so naive to have told the girls how good you were when it came to... well you know!"
"I am? How come no one's ever mentioned it to me before? Well... they have, but I thought they were flattering me. You know, all the bullshit that goes on during a roll in the hay."
"Is that all it meant to you, a quick roll in the hay?" Ellie sounded upset.
"Hey hold up girl, don't go getting me wrong? I was in love with you and we never had a roll in the hay together. I'll give you that sex in the back of that little Viva of yours, and it wasn't the most comfortable in the world. But I was making love to you because... Well, I was in love with you at the time!
"Now, when it came to Tanya and that crowd... well, with them yeah you could describe that was a roll in the hay, if you understand me. God you've got to remember, I was a young man and I'd been going without for nearly eight months."
"Eight months! You waited for me, for eight months?"
"Well, to be honest, it was only four months after your last letter before I finally got the message."
"Shit I'll kill that Tanya, and the rest of them. They had me convinced you were bedding some little bitch less than two weeks I was sent out there."
"I kinda gathered that from your letters. And if you remember, I did deny it!"
"Yes you did, and I was a fool to believe my so-called friends and not you. Or the two-faced little bitches, who I thought were my friends anyway. Still there's no point in crying over spilt milk after all this time."
"Sorry, what's that supposed to mean?"
"That you stopped loving me a long time ago, didn't you? There's little sense in me pining after you now, so I won't. I'm happy that you're gracious enough to be my friend."
"Ellie, you've manipulated this conversation, haven't you?"
"I don't know what you mean, Graham."
"Yes you do. I very much suspect that at this point, I was supposed to say that I'd love to be much more than a friend to you!"
"You were?"
"Well, wasn't I?"
That depends on whether you were actually thinking it or not."
"What?"
"That you'd like to spend a couple of hours parked out by the reservoir with me again."
"I'm lost Ellie. Where is this conversation going?"
"To the bedroom I hope. Now, which shall it be, yours or mine?"
"Neither. I work for your father now remember."
"And do you really think he'd dare to poke his nose into my love life again, Graham. After what happened with Ronald?"
"Why not?"
"Ronald was daddy's idea of the perfect husband for me, Graham. Back in the old days Sparkie was my parent's worst nightmare. They've both admitted to me that they've seen the error of their ways. I don't think he'll interfere in anything that happens between us in the future.
"Now we can keep things casual, or we can do things all formal like. But whatever happens, how about you and I try out the back seat of one of our cars in the near future? I get all hot and bothered every time I see you."
----------TWT----------
No we didn't that night. But Ellie's children stayed over at my house that weekend with Ingrid and Agda looking after them. Whilst Ellie and I went out for a romantic dinner at a restaurant, after which we adjourned to one of the better hotels locally.



Ah, you're wondering, "Why a hotel; why not go back to Ellie's place?" Well you see, to be honest with you, we... or rather maybe I should say I... we had to purchase a couple of new beds before anything like that could happen.
I couldn't very-well bed Ellie in the same marriage bed I'd shared with Gloria, it just wouldn't have felt right. And we had the same problem over at Ellie's house concerning Ronald. Consequently a great big hotel bridal suite bed was called for, for our first encounter together again.
Anyway I'm getting ahead of myself, I think?
I can't explain what it felt like to take Ellie out to dinner. Or the difficulty I had getting her out of the car at the restaurant. Damned the woman insisted in trying to find my tonsils in the car park and then it took her ten minutes to repair her make-up. Later we went through the same rigmarole in the hotel car park later.
Then it got really humorous, because Ellie had insisted that we booked into the hotel under the names Mr and Mrs Smith. What was humorous about that you ask? Well the flunky at the desk welcomed Ellie with the words "Good evening Miss Goldberg." As she signed the register, "Mrs G Smith."
I wanted to take a drink in the bar, but Ellie was in rather a hurry to get to our room, or the bridal suite. Honestly she almost had my strides off in the damned lift, when an older couple stepped in and glowered at us before retreating out of the lift again.
We giggled like a couple of school children all the way along the corridor to our room, where Ellie insisted that I carry her over the threshold. By that time I was humouring the woman.
I'm not going to describe what went on in that room that night, a gentleman doesn't discuss that kind of thing. Well, not in public anyway!
Suffice to say that Ellie well out-lasted me and suggested that I needed to spend less time sitting behind my desk, and more time working-out.
"What with work and the children, I can't find time for the gym as well." I complained.
"Who the hell said anything about a bloody gym? I'm prepared to give you a good workout every night of the week, and for free!" She grinned back at me.
----------TWT----------
"Oh my, you little devil, you did it, didn't you?" Was Vernia's greeting, the instant I stepped into our office on the Monday morning.
"Christ, what did I do, grow horns over the weekend?"
"No, you no longer have the air of jilted man about you." She grinned back at me. "Mind you, I might not have noticed if Tony and I hadn't called around the house on Saturday evening and found that the girls were putting all four of the children to bed. It was funny, when we asked when you were due home, Simone told us that mummy and daddy needed some time alone together; so they probably wouldn't be back until Sunday lunch time at the earliest."
"Christ, she's only five years old!"
"Oh come on, she'll have no idea what you two were actually doing. What says a whole lot more, is that she called you daddy!"
"Oh, both of Ellie's do that, they've picked it up from Pamela and Debra, they've taken to calling Ellie mummy for weeks as well!"
"Well are you going to be, their legal stepfather I mean?"
"Here, don't go jumping the gun, Vernia; I'm not sure what the future holds. There's all kinds of things to take into account. Like Ingrid and Agda for instance, the children have grown quite attached to those two."
"As they have the children, and your prospective stepchildren as well. All you got to do is look at the big picture."
"What big picture is that?"
"Canella trying to get four little tykes up and ready for school every morning. Now if that don't call for having one or maybe two nannies in the house, I don't know what does? And Christ there's plenty of spare rooms in bloody great mansion of Canella's."
"You got it all planned out for us haven't you, Vernia?"
"Not really, but it seems like a logical progression to me. You two meet your first loves again after good knows how many years. You're both been left in remarkably similar situations playing single parents, and what's more you're crazy about each other. Besides being extremely compatible in bed!"
"What makes you say that? It could have been a disaster on Saturday night for all you know."
"Graham you were expected home on Sunday morning. You and Canella didn't actually turn up at the house until gone four in the afternoon."
"Who told you that?"
"Ingrid, she was getting worried and she does not have quite the same faith in your seductive... powers of persuasion, as I do. The poor girl's been on tender hooks for weeks now. Anyway, I know that Saturday night definitely wasn't a wash-out. I very much suspect that it will become a regular thing, until you two stop pissing around, move in together or get married. You're perfect for one another."
I believe, that I might have asked Vernia to stay out of my personal business, and if I did, I knew before I said it, it would be a futile gesture.
----------TWT----------
"We have the children over at Canella's house, will you be able to pick us up today?" Ingrid asked when she called me right after lunch.
"Sure, are the children having fun? Hey, just a minute, shouldn't Pamela be at nursery school today?"
"She has been, but not her usual school, Graham. We thought it would be a good idea to see what her reaction would be to moving to the school over here. She's fine because Simone is here with her."
"Aren't we jumping the gun a little, Ingrid?"
"You think so, I do not. Graham there just aren't enough bedrooms in your house. We thought it prudent to discover how Pamela and Debra would react to changing schools. Debra likes the kindergarten over here as well."
----------TWT----------
Well you could say that's it, really. Game set and bleeding match!
My extended household moved in with Canella's household within days. And yes we did have to buy the replacement king-size bed remarkably quickly.
Exactly where Canella hired the vintage Vauxhall Viva from I have no idea, but we did take a run out to the lake in the bugger one night, just for old time's sake. It proved to be an interesting evening, but I felt the fallout from it for several days afterwards. The second time we tried that game we played in the back of Jack Goldberg's limo; much more room and a very much more memorable experience for both of us. I still wonder if the old boy ever realised why Canella had borrowed his pride and joy that night and what we used it for.
A year or so later I became the company's financial director and then a few years after that, Jack Goldberg retired and I leapfrogged right into the chairman's seat.
Ingrid and Agda? Well, Ingrid is still living with us as a sort-of... that's good question. Surrogate sister/house guest I suppose you might say. Agda, married a nice young fellow from our office. In fact you could say she kidnapped the poor little bugger; he never stood a chance once Agda set her sights on him. They seem happy enough, and apparently he can speak Swedish like a native now.
Vernia and Tony did marry and she claims she really still enjoys her lofty post as financial director. Ably assisted - on a part-time basis - I might add, by one Canella Sparks, but I'm not completely convinced the time those two spend together has anything to do with company business. Tony and I both believe the two important women in our lives spend most of their time shopping in expensive boutiques and going to fashion shows.
I spend most of my time sitting on my nether regions in an office upstairs and Lord-it over the minions. I fact I'm having great fun in my old age.
Life Goes On
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Nemesis - Constance
Everything was at the hurry up! Really! My employers had just taken over a much smaller concern that had recently gone to the wall. I think the company probably got everything on the cheap from the administrators. In spite of my own employer having been very successful in recent months, and completely swamped with work, our management was somewhat in a panic to bring its new acquisition into the fold, and get everything up and running, tickety-boo.
To which end, a group of us had been shipped up there to reorient the staff and oversee the installation of our company's systems. In short it was complete chaos for a couple of weeks. There had been little time to plan anything out and just about everything was happening on the fly. Even down to replacing the new acquisition's computer systems network, which was not extensive enough, and adding all the necessary wiring.
In brief, the ten of us were running about like blue-arsed flies during the days and, quite literally, meeting-up in our hotel bar for a while most evenings to plan what was supposed to be happening the following day.
None of us lived more than an hour or so away by train, but we were all staying over in town most nights, because of those so necessary evening meetings. One or two of the crew had managed to slip home on the odd evening to see their wives and families, but the choice of who we could afford to have slip away depended on what was happening that day and first thing the following morning.
Anyway, feeling pretty knackered, I'd been sitting in the hotel bar for about half an hour waiting for the rest of the crew to show, when she walked into the lounge. Sherrie was one of the computer nerds, hired in from a specialist company, helping set up the computer systems and train the staff on how to use them.
And boy, did she take me by surprise when I realised exactly who had walked into the bar. Sherrie definitely did not look anything like the nerd I knew so well who had been teaching our newly acquired staff how to work our company systems all day. Gone was the baggy sweeter, calf length skirt and spectacles, to be replaced by a tantalisingly short skirt and tantalisingly well fitted silk blouse.
She did not look around and case the joint as one might expect. Sherrie just settled herself onto a bar stool and ordered a drink. I figured she was waiting for someone, and I suppose, I wondered which of my married colleagues was about to stray from the straight and narrow.
Alright I'll admit it, I was up like a shot from my table and very quickly slipped onto the stool beside Sherrie.
"Hey, gorgeous, what's a nice girl like you, doing in a dive like this?" I asked in as sexy a voice as I could muster.
Sherrie turned to look my way, I do believe, intending to give me the evil eye and most likely tell me where I could get off, but then she recognised me.
"Oh, Christ, Steve, stop messing about. What are you doing in here?" she grinned.
"I'm staying here Sherrie." I said as gestured to the barman to put her drink on my tab. "Hey, I asked you first anyway."
"I'm meeting John, one of those electrician lads for dinner. He lives in town and he's picking me up here."
I thought you computer wallahs were all staying at the Conaught?"
"We are, but John doesn't need to know that does he?" she winked at me, "Besides, the fewer people know that I date the better. I don't date work colleagues from my own company; it leads to too many complications."
"Ah, does that explain why you hide your light under a bushel in the office?"
"I'm not sure how I should take that. I think I'll assume it was meant as a compliment."
"It certainly was Sherrie. On your look now as you sit here, and your skill as a camouflage expert at work. Christ you scrub up well, girl! Poor John is going to get the shock of his life when he gets here."
She grinned at me. "A high proportion of the people I teach how to work our systems are men, Steve. Let's just say they take in instructions far better when they are looking at the monitor and not trying to sneak a peek at my god given assets. Well you now know, the secret of my success in the business, Steve."
"Yeah it was one hell of a surprise when I realised that it was you sitting here."
"Men; don't give me that one Steve. I'll lay odds that you watched me every step of the way in here. And that it took you more than a little time to work your gaze up to my face."
"Yes I did, I'll admit it, and who could blame me. Sherrie, you are one fine example of your gender! What a shame you don't date colleagues." I grinned at her.
"Steve you always were a charmer even to that geek in the office. But just remember you don't work for the same employer as me, so technically we're not work colleagues."
"What an enchanting idea Sherrie. Except for that one fly in the ointment, I'm married!"
"Damn, just when I thought I was going to get lucky." She grinned. "Still if you ever get tired of married life, you know my company's phone number."
We must have joked together in the same manner for about twenty minutes before Sherrie's date eventually turned-up, and after he'd recovered from the shock, they left together. I bought myself another drink and then went back to my table in the corner to await my colleagues.
I don't know, probably ten or twenty minutes later I went out to the gents. While I was in there another bloke came and started to use the urinal adjacent to mine.
"Pretty girl" he commented.
"Sorry?" I said, not really being sure that I'd heard him correctly. It's always a little uncomfortable when a complete stranger starts talking to you in the gents, you just never know what his motives are; but I tried to remain polite.
"That young lady you were talking to at the bar, she's a pretty girl." The man clarified.
"Yes she is, isn't she?"
"You in town in business?" he asked as I started washing my hands.
"Yeah, we're setting up a new branch office in town."
"Married?"
"Yes I am, but why are you asking?"
"Oh I was just thinking. Married men who are away from home should look out for who's watching them when they talk to pretty girls in hotel bars."
The bloke was washing his hands by then as I dried mine under the air blower. He was confusing me something chronic. I was trying to workout whether he was some weirdo trying to pick me up, or an unlikely looking pimp, touting for business for his girls.
"Are you implying something?"
"Yeah! That you've been in the bar three evenings this week, and whenever you're in there, so is that little shit over in the other corner; haven't you noticed him?"
"No. I really don't know what you are trying to say?"
"The moment you started talking to that young lady just now, he started fiddling with his phone. And what's more; when you go up to your room in the evening he moves out into the lobby and hangs around out there until well after midnight."
We were exiting the gents by then and the bloke told me that he couldn't say anymore at the moment, he thought the numpty hiding in the corner might have noticed that he'd spotted him. He asked for my mobile number and told me he'd call me in a few minutes, then he walked out of the hotel's front entrance.
Confused, I returned to my seat in the bar, still trying to figure-out why I'd given a complete stranger my mobile telephone number.
True to his word my mobile rang within a few minutes. It was the bloke and he told me just to sit quietly and listen; then he told me an almost incredible story.
He went around the houses quite a bit, but the essence of what he told me was that he had recently been stitched-up by his now ex-wife. He explained that while away on a business trip he'd innocently fallen into conversation a pretty young woman sitting at a hotel bar.
During their chat it came out that she had come into the bar to hide from her abusive ex-husband, who she'd managed to spot in the street outside before he'd had a chance to see her.
It had not dawned on my gullible new friend; that sitting on a stool up at the bar wasn't the most conducive place for her to hide. If he had not been so beguiled by her good looks and story, he probably would have realised that a better choice of seat for her, would have been in a dark corner.
Anyway she pointed out marks on her face and arms that led him to believe that someone had recently been violent to her, and consequently he swallowed her tale, hook, line and bloody sinker.
Then she suddenly claimed that her husband was about to enter the bar and fled via a door at the rear. Fearing for her safety, my new friend followed her, and quickly located her trying to hide in an alcove in the corridor.
He had suggested that he get her a room for the night where she could hide, but she insisted that she could not go into the hotel's lobby because her ex-husband would most likely see her.
Yeah, even I guessed what was coming next. After a lot of discussion it was decided that the young woman would take his key and would hide in his room, while my new friend booked her a room of her own. Then he'd give her the key and she could hide in there for the night. Which in essence was what happened. The instant he gave the young woman her key, she'd given him a hug and a kiss on the cheek in thanks before he'd escorted to her to the room and then he'd immediately returned to his own room.
He didn't see the young woman the following morning, and brushed the whole incident off as a slightly expensive wander into the realms of old fashioned chivalry. Feeling quietly pleased with himself, he'd thought the incident was over. But it wasn't!
A few days later while unpacking his suitcase, his wife found a pair of ladies briefs tucked into the bottom of it; then all hell broke loose. Within days he was served with divorce papers and in them he discovered that a certain young lady was admitting to having a sexual liaison with him in the hotel room that night. What's more, there were photographs of him with the young woman, in the bar, and entering and/or leaving, his hotel room.
He claimed that the whole pantomime had been set up by his wife and her lover, who he'd later discovered had been her superior at the place she'd worked before their children had come along. Although he had no evidence of the fact, and none that his wife had been intimate with the bloke until after their divorce was underway, and they were officially separated.
"It was all too bloody pat!" he said "The bastard was round the house giving her the business the evening the judge issued the separation order. And I'd been banned from going near the place because the cow claimed I'd threatened her with violence!
"Now she's got the house, because I've got to supply accommodation for the kids until they're of age. I've lumbered with child support, alimony and maintenance on the sodding house. And all the while that arsehole is banging my ex-wife in it!"
"I can understand your obvious frustration my friend, but what has that got to do with me?" I asked when he eventually fell silent.
"Are you sitting in seat at that corner table you and your friends have been using all week?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Then try not to make it too obvious, but in the corner at the other end of the wall there should be a young lad sitting there on his own. I should imagine he's almost hidden from you behind that damn great Triffid of a plant thing."
I casually glanced in the direction my new friend had indicated. Sure enough, there was someone behind that plant, but I could not see whom.
"Yes, I think I see him."
"Well, I'm not sure what his game is, but that little shit is watching you my friend. I'm just giving you the nod because you look like a decent enough bloke to me, and I wouldn't like to see you stitched-up like I've been."
"Well that's most kind of you my friend. But I don't intend to stray from the righteous path."
"Neither did I, my friend, and actually I didn't! But that didn't stop me from getting stitched-up. For some reason your wife must think you're straying when you are away from home."
"Never! I'm very rarely away from home actually. This is my first trip in over a year." I informed him.
"Rather odd then, don't you think. Why else would that lad be following you?"
"Following me?"
"Yes of course. He has followed you into the hotel for the last three nights."
"Nonsense, my friend, It must be pure coincidence that we've both arrived at the hotel about the same time every evening."
"He's not resident in the hotel. He goes home just after one AM. Look, I can prove it to you. Finish your drink and then leave the hotel. Walk down to the Plume of Feathers, it's only a couple if hundred yards or so. There are plenty of entrances, so if his is watching you, as I believe he is, then he'll have to follow you inside the pub to make sure you don't slip out of one of the others. If you stand up at the bar itself, you'll be able watch for him to enter, in the mirror behind it."
-----
I passed the other boys on my way out of the hotel and told them I'd be back shortly. It was only after I'd walked about halfway to the Plume of Feathers that I'd wondered if I was doing the right thing. After all, there was the distinct possibility that I was setting myself up to be mugged or something. There were sod-all in the way of other people about.
I made the Plume safely and ordered a pint. Sure enough the young numpty I'd risked a quick gander at on the way out of the hotel bar, came in and bought himself a drink at the far end of the bar. Then he took a seat on the far side of the room from where he could plainly watch me.
A couple of minutes later my mobile started ringing again.
"Was I right, or was I right?"
"Yes," I conceded, "he's over by the wall, trying to pretend that he isn't watching me."
"What are you going to do about him?"
"Buggered if I know."
"Well, just don't do anything stupid like letting him know that you've spotted him; or chatting-up some bit of spare. Let me think on it and I will call you tomorrow."
"But what if he's... you know, planning on robbing me or something?"
"No, he's not the type. I figure he's a college student, earning some readies, by working for some iffy private detective agency. He certainly has no idea of how to covertly follow anyone."
"I never spotted him."
"You, my friend, are a little bit too much like myself. The thought of straying doesn't cross your mind and therefore you don't have any reason to keep looking over your shoulder. Now, your redheaded mate, he's on the make and he's scanning around all the time. I'm a little surprised that he hasn't spotted your shadow."
Yes well, the redheaded colleague of mine he was talking about, is actually the office Casanova, and whom I'd first suspected that Sherrie was in the hotel to meet.
Having finished my pint in the Plume, I made my way back to the hotel by somewhat meandering route that took me along by the river. I hoped that it looked like I was out for an evening stroll to take in some fresh air.
Back at the hotel the boys were curious about where I'd disappeared to, but they didn't push me on the subject. Then we got on with looking at office plans and discussing what we hoped we were going to achieve the following day.
Later, as I left the bar on the way to my room, I could just discern -- out of the corner of my eye -- that someone was hiding behind that bloody plant again,
-----
"Are you okay?" my new friend asked when he called me the following afternoon.
"Yeah fine, still can't figure-out why that kid should be following me though."
"Do you want to know?"
"Yes, I believe I do. Someone must be paying the bugger and if my wife's wasting my hard earned cash, I'll be pretty annoyed!"
"Okay, leave it with me. There's a couple of other divorced husbands working at the office I've been seconded to. I'll have to stay out of sight because the bugger might recognise me, but we think we've got a foolproof plan where they can grab the bugger and ask him what he's about without letting-on that you know he's been following you."
"That'll be a feat, wont it?"
"No, the boys are going to kid him on that they've been employed to follow you as well and they are going to get stroppy with the lad. Shit, he's only a kid; he'll probably wet his pants. Anyway, they'll promise him that if he comes clean with them, they won't let on to whoever is employing him that he fucked-up the job. With any luck, he'll keep his mouth shut rather than risk losing his earner."
It was arranged that I'd take another constitutional around the same time that I had the previous evening. Only this time making my way to the river via a very specific route that took me along a dark allyway.
I'll admit that when I got into that ally I wondered once again, whether I'd been conned into walking into something nasty.
Half way down the ally I just caught sight of two dark forms loitering in the shadows. I was somewhat relieved to hear one of them say. "Keep going - he's about fifty yards behind you!"
Then I continued with my stroll and nothing further of note happened -- that I was aware of -- and someone was back behind the plant once again when I made my way to my room that evening.
-----
"Well it worked, but it doesn't make much sense." My new friend's voice said when I answered my mobile phone just after midnight.
"Oh he talked then?"
"Boy did he, they couldn't stop him talking."
"Well, they looked like big blokes to me."
"In a pitch black ally, at that time of night, everybody looks like a big bloke my friend. But this, you just aren't going to believe, I know I can't get my head around it."
"Your little tail has to pick you up from your office every evening. He has to follow you around until midnight and then when he's satisfied that you've gone to bed, he can knock off and go home."
"Is that it?"
"Yes, he's moonlighting for a local detective agency as we'd surmised. But they aren't really interested in what you do or where you go, unless it's to the train station."
"The railway station?"
"Yeah, you know those things that run on rails."
"Yeah well, that is how I got up here, no point in bringing the car."
"Well, the interesting bit is, if you do go to the station he's to watch which train you get onto. If it's a train going north, he can knock-off and go home. If you get on a train going south... well, then he's got a mobile number he has to call immediately."
"South you say?"
"Yes, I would assume you live on the south coast my friend?"
"I do!"
"But why would you get on a train going north?"
"My sister lives about a half hour up the line."
"Hmm, I think its bad news then, don't you?"
"Yeah, have you got the number the lad's supposed to call?"
"I'll text it to you the instant we end this call."
"Thanks."
"What are you going to do my friend?"
"I think I will pay my sister a visit tomorrow night!"
"Do you need any back-up?"
"That would be kind of you. I have no idea what I'm going to walk into."
"Text me the time of the train you'll be going down on tomorrow and we'll meet you at the next station along the line. Oh, and my two friends, if you spot them anywhere, don't acknowledge them, if you understand me? They are complete strangers to you and it might be safer for everyone if things stayed that way."
"Is that really necessary?"
"They are two very angry ex-husbands my friend. You'll only have to give them the nod and they will be only too happy to take care of anything you need after we are safely on the train back up here."



"I'm sorry?"
"There are CCTV camera's on all the stations nowadays my friend. Virtually unimpeachable when an alibi is required."
-----
I didn't recognise the phone number that my tail was supposed to call. It was a mobile number anyway, so it would probably lead nowhere even if I'd tried to trace it.
The following evening after travelling one station north I switched to a southbound train, and was joined by my new friend one station down the line from where I'd begun my journey. He informed that the youngster had watched my northbound train go out, and then left the station, presumably to get an early night.
I saw no sign of the two large dark shapes I'd passed in the ally the previous evening, and my new friend didn't mention them.
We obviously discussed what I might discover when I got to my house, and what we would do if no one proved to be home.
My wife hadn't mentioned that she was going out, so we figured that she was expecting company at home. Well, there was always the chance that I'd call for a chat later in the evening. I had done that already once that week and on reflection my wife had sounded just a little... distracted.
She had admitted to me that she was in the middle of a TV program and that she had muted the sound on, when the telephone rang, and that she was trying to follow the program via the TV's subtitle feature. Constance always did follow those stupid soap programs on the telly, so I'd accepted her explanation at the time.
By then I wasn't so sure. Actually I was racking my brain trying to recall what else I'd heard in the background during the call. Some half heard sound was bugging me and a couple of times I had thought that maybe Constance had put her hand over the microphone. She'd also giggled at one point in our conversation, but I'd assumed that she was laughing at something in her soap.
I looked around, but just the two of us alighted from the train at my home station. My new friend must have noticed.
"Don't worry, they're here already. They came down by car earlier."
As we began walking towards my house, my companion began to talk to himself. For a few seconds I thought he'd lost his marbles, and then I realise he had one of those Blue Tooth do-what's-it's in his ear. He was obviously talking to the two dark shadows.
He informed me that we'd better hold up somewhere for a while. Constance was still alone, but she was expecting someone.
When I enquired how he was so sure. He told me that she'd opened the integral garage's door about five minutes ago and moved our car out into the street.
"Looks like her visitor intends to stay all night." He commented.
We wasted a little time looking in shop windows in the town precinct where we couldn't be seen from the road, until my companion was informed that the game was on. Then we made for my house.
My companion stopped me from charging in like the proverbial bull in a china shop. He pointed out that tonight probably wasn't the first night Constance had had a visitor, so there was little point in closing the stable door after the horse had bolted. We needed to give them enough time to get well and truly into, whatever they were going to get into. So that we could get the evidence I would need when it came to a court battle.
My companion obviously had more experience than I in these matters, so I took his advice. We hung around in the back garden for about twenty minutes before my impatience got the better of me; then I sneaked up to the rear lounge window. Luckily those curtains, that Constance had been so pleased to find, had shrunk ever so slightly when she'd washed them. I'd never got around to getting the steps out again and adjusting the ruffle cord so they completely closed together in the middle.
I really would never have thought Constance was capable of it. She was stark naked and kneeling between the legs of and equally naked Tony Copland. He was one of our Local Council Members no less, and his party's prospective parliamentary candidate for the next general election. Our sitting MP had already announced that he was intending to retire.
Quite obviously Constance was performing the act that a certain ex-President of the United States had described as "Not having sexual relations." I somewhat disagreed!
The only way I knew that the tosser was called Tony Copland by the way, was because Constance had been delivering circulars for his political party before the last local elections. Constance wasn't a party stalwart or anything, but she had inexplicably become involved in the last local election campaign.
Ever since, I've wondered whether Constance's affair with Copland, evolved out of her work for the party during that election or whether her sudden interest in local politics and the election was a result of her and Copland's affair. I have to accept that's probably a question I'll never learn the answer to.
I suppose I was still pondering that question, when my companion pulled me away from the window. The last glimpse I got was of Constance's head going up and down. Copland had both his hands entangled in her hair, for encouragement I suppose. For obvious reasons I was having a little difficulty controlling my temper. But to be honest with you and what made it worse for me, was that Constance had always claimed that the mere thought of oral sex, made her feel ill.
When we were well clear of the house, my companion handed me a small video camera, complete with a lanyard to put around my neck. He explained that when we got in the house I was to keep the camera pointing at Copland and Constance as long as possible. But should Copland go to attack me, I should just release the camera and defend myself. He reminded me that the camera would continue recording, even if it were just hanging from the lanyard. And that whatever I said or did, once we got inside the house, I was under no circumstances to make threats of physical violence against either of the perpetrators.
"If he comes at you, you crack the buggers head open for all I care, but don't raise a hand to him first. I'll have this camera trained on you all the time to prove that you haven't attacked him and I'll try to keep this one on both of them all the time as well."
"Two cameras?" I asked.
"Yeah, it's my business, selling video cameras wholesale. Didn't I tell you?"
"You've told me nothing about yourself. I don't even know your name!"
"Probably better that way, if you decide you want the boys to do the business later on."
-----
After sneaking into the garage, and slowly letting all of Copland's car tyres down, we passed on through the fire door and into the kitchen. From there we could actually see -- and record -- what was going on in the lounge, where Copland was by then returning the favour to Constance.
It took all of self-control assisted companion's influence to prevent myself from dashing into the room and using my right boot to ensure Copland would be singing Alto from that day forward, or would it be Castrato? Whatever, my helpful friend persuaded me that neither the right boot nor the carving knife from the rack in the kitchen, would be conducive to my own long term well-being. He suggest that HMG's extended holiday homes are places you visit, not establishments you'd wish to be incarcerated within for ten or fifteen years.
How the hell Constance never saw us standing there, recording the scene, I just don't understand.
Then Copland seemed to tire of his labour and climbed up to mount Constance, even though she did object by saying that he hadn't got her off yet. Personally, on reflection of course, I thought that was damned unsporting of the fellow.
Copland said something to Constance about not being able to contain himself any longer and started humping away for all he was worth.
Somewhat oddly, I thought, Constance told him to take it easy, and kind of inferred that he hurt her when he went at it like that. Their conversation didn't really make very much sense because Copland interspersed almost every word he spoke with the two words "Fucking bitch" while Constance kept repeating "Oh fuck!"
I'd never heard Constance use profanities in all the years I'd known her. Usually when we made love she'd repeatedly chant "Oh my god!" I'd always taken that as a compliment, perhaps I'd been mistaken.
Copland was going at it for several minutes when a mobile phone that was laying on the coffee table began to ring. This caused him to halt screwing Constance for a second, and look at the ringing telephone. After a moments thought he rolled over along the sofa pulling Constance with him so that she was on top and told her to fuck him as he picked up the still ringing phone.
Constance -- much to my surprise -- obliged and began to slowly move herself up and down. Actually I should imagine that Constance was happier to be on top; manys' the time she'd performed in the same manner above me. However I could never recall having to drag her into position so... uncaringly.
The odd thing was that by then Constance was looking into the mirror on the wall behind our sofa, and not far short of staring into my companion and my eyes in our reflections in the bloody thing. God alone knows where her mind was.
Copland put the phone to his ear and said "Hello!"
Then things began to get comical. I of course could only hear one side of the conversation. What the caller was saying to him I have no real idea. But I kinda got the gist of it.
"How did you get this number?" Copland demanded.
"No, I have nothing I wish to make a statement to any newspaper about!"
"How dare you young man? I'm..."
"If you make accusations like that in your newspaper young man, I'll have your damned job for you!"
Constance had stopped her gyrations and was looking down at Copland. She must have sensed something in his tone. Or maybe what the reporter had said to him had suddenly put Copland out of the mood for sex and that had had repercussions for a particular part of his anatomy.
"Now you look here! I'm visiting a local resident on official council business. It's part of my duties as a councillor to assist..."
"That's none of your business, young man. Her husband is well aware that I am here this evening."
At this point in Copland's telephone conversation, Constance's eyes suddenly snapped back to the mirror on the wall, and an expression of horror came over her face.
"Steve. Oh god no! Steve!" She wailed at the top of her voice.
Constance's sudden wail took Copland by surprise and he looked up at her. I can only assume he realised she was staring at something reflected in the mirror, because he moved his upper body to one side so that he could see my companion and me.
Now there isn't many times in my life that I've seen real fear in somebody's eyes. But I saw fear in Copland's eyes that night.
You know, I don't know whether he disconnected the mobile phone call or not. I do know that in his panic he shoved Constance off himself with such violence that she fell to the floor, smashing the coffee table with her head in the process and briefly knocking her unconscious.
I have to say that I've never seen anyone get into a pair of strides back on so quickly. Then Copland located his jacket and threw that on.
My companion used his shoulder to push me further into the lounge as we continued to film Copland in his rush to leave the house. I realised later, that my companion had moved us out of the kitchen doorway to clear Copland's escape route to the garage where his car was parked.
Shoes in one hand and underclothes in the other Copland rushed past us out into the garage. I shortly heard him shout. "You bastards!"
In the meantime my Companion had told me to check out Constance -- but at the same time warned my to keep my camera trained on her -- while he followed Copland.
I assumed from Copland's shout that he'd discovered that his car had four flat tyres. Whatever, I heard the garage roller door open and him attempting to drive away.
I was by that time over with the just regaining consciousness Constance who having come to her senses, sat up, looked me in the eye and then promptly fainted. Giving her head another nasty clout on the floor in the process. From my perspective Constance did not appear to be having a very good evening of it.
I figured that I'd better call for medical assistance for Constance, so -- still keeping the camera trained on Constance's nude body -- I moved over to our land line and dialled three nines. Only to be told that an ambulance and the police were already on their way. Indeed, I could hear the sirens before I'd put the telephone receiver down.
Rather odd really, I was still standing there filming the by then semi-conscious Constance when the paramedic rushed into the lounge.
"Time we left my friend?" My companion had returned and was gently urging me towards the door.
He also stuffed a pair of sunglasses on my nose and an oversized trilby on my head, which he pulled firmly down onto the sunglasses. I have no idea where he had procured either item and was somewhat surprised that he was now garbed in a similar manner himself.
I discovered why as we exited the house through the garage. A TV camera crew (local news I assumed) and several reporters were waiting to pounce. They threw questions too numerous to answer at us as my companion guided me to a waiting taxi. Some other stranger interjected himself between the newspaper people, my companion and myself and kept repeating, "My client has no statement to make at this time!"
As the taxi drove us to the railway station I looked across at my companion.
"What you told me, was it all bullshit?" I asked him.
"No, my wife stitched me up, much as I said. Her solicitor though... Well, he was a right arsehole; you just met him this evening.
"Copland?"
"Yep, Copland! Then last week a pal of mine who runs a PI business told me that a certain Tony Copland had got in touch and wanted you watched. Well, my friend didn't like the look of the job, it didn't make sense to him and Copland wouldn't explain what it was all about, so he turned the job down.
"But my friend, knowing the animosity I felt towards Copland, tipped me off about his desire to be informed if you showed any inclination to return home, unexpected like. Well, it was pretty obvious wasn't it; it didn't take a genius to put two and two together on what Copland's game was.
"Sorry about the press though, but I wanted to make sure Copland's political aspirations come to an abrupt end. Hopefully it won't do his legal business much good either. Actually once they get their claws in to bastard, I'm sure that the media will pretty quickly forget about you and your wife. There's a lot of more juicer muck in Copland's past for them to get their teeth into.
-----
We were on the train heading back north, when my companion informed me that Constance was in the local hospital. A hairline fracture of the skull, his contact thought.
Then he asked me if I wanted anything done to Copland when the police get finished with him.
I looked at him, the question in my eyes, and he explained that Copland had discovered that it's not easy to drive a car with four flat tyres and he'd crashed into at least three parked vehicle and ended up parked in a shop window. Copland had last been seen being carted off in the back of a police van.
My companion -- who was obviously still in contact with, and receiving messages from eyewitnesses back at the scene through his mobile phone -- was a little hazy about the exact reason Copland had been arrested. He just referred to it as a traffic violation. Seemed reasonable to me at the time. Driving a car with four flat tyres surely cannot be legal.
-----
Later, I gathered from TV and newspaper reports that Copland had panicked when -- as the roller door on the garage had gone up -- he'd seen the TV and press people gathered outside. He was standing in the garage in a state of undress and my companion was blocking Copland's access to the switch that would close the door again. So the panicking Copland had jumped into his vehicle and driven it away. Or should that be, he attempted to drive it away.
The brief description I read in the press said that his car had certainly moved along the road, but it had clipped the TV crew's van as it left my drive and numerous other parked vehicles as it went on along our street. Then, as Copland had tried to turn into the main road, he apparently collided with a passing truck. It would seem, that the collision with the bigger vehicle, had imparted Copland's car with the impetus it needed to imbed itself in a shop front.
What a shame our taxi had driven off in the other direction that night, I really would like to have seen the carnage first hand.
-----
During our journey my companion informed me that that evening was probably going to be the last time we met. But he also said that if everything went to plan I would hear from him sometime in the future. He apologised again for the unfortunate publicity, but said he had needed something spectacular that would set the dogs loose. It was many months before I realised what he was talking about; I'll get back to that later.
At one stage as our train crossed a bridge over a river, my companion threw the mobile phone he'd been using out of the window. Telling me that I would no longer be able to contact him via it and nobody else would either.
"Keep the video camera, I've got plenty more!" He grinned.
"What about the film in those two?"
"I'm sure you've got enough for what you need on the chip in that camera, Steve. I've got plans for the recordings in these, and I might need to stir the pot a little. But don't worry; your wife's face will be kept right out of the papers."
"Who gives a shit?" I said.
"You do my friend, and I'm sorry that it's going to happen. No man likes the idea that everybody knows that his wife was a slut who's been hanging-it on him for god knows how long. It doesn't do our ego much good my friend, I can assure you. That's human nature."
-----
My companion got off the train a couple of stops before I did. He shook my hand, apologised again for the publicity and for any other repercussions that might inadvertently come my way in the future. He assured me that he'd do his best to negate them, but didn't clarify what he thought might happen.
His last act was to give me a business card and tell it was the solicitor's, who'd been outside my house; he was a good man and could be trusted. I was to use him for my divorce, if I decided to go for one and for any other contingencies.
Then the train pulled out of the station and I was never to meet him personally again. But I was to hear from him in a round about way, and see his face again. But I'll tell you about that a little later.
-----
The night man on reception caught me as I entered my hotel and handed me a parcel marked urgent. I took it with me into the bar, where to be honest I was planning on having a skinful. Who wouldn't under the circumstances?
Ripping the brome paper from the parcel at the bar I discovered that it contained the manufacturers packaging for the little video camera that was now in my pocket and a printed note. In essence the note instructed me not to get drunk. I was to go to my room and make at least one copy of the file from the camera's memory card on my laptop, and preferable several others on any media I had handy. I also suggested that any copies I made and the original were not kept in the same place.
Downing the scotch and the chaser I'd ordered, I did as the note instructed placing one copy of the file on a DVD that I later took down and deposited in the hotels safe at the same time as I posted a second to my sister. I could only make the two extra copies because I only carry a couple of blank DVD's and CD's around in my laptop case.



I suppose that it was morbid curiosity made me watch the pantomime again before I got my head down and tried to get some sleep. In the event I wasn't completely successful on that score.
God alone knows what I looked like the following day, but everyone at the office steered well clear of me if they could help it.
Around midmorning two plain clothed policemen arrived in the office wanting a quiet chat with me. I took them into an empty office where we had a little privacy.
They explained that there was a little controversy over just how Constance -- who claimed she could remember nothing of the night before -- came to have acquired a fractured skull, even being that it was just a hairline fracture.
From the way they spoke I deduced that somebody had suggested that I'd been behaving rather violently when he last saw Constance and I together. They didn't say who had claimed that of course, but it wasn't hard for me to guess. They refused to affirm or deny that it had been Copland.
It took me a little time to find the right point in the recording and them I asked then if they could like to have a copy of it. Actually they asked to take the original recording, but I told them I had no intention of letting the thing out of my possession. In the end they accepted a copy that I made while they waited, on a DVD I scrounged from one of the computer lads.
While my laptop was doing its thing with the DVD, I arranged for one of the girls to bring us some tea and the officers and I kinda fell into friendly conversation about the previous few days. That's if you can ever have a friendly conversation with an on-duty police officer. They showed great interest in my mysterious friend. But I think it was just curiosity on their part. The video proved that he had not injured Constance either. Actually the officers were wondering if there was a possible charge against Copland, for he had pushed Constance off of himself pretty violently. They said they'd get the CPS people to have a good look into that.
I think they were just a little interested in who had it in for Copland, and why. They said that I should watch my back, and suggested that Copland was a pretty influential solicitor. At the same time kinda inferring that they had reason to suspect that Copland wasn't exactly kosher in all his activities.
"Like shagging other peoples' wives you mean?" I observed.
"Oh and much more than that Steve; we just can't get a handle on the bugger. Let's just say he's unofficially on a lot of police officers' lists of people of interest. But if you don't mind me saying, you appear to be taking all this a little flippantly Steve."
"What else am I supposed to do officer, lose my cool and start beating my breast? Had I behaved in the manner you suggest that you'd have expected of me wouldn't you now be leading me out to your car in handcuffs?" I asked
"Yes Steve, I expect we would have been." The officer smiled back at me.
"It's been my experience officer that once the stew has been spilt and everything turns to shit on you, the best action to take is laugh, or at least to try too. It really screws with the minds of those who would wish disaster upon you, as well!"
Both officers laughed and then shook my hand as they left.
Later during the day I went out to find a working telephone box and called the solicitor my friend had suggested. He had been expecting my call and simply asked me if I was going for a divorce right away. When I told him I had little alternative if I wanted to be able to hold my head up in public in the future, he simply said he'd get the ball rolling, and then asked if he could send one of his staff up to see me later in the day. She'd need to get all of Constance and my personal details.
I asked him if I should give the woman a cheque to retain his services but he informed me that that was already taken care of.
"Don't ask Steve, but you'll never receive an invoice for my services. Someone we both have met is intending to stick Copland with the cost of all this, he comes from a very affluent background you know. And, he's made plenty of cash in his own right, just not all of it strictly legally."
-----
That evening all the crew were waiting for me in the bar, obviously hoping that I had calmed down enough and would be ready to tell them about the previous evening. Oh, by then they'd all seen the day's newspapers. I thought it funny, that after first thing that morning, I'd seen none of that day's newspapers discarded around the offices.
I gave them the short version. I'd gone home and caught Constance making whoopee with Tony Copland!
They asked about all the press coverage, but I denied all knowledge of how it had come about. Hey, that was the truth; I really had no idea about any of it.
-----
It was probably about nine PM when my new solicitors extremely pretty -- but at the same time very efficient -- associate or assistant arrived at the hotel to see me. We went into the hotel's library to meet in private.
The first thing Ms Clarkson told me (yes she was one of those types) was that she'd already spoken to Constance and advised her to find a solicitor herself as soon as she was released from hospital.
"It's far easier for someone's own solicitor to explain to them that they haven't got a leg to stand on. Your wife doesn't want a divorce, you know?"
"Yeah, I know. Will you look at all these texts and messages she's sent me today?" I replied showing her my mobile phone.
"Has she tried to call you?"
"Yes, but I'm rather busy up here. That's what she and Copland were counting on, I suspect."
"That's roughly it. Copland's been after her for sometime apparently. She claims that he only succeeded this week, but... Well, in my experience, people tend to be economical with the truth when is suits them."
"Well, he isn't very likely to go to the expense of having someone watch my movements, if he hadn't been given reason to believe he'd get the opportunity to... bed Constance."
"Screw, I believe, is the word you were looking for Mr Marshall."
"Steve, Ms Clarkson, everyone knows me as Steve."
"Very well Steve. But I'm afraid that I'm Ms Clarkson to everybody, except my fiancé."
"I should imagine a very handsome man."
"And a very stoic one Steve, believe me."
"Oh, I do Ms Clarkson, I do!"
She smiled at me for the first time cracking the business-like expression on her face, but then returned to the reason of her visit. Remarkably she knew nearly everything she needed to know already. Ms Clarkson produced a sheet of paper from her briefcase and reeled off a list of questions.
Constance and my full names, date of birth, and our wedding etcetera. I saw Ms Clarkson simply placing a tick along side the correct answers she had already typed up. There were a couple of minor errors but that was all. Everything was already there including the value of our house, but not the contents of our bank accounts or details of our savings. Not that I could recall them in detail myself anyway.
Then Ms Clarkson placed a form in front of me for me to sign. It was effectively the contract asking her boss to act on my behalf in the mater of Constance and my divorce and any other legal matter whether it arose from our divorce or not, until I cancelled that contract in writing.
Before she left, Ms Clarkson suggested that I call Constance and speak to her. Actually, I made it verbally clear that I had no intentions of forgiving Constance for her actions. She also told me that I'd be able to find Constance at her sister's house.
"Your house is being staked-out by the press. You might find you'll get a little more peace if you find somewhere else to stay this weekend, Steve." Ms Clarkson always sounded a little uncomfortable addressing me as Steve. "Oh, your employer is doing a good job and being suitably vague about your whereabouts, by the way."
I had to wonder who'd asked them to do that, and more importantly when?
After Ms Clarkson had left and I'd been covertly questioned about whom my delectable visitor had been, I went up to my room to call Constance.
Oh, the lads had been somewhat shocked when I told them that Ms Clarkson was a representative of my solicitor. None of them could get their heads around her paying me a visit at that time of night, and kind of queried how much my legal representation was going to cost me.
-----
June, Constance's sister, answered the phone: our conversation was short and concise. All June could think to say, was that she personally was sorry for what had happened and she hoped that we could stay friends. Then she said that she'd go and get, "The silly daft cow!" Four words that spelt out June's attitude to her sister's behaviour, I believe.
A year or so later while on my honeymoon on Malta, by coincidence I ran into June again. But I'll get to that later as well.
The press apparently didn't discover where I was until after I'd spent the weekend with my sister and her family. My sister and her husband were very understanding and didn't push me for any details. Shit, they'd probably read most of them in the newspapers anyway.
Sunday evening, when I arrived back at the hotel I was served with an injunction. I couldn't make head nor tail of it, but on the telephone Ms Clarkson explained that Copland had obtained an emergency Court Order forbidding me from releasing any and all media taken on "the evening in question" to the press, or putting such on the Internet.
Hey come on, I can't make head or tail of all the mumbo jumbo legal crap they talk at the best of times, but at least Ms Clarkson got the gist of into my thick scull.
"But I didn't, and I wasn't intending too!" I replied.
"We know, but somebody else has, and still is intending to do his best to embarrass Copland."
"Oops!"
"Yes, and you can expect to find yourself summoned to appear before a High Court Judge some time tomorrow morning. But don't panic we've got it covered."
"I'm pleased to hear you're not panicking."
"That's what you pay us for."
"What can a High Court Judge do to me -- send me to prison?"
"Well yes, but I told you, we have those angles covered."
-----
Monday afternoon I found myself standing in a court dock and confronted by a very pissed-off looking Judge.
I didn't say a word, my barristers (multiple), dressed in wigs and gowns, did all the talking. Informing the judge that an anonymous third party was in possession of two similar recordings to the one I had and that had been filmed at the same time. Somewhat to my surprise a police photographic analyst confirmed that the pictures in question were not stills from the recording that I had made.
Oh, by the way, the two pictures in question that had somehow come into the hands of the national press. I do believe that, had Copland done nothing, only the less reputable and sensational seeking of them would have printed them. And eventually did, along with every other newspaper and media outlet that could lay their hands on the buggers.
Both pictures were of Tony Copland. In one he was peering around the side of Constance's naked body with a surprised expression on his face. In the other, he was in the process of putting his trousers on, while Constance lay naked on the floor behind him. In neither picture could Constance be recognised.
The Judge appeared to have some difficulty in believing that I had no idea who my mysterious companion had been that evening and he all-but said as much. However eventually he appeared to accept my Briefs arguments. And reminded me (actually informing me, I hadn't understood the court order served on me at the hotel) that there was a temporary moratorium on publication of all recordings made in the house that fateful evening.
Then I was told that I was free to go. It was one hell of a struggle, fighting my way past the hoard of reporters outside the court building.
Copland had managed to secure an emergency injunction, on the grounds that they'd been inside a private residence, and he claimed that he had reasonable cause to expect privacy. Or words to that effect anyway.
The newspapers vigorously fought the injunction against publication, and I very much suspect that my legal people had assisted them. When it came before a full court hearing a few days later, the Judge had quickly thrown the injunction out. The gist of the Judge's judgement was, that the property was my house not Copland's, and that he could not reasonably expect any privacy within its walls, especially in one of the communal rooms. And, because the people who made the recordings were myself, and a guest of mine (even if I didn't know the man from Adam), Copland could not object to them, in full or part, entering the public domain. Well, I think that was what the judge said!
Most likely the whole shenanigans did little but increase the public interest in the story. Because all the newspapers and TV news programs headlined it, and more than I would have expected featured the two pictures and several more that surfaced in the following days.
Hey, when they were finally cleared by the courts, the bloody headlines and stories attached to those pictures were brilliant, from my perspective. One of them read "Caught In The Act!" the other "A Coward's Retreat!" the attached story explaining that how Copland was calmly getting dressed, while his lover lay unconscious on the floor beside him.
It was apparent though, that whoever was lifting the stills from the video and passing them on to the press, was being very careful about what they were doing. Constance's face had either been cut out of the frame altogether, or it was effectively blurred out.
-----
I suppose you could say that things returned to normal after my escapade with the High Court Judge. I finished the second week at the new office and then went back down home. I found that I couldn't stay in the house though, and set myself up temporarily in a small hotel not far from my work.
In the meantime, Ms Clarkson got in touch and informed me that a solicitor working for Constance had made contact with her. From what Ms Clarkson told me, I gathered Constance was being given a hard time from the press boys; I suppose they must have discovered that she was staying at June's house. Anyway Ms Clarkson informed me that Constance's solicitor had told her that his client didn't want a divorce. But if I insisted, Constance was willing to accept the terms I'd offered.
"We told him that your name isn't Hamilton!" Ms Clarkson said, actually giggling.
"Hamilton!" I repeated having no idea what it was supposed to mean.
"Crikey Steve, Get with it. What year is it? Trafalgar, Nelson, Lady Hamilton."
"Oh, yes, very funny!" I lied.
I really couldn't get my head around Ms Clarkson one little bit.
Anyway Ms Clarkson told me that Constance was in a hurry to get things over with; perhaps she thought it would somehow lead to the press leaving her alone. But actually I think the press had moved on to other issues well before our divorce case actually came up. Although it did get small headline on the inside pages of our local press anyway.
I'd agreed that everything was to be split right down the middle, providing Constance was prepared to admit that her affair had been the sole cause of our marriage's breakdown. And she would agree to appear as a witness in any further legal action I might choose to take against Copland.
Somewhat surprisingly Constance's legal people requested that I agree to appear in court as a witness in a case she was bringing against Copland. This confused me, until Ms Clarkson informed me that it was probably a personal injury claim, and that the video we had of the event -- a copy of which had already been forwarded to Constance's solicitor -- would probably be enough for Copland to settle out of court. I assume he did, because I never heard anymore about it.
-----
The house sold very quickly; well, the market was very good back then. Constance had been in to take the few things she wanted and I had the rest put into storage until such time that I found another house I liked. But I couldn't really be bothered to look.
Living in a hotel might not sound like fun, but one gets used to it; it's less work, no cooking or anything and it worked out cheaper than paying a mortgage. Hey, I even had free parking right in the middle of the town.
Sometimes the odd reporter tracked me down and I was even prepared to talk to them. They didn't really appear to be interested in Constance and me, anyway. They were all asking me what I really knew about my mysterious friend. I'm afraid I could tell them nothing. But a couple of them that I got on really well with -- who confided in me that they believed that there was something about Copland that hadn't come to light yet, and that they thought it must surely concern my mysterious friend -- well, I passed their business cards onto Ms Clarkson. Although by that time she claimed to have no personal knowledge of the man either. That didn't quite fit with some of the comments she'd made to me earlier in our acquaintance, but she had used the words "personal knowledge".
-----
I'm not sure... maybe two or even three months had passed since that fateful evening, it's not really important. Anyway I was sitting at my desk one day, staring as I usually was at my computer screen, when my desk jiggled as somebody sat on it.
I looked to my left and saw a pair of knees covered by grey flannel. Looking further to my left I noted the flannel materiel stretch nearly all the way down to a pair of Nike trainers. Working my eyes back up again I came to and over sized blue jumper, topped by tussle of mousy blond hair and a pair of gigantic black horn rimmed spectacles.
"Hi, handsome! What's a nice gentleman like you, doing in a dive like this?" Sherrie asked.
"Hi Sherrie, long time no see. What are you doing in this neck of the woods?" I replied.
Sherrie explained that our company had become one of her employer's biggest customers and she'd been assigned to pay us a visit for one day a month. Literally to circulate and talk to the actual workers in the various departments. Just to see if there were any program modifications that they might suggest that might make life easier for them.
"So what can I do for you? I'm happy with everything as it is."
"Yeah, you would be the first to let them upstairs know if you weren't happy. No Steve, I'm here to collect a debt."
I have no idea what kind of expression came on my face, but it led to Sherrie giggling.
"Hey handsome, you owe me a dinner."
"I do?"
"Yeah you sure do. You told me that you couldn't take me out to dinner because you were a married man. And from what I've been reading in the newspapers, you're as good as not married anymore"
"I did?"
"Well not in so many words, but that was the gist of what you said in that hotel bar that evening anyway."
"It was?" I was trying to keep a confused expression on my face by this time
"Come on Steve, stop messing around?"
"Ah, I can't recall what you said to me that that evening."
"Steve!"
"Okay gorgeous. I haven't been out for weeks; it might do me good. Where do you want to go?"
"Oh, nowhere special, I have to catch my train home just after nine."
"Now, that is disappointing!"
"Dinner, I said Steve, you behave yourself!"
"Damn, why do you good looking ones always say that?"
"I'll be in reception when you knock off." She grinned. Then she slid off my desk and left the department.
-----
As before, the transformation in Sherrie was amazing to behold. There was no missing her as I came out of the lift. Christ, I don't think any male who'd passed through the reception area whilst she'd been waiting for me could have missed seeing her, and most likely wished she was waiting for him.



The two security guards she was in conversation with (both in the late fifties or early sixties) were obviously enthralled by Sherrie.
As I got close, she drew away from them and took hold of my arm.
"Where we going?" she asked.
"My hotel first, I must get changed."
"No time handsome, we've got less than four hours. My train goes at nine."
"But..."
"No buts Steve. We've got lots to talk about."
I acquiesced and, followed by one of the security guards who insisted on carrying Sherrie's holdall, we went to my car.
Sherrie's holdall and briefcase stashed in the boot along with mine, I drove us to a public house, just outside town, that I knew served food all day.
We talked for a while and ate an unhurried meal. Sherrie not so much demanding, more inviting me to get everything off my chest and air my thoughts. I don't know what it was about Sherrie, but I felt I could talk to her, and instinctively knew that what I said would not be common knowledge the following day.
When I'd had my say, Sherrie took me by surprise by going on the attack and told me why she'd conned an evening meal out of me.
"Steve, you've got to do something about yourself, my friend. All the female staff in the office are saying that you aren't the same fun loving bloke you used to be. Mind you, they all admit that they can't blame you, under the circumstances. But honestly they'd like to see some sign that the old Steve is still in you."
"I'm not with you, Sherrie?"
"No, I don't suppose you can see it yourself. Steve, you've always been a giggle to work with, even I was aware of that, when we've worked on the same projects... what... what four, five times. And even then we've never worked closely together.
"You do realise that it's been almost standard procedure in your company for all the females to take their "man problems" to good old Steve in Logistics and Planning for yonks? And from what I hear, some of the lads used seek you out for advice about their wives and girlfriends as well."
"They did? That's news to me. Anyway even if they did, I've not got what you might call a good track record in marital relations anymore, have I?"
"Nonsense Steve, the reason everyone used to come to you was that you showed them how to laugh... well at least see the funny side and laugh about things. Apparently you were ace when it came to advising the girls about birthday and Christmas presents to get for their men. And you weren't too slow in advising them to dump the no hopers, or bad at suggesting ways for them to dump them.
"Did you know for instance that, quite unofficially, the girls in Human Resources tell new girls that if they get any problems with the any of the office would be gigolos and they don't want to make an official complaint; then they should seek you out, and have a chat?"
"That is news to me, but I can recall..."
"Yes I suspect you can. But Steve, everybody is scared to say two words to you now! They say you walk around the office like a bear with a sore head. They miss the old Steve they can have a laugh and joke with.
"Look we all understand that you're upset, but living in that damned hotel and never going out... Well, that just isn't right, for you anyway. You need to get out and... well, start dating again. There're plenty of eligible women around the office."
"Sherrie, I believe I understand what you are saying. But aren't you the one who told me that it's bad news to date work colleagues. Besides we're out this evening aren't we?"
"Yes we're out for dinner, and I asked you out, remember?"
"Yeah, but who's going to finish up paying?" I grinned back at her.
"See? That's the Steve the girls are missing in the office. The bloke who's sees the funny side in everything. Even if I am going to order the most expensive desert they've got on the menu here." Sherrie smiled back at me.
"I get your point and I'll try to leave my personal troubles at home in future."
"Do better than that Steve, find yourself a nice flat or something and get out in the evenings. Even take the risk of asking some of the eligible females around the office out on a date. Look, I steer clear of my work colleagues because... well, I can look a bit cheap sometimes when I dress up to go out and enjoy myself. Some would be Romeo's take it wrong, and think I'm... easy. I'm sure you know what I mean? And as I told you before - trying to teach the average male how to use a computer program, when he's staring down at my cleavage, doesn't usually prove to be very successful. I've found that out from experience."
I of course challenged Sherrie and told her that she could never look cheap and we both grinned at each other; then Sherrie ordered her desert. Not the most expensive on the menu, by the way.
Somewhat oddly, after that we talked about Sherrie's life and aspirations. I learnt that she was twenty-two. Honestly I'd always thought she was about nineteen, which was a little bit stupid of me. I'd first met Sherrie when we opened an office in Wales, about eighteen months before and she'd known her onions then. For some reason, maybe the way she dressed, I'd somehow thought of her as a perpetual teenager. The first time I'd seen Sherrie dressed up to go out, had been that evening I told you about, when she was meeting that young electrician lad in the hotel bar.
I drove Sherrie to the station to catch her train and she thanked me for a nice meal and an enjoyable evening. Then, as she got onto her train she said we've have to do it again sometime. I suppose I must have agreed with her.
-----
The next day in the office I tried my best to plaster a smile on my face, when I could remember to. You know it must have worked, I noted that after a day or so, folks no longer vacated the tea room the instant I stepped in the door and people who had avoided my desk since... Well, they no longer did and often stopped to pass the time of day.
That same lunchtime I visited a few estate agents a got myself a list of furnished flats for rent locally. I think I was still a little shy of buying, and if life in a flat on my own didn't work out, then I could always retreat to the hotel again. Well, I assume that was the thought at the back of my mind.
-----
That Thursday I received an interesting call from Ms Clarkson.
"How does two hundred and fifty thousand sound to you, Steve?" Were the first words she said to me.
"Sorry, I'm not with you Ms Clarkson."
"Copland, apparently he's not enthused with all the press coverage he's been getting. That man's got something to hide! Anyway things are quieting down in the press and we thought it was about time to hint that an alienation of affection case might be in the offing. I suspect that Constance's legal advisors have threatened something as well, but I can't be sure. Anyway Copland's people came back with an offer of fifty thousand for us to go away. We've talked it over and they're up to two hundred and fifty now. We might even squeeze another twenty five or so, out of the buggers, if we take it to the wall."
"Go for it Ms Clarkson, take the bugger for every penny you can. But preferably settle out of court. Constance isn't my favourite person in the world at the moment, but embarrassing her in court doesn't leave me totally unscathed."
"Very well Steve. The press will probably get hold of it anyway. But you know the form, an undisclosed sum. Which is almost as good as Copland admitting he's an... yes well I was going to use your description of him for a moment."
-----
Less than a week later, Ms Clarkson informed me that I would be three hundred thousand pounds richer, once I'd signed on the dotted line. I went straight round there and made my mark. Whilst I was doing so, Ms Clarkson hinted that Constance might soon be buying a new home of her own, and that she'd probably pay for it cash. Ms Clarkson still wasn't sure of what grounds Constance had used to stitch-up Copland. But she suspected that it was probably personal injury.
-----
I did move into a pretty reasonable flat a week or so later. It was further from my office but came with free parking, which was at a premium around that area.
It was a one bedroom, with a nice large lounge-cum-diner, and a surprisingly spacious, well-equipped kitchenette. The washing machine and dryer were in the bathroom, but the room was big enough that you hardly noticed them.
I'm not sure if it was the cash Copland had stuffed into my bank accounts or that I'd tried to take Sherrie's advice. But by the end of the month I was feeling a lot better about myself and I was stopping for a drink after work now and again with some of the lads.
-----
There were three of us sitting around my desk, a work colleague who hadn't been with the company very long, maybe a month or so, and Bob, my boss. I was just in the process of showing them a spreadsheet I'd been working on, when the computer screen went blank.
A second or so later the dreaded blue-screen appeared, but it was blank. Then words began to appear in the top left hand corner, one character at a time.
"Hi Steve! Guess who's buried down here in the depths of hell, playing with the servers."
Almost panicking, I rapidly began typing
"Sherrie, I'm in the middle of something. I've got people with me!"
Almost instantly the message came back
"Whoops sorry folks, official business honestly. Are we on for tonight Steve?"
I was surprised when my boss reached past me and began typing.
"Hi Sherrie, its Bob. Of course Steve's taking you out this evening, the bugger don't get out enough nowadays!"
The message came back.
"Cheers Bob! Same place same time Steve. And remember my train goes at nine!"
Then the screen went blank again, before my spreadsheet reappeared.
"Sorry about that." I said to my boss.
"About what?" Was his reply. Then he added, "Nice girl, that Sherrie!"
Our new colleague was sitting there with a bewildered expression on his face, but finally asked, "Who's Sherrie?"
"Someone a little closer to your age than mine." I told him.
"Give over Steve." Bob said, "She's just right for you! Christ, you need someone to liven up your life a little!"
"Bob, I'm twelve years her senior!"
"So, what's twelve years between friends? Christ mate, your mind is too fixated on numbers."
After that we got back to the calculations on my spreadsheet again. Making small changes here and there and discovering what effect they were going to make to the "bottom line!"
I suppose a half hour must have passed when the spreadsheet vanished again. And another message appeared.
"Sorry Steve, I need a chaperone for lunch today?"
"He'll meet you in reception at twelve." Bob typed.
"Thanks Bob." Came back and then my spreadsheet reappeared.
"I will?" I asked Bob, probably annoyed that he'd twice made private appointment on my behalf.
"Of course, you will. That was a request for assistance; when have you ever turned a lady down? It doesn't matter who asked you, the old Steve would have said yes!"
"Have I changed that much?"
"No more than to be expected under the circumstance my friend. But lately we've seen the old Steve slowly returning. Now let's get on with these figures."
-----
I quickly discovered why Sherrie had asked me to go to lunch with her. She had a colleague along who I do believe had aspirations. He was certainly pissed-off that I was along cramping his style during their lunch break. I'd say that he was also disappointed to learn that Sherrie and I were having dinner together that evening, and consequently wouldn't be travelling back with him on the same train.
Sherrie made a good job of keeping on the opposite side of her work colleague. Honestly I was surprised that he wasn't getting the message. But maybe he thought a little too much of himself and his charms as some young men are wont to do.
Later in the day I took a wander down to the depths where the company servers lived and had a quiet word with him when Sherrie wasn't around. As I made my way back up to my own floor it struck that it had been a long time since I'd been forced to have that conversation with any of the gigolos in the building.
----
Sherrie looked as delightful as she usually did outside working hours, when I met her in reception. The other security guard took the honour of carrying her holdall to my car that evening.
Sherrie told me that her work colleague that day was a new bloke with her company, but he knew her from college. Or rather was fully aware of what Sherrie looked like in civvies, as she liked to call them. She also thanked me for whatever I'd said to him during the afternoon.
That evening we, or rather, Sherrie, did a "little" shopping, before we grabbed a quick meal in a fast food joint. I was feeling pretty knackered -- after walking around all those bloody clothes shops -- when I put Sherrie on her train that night.
Is it really necessary for women to try on every piece of clothing that catches their eye? Mind you, I suppose I enjoyed myself watching Sherrie coming out of the changing room to ask me how she looked, in what appeared to be, ever and ever, shorter skirts. You know fella's, there comes a point when you just have to take the bull by the horns, and tell them that the skirt is borderline obscene. And then what do they do? They buy the bugger!
You know, if I'd worked that out a little earlier, I wouldn't have been so hungry when we did finally get into that fast food joint.
-----
Over the next six months my divorce became final and I kind of got used to living on my own. I was going out with the lads from the office every so often, but most of them were young and on the prowl. Hey don't get the idea that I wasn't looking, because I was. I just couldn't find anyone who... well, piqued my interest!
My dates -- well I suppose I could call them dates -- with Sherrie became a regular thing. Don't go getting the idea that there was anything romantic about them, because there wasn't. Sherrie would tell me how her life was going and question me about what I was doing with me spare time. Often chastising me for not asking this or that lady out when I mentioned them.
Sherrie appeared to have the idea that, if I mentioned a female then I must surely be attracted to her. Which in a way was probably correct, but I couldn't find the inclination to start dating again, I felt like I was too old.
When I told Sherrie as much, she began teasing me by calling me the "old man."
It was a morning after Sherrie had been down that a newspaper headline caught my eye as I walked to the office. It appeared that Copland had been arrested the previous day
I purchased a copy and tried to read it as best I could as I walked along. As usual, with the sub-judice laws in the UK, the accompanying story didn't say very much. Just that Copland had been arrested and charged with Conspiracy, and perverting the course of justice. The story went on to list a whole group of other people from the around the country who had also been arrested.
One young lady was accused of perjury - numerous counts.
Five women described as "ex-spouses" were arrested and charged with conspiring to subvert the course of justice, I think. The newspaper story made mention that several other "ex-spouses" were believed to have fled the country and extradition papers were being drawn up as the paper went to press.
A further seven people had been charged with various crimes including conspiracy and aiding and abetting.
Tantalisingly the story went on to say that twelve ex-husbands were having their divorce settlements put aside. I gathered that meant they were going to be reassessed on conclusion of the above listed cases.
I can't claim I followed the story, but the gist of it was that same young lady had appeared in numerous divorce cases around the country, claiming to have had an affair with the husbands, and in one case, a wife. In each case the correspondent had come up with a very similar story to the one my mysterious friend had told me all those months before, and in every case a rather large quantity of cash had been involved in the settlement.
Eventually I did clap eyes on my mysterious friend again. He was in the background of a piece of news film on the television. The reporter was standing on the steps outside the High Court in London announcing that Copland and his conspirators had been found guilty on all counts.
-----
The following day Sherrie was down again. Slightly unusual I thought, because she usually came down on Thursdays and it was a Tuesday. And what's more she bounced in my department and waved a couple of theatre tickets under my nose.
"What are your plans for this evening Steve?"
"Well, nothing really."
"Good, you can take me to dinner and then I'm treating you to a show!"
"You'll miss your train home I pointed out."
"No I wont, there's one that leaves just after midnight; I'll catch that instead." Then after a few seconds she added. "The last bus will be gone, but my dad will pick me up from the station."
The dinner was good and the show was good. On the whole it was a great evening until we got to the station. We both looked at the departure screen and there was no trains listed as going north until five A.M.
Sherrie went over to the timetable and swore. She'd made a mistake, all the earlier trains left a few minutes after the hour. The last one, for some reason left at ten minutes before twelve.
"Bugger me." She said, "I'll have to stay over!"
"I'll call my old hotel and find out if they have a room." I suggested.
"Oh don't be daft Steve, I'll bed down on your sofa and catch an early train in the morning."
Yeah, we argued the subject. But I could see no harm in her staying at my flat if she wanted too, so we didn't have an all out ding-dong about it. No, we argued about which of us took the sofa, me trying to play the gentleman. Eventually Sherrie trumped all of my arguments by insisting that she'd rather sleep on a station platform bench, than force me from my bed.
Back at the flat I found a spare sheet and I thought I'd make Sherrie a bed up, using my old sleeping bag that I kept in the car for emergencies, as a blanket. Mind you, I had to give it twenty minutes in the tumble dryer; it had been in the boot of my car for a very long time.
While the dryer worked its magic, Sherrie and I had some tea and she inspected my flat properly. A couple of times previously Sherrie had stuck her nose briefly inside my flat, when we'd taken some frozen food and the like I'd bought home, to put in the freezer.
Then while she had a shower, I made up what I thought was going to be a damned uncomfortable looking bed on the sofa. Briefly the heated discussion about which of us slept on it did raise its head again, until Sherrie repeated her threat of returning to the railway station.
Once I'd taken a shower myself, we said goodnight and I went into my bedroom.
I do not know what time it was when something awoke me. Yeah, there was no doubt about it someone was gently blowing in my left ear.
"Sherrie?" I asked.
"Yes Steve?"
"You appear to be in the wrong bed, young lady!"
"Are you objecting old man, or are you simply stating a fact?"
"Stating a fact, I think?"
"Good."
"But Sherrie...?"
"Steve! If you say one word about the twelve year age gap between us I'll... well, we're not going to start our married life of on a very good footing are we?"
"Married life?"
"Yeah, now come on, show me what and old man can do!"
-----
I was no surprise to me when Sherrie didn't dash off to catch a train first thing in the morning, I had finally worked it out that she had set me up, rather efficiently. On our walk to the office Sherrie explained that she was down for four days, training a new staff intake in the accounts department.



In fact, she never went home until the Sunday evening of that week. And she also informed me that there was a vacancy in her company for somebody to be almost permanently assigned to work in mine.
"Not full-time of course, just three days a week, and it'll be very flexible; no problems working around taking children to school and that kind of thing." Sherrie added.
"Kids!" I gasped.
"Of course I want at least two, and you'll make a great father Steve."
"God, that's all right then! For one horrible minute I thought you were going to say twelve!"
"See, that's what I like about you, you always see the lighter side in everything."
-----
We were on our honeymoon. It was that time between sessions when you lie there in each other's arms, too excited to sleep, but too knackered to go again... just yet.
"Sherrie." I asked, "for just how long had you been planning to become my wife?"
"Good question, old man. I suppose you could say, since I saw the headline about your first wife and that Copland bloke in the newspapers."
"Oh, that early?"
"Yes. But if you were to accuse me of having a devious nature, you even might question my motives for getting that John bloke to pick me up for dinner that evening at the particular hotel I chose. I'd had my eye on you for some time.
"I'm going to have to watch you, aren't I?"
"Yes old man, but don't go mistaking me for Constance. I know what I want when I see it, and I will never do anything that might mean I risk losing it.
-----
Epilogue.
Well, I mentioned that Sherrie and I bumped into a very surprised June on Malta, so I suppose I should tell you what she told me. June said that she thought Constance had a latent submissive streak in her that somehow Copland had recognised and latched onto. June pointed out that from reading the newspapers, she'd deduced that many of the women involved in his divorce plot, appeared to be under the man's influence in some way.
I hadn't followed the fine details of the case so it was news to me.
June said that they all appeared to want to take full responsibility for everything, even though Copland was the one person who featured in every single case.
"I don't know what that man has got, but he can twist some women around his little finger!" June told me.
"But Constance turned on Copland and sued him, didn't she?" I observed
"Constance is my little sister Steve. I've always looked after her and maybe I'm at fault. It could be that Constance has always been submissive to my wishes. I pushed her into that court case; I don't think she'd have had the nerve to see it through had I not. Luckily Copland caved and settled out of court; I'm not sure how Constance would have behaved had they faced each other in courtroom.
"By the way, is that your new bride, Steve?"
"Sure is. Sherrie chased me and caught me,"
"She made a very good choice." June smiled back at me.
Vita continuat Life goes on. ;-)
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"Something really weird happened today Kevin." Trudy my wife of eighteen years said to me as we were eating dinner one evening.
"What was it mum?" Cassie, our thirteen-year-old daughter asked, before I had time to react myself.
I'd stopped eating and was sitting there looking at Trudy with an expression of concerned interest on my face.
"Some young man took my picture as we came out of the restaurant at lunch time today!" Trudy informed us.
"Did he? I suppose you can't blame the bugger, you're a very good looking woman and you dress very... er." I had to think of the correct word because Cassie was sitting there with us. "Smartly when you go to the office; even more so in the last few months." I replied nonchalantly and went back to eating my meal.
"Well I like to look my best at the office. But don't you think it odd that he would just take my picture in the street like that?"
"Not especially Trudy. Think about it, the bloke was probably a paparazzi or something and he thought that a woman as good looking as you, strolling around during the day dressed up like you always are... Well then, you must be a celebrity or something." I suggested.
"Oh, don't be silly."
"Trudy, you've got an almost perfect figure for a woman your age, your dress and make-up are always immaculate; of course people are going to think you're someone special. We do, don't we Cass?"
"Sure do mum, you're the best looking mum at our school. All my friends are jealous of me for having such a beautiful mother." Cassie chimed in.
"Oh now, you're both flattering me." Trudy said turning a little pink in the face with embarrassment.
"Nonsense Trudy, you're one very desirable looking lady. I'll bet all the men in your office drool over you all day. Especially that John Ryan geezer."
"John Ryan, why should you single him out all of a sudden?" Trudy asked, having turned - what I considered - beetroot red at the sound of Ryan's name; but probably only slightly pinker that she had been.
"Oh come on Trudy, everybody in town knows about that bugger." I took a quick glance in Cassie's direction, I hadn't meant to call him a bugger in her presence; but sometimes emotion gets the better of you. "Crikey the blokes reputation goes before him."
"What reputation?"
"Trudy, Ryan's a ladies man, a wolf! You know, the b... guy's got more notches on his belt than any other bloke in town."
"He has; how would you know? You've never even met the man."
"Don't have to have met the bu... man personally to know of his reputation. Besides, the little snot went to the same school as I did, different year group though. He's had a whole string of conquests and he ain't too shy about bragging about them down the pub either. You know, if I didn't trust you so implicitly I'd be worried about you working in the same company as him."
Trudy suddenly went unaccustomedly quite. I really believe that if Cassie hadn't left the TV on in the lounge we would have been able to hear the cogs churning around in Trudy's brain.
===============================================
In a way I'd known about John Ryan's reputation for years, and to be perfectly frank with you I had had some reservations when Trudy went to work for the same company that he worked in, five years previous. But as they supposedly worked in completely different departments, I'd relaxed a little after a while.
Besides Trudy was my wife and she loved me, didn't she, she was telling me so all the time; so what the hell did I have to worry about?
But then again, when your wife is as attractive as Trudy there's always the chance that some handsome bugger might turn her head. And to be totally honest I was pushing forty and although I do keep myself fit, I was showing that I was well past my sell-by date no matter what tricks I tried to pull to turn back the clock.
I thought I'd played a pretty good game actually. I anonymously and unexpectedly sent Trudy flowers at her office, on a random but regular basis. Sent her suggestive joke emails and cards -- supposedly -- anonymously arranging clandestine meetings for dinner -- mind I believe she always knew they were from me, because I'd have to have already booked the babysitter. But you get the general idea; I played the silly-bugger loving husband like a teenage kid, so that Trudy -- or anyone else for that matter - would think that I wasn't getting as old as I really felt.
I won't go into our sex life here but take it from me it was as regular and energetic as it had ever been; of that I can assure you.
But a few weeks before this particular evening an old school friend of mine - who I hadn't heard from in donkey's years - but I was to discover also worked for the same company as Trudy, called me one day out of the blue at my office. I never have discovered how Mark knew where I worked; hearsay I suppose.
"How you going Kevin mate, its Mark, Mark Willoughby, long time no see!"
"Jesus Mark, where the hell did you spring from? I haven't seen you in..."
"More years that we both care to remember Kevin. But I've seen you a few times when you pick Trudy up from the office."
"What, you work at Sangster's with Trudy?"
"Not exactly Kevin, I'm in a different department completely, personnel; but I've seen you down in the car park from my office window."
"Ah, nothing much to do but ogle to women, I suppose?"
"You could say that, we've got some real lookers on the payroll at present. The thing is Kevin... your wife's one of them."
"I'm not sure that I like the way you say that, Mark!"
"Calm down Kevin, don't go getting excited, it might be nothing. But you being an old mate and all, I just thought I should tip you the wink. Can you meet me at lunchtime in the Feathers?"
===============================================
"What's yours?" Mark asked as I joined him at the bar.
"Best please. Now what's this all about, Mark?" I demanded, probably a little harshly.
"Calm down Kevin, it might be nothing at all. It's just that... Shit look, if I don't say something and... Well, I'd bloody-well never forgive myself to start with. Look let's go find a quiet spot out in the garden where no one can overhear us." Mark said looking around as if he was expecting somebody to be watching us.
Out in the sun, I followed Mark to a table well clear of any other that were in use.
"Look Kevin, for all I know she could well tell the bugger where to go, but I've watched the prick for years and I know his M.O. What's more he's very good at what he does."
"Mark who the fuck are you talking about here and what in effing hell does he do?"
"John Ryan, have you ever come across the bugger?"
"Yeah, oh of course. Randy Ryan from school."
"Yeah, that's the bugger. Well he's married now and works in our sales division."
"Yeah I know, so what's he got to do with Trudy?" I asked suspiciously.
"Hold up Kev, maybe nothing; I'm working on a hunch here. Look Ryan's always fancied himself as a bit of a stud, you must remember that."
"More than remember Mark, I was a little reticent about the idea of Trudy working for the same company as he did. But I found out that he was in sales and Trudy works in the buying office. From what I've heard, nether the twain shall meet."
"Dead right there mate; different divisions entirely and rather a lot of animosity between the two of them as well. But in personnel, I see and hear things.
"I've kept an eye on Ryan because the little shit nicked my girl once, back when we were in college; never liked the bugger since. Anyway once he got married he calmed down for a few years, as far as I know he toed the line, if you know what I mean. He was always full of it with the girls around the place, but I don't know he's stepped out of line with any of them, that I can prove."
"Then about four or five years ago, I noticed that he was spending a lot of time in the advertising department. The next thing you know he's joining the girl's from there at lunch times. You know how it is with the girls'; they team-up together to go out shopping, to the café or the pub. Well, suddenly John Ryan's tagging along.
"Took me a long time to work out that whenever Ryan went with them, one particular woman was always with the group. Didn't matter where they went, half the time I have no idea where they went anyway, I only saw them leave and return. But one thing I could be sure of was that Ryan would be with the crowd that this particular woman was with. Not that I ever saw anything untoward happening."
"So what does that prove?"
"Absolutely nothing and that's my problem, or as personnel manager I could do something about it; I'd love to be able to fire Ryan just for the kick of it.
"But then some months later when I'm looking through the staff attendance records, just by chance of course!" Mark winked at me, "I discover that, by an extremely unlikely coincidence Ryan and this particular woman both have the same afternoons off for dental and doctors' appointments etc."
"A bit circumstantial isn't it; who was this woman?"
"No one you know Kevin and she doesn't work for the company anymore; she moved away shortly after she got divorced. And what's more those coincidental appointments happened once or twice month right up until she left the company."
"So you reckon...?"
"I don't reckon anything Kevin, because I can't prove anything. The woman's old man never sued the company or anything, didn't even lodge a complaint. I'm just working on the balance of probabilities.
"The point is about six months after that woman leaves, I noticed that John Ryan was suddenly paying calls on the service department. You know, the office where the girls' who take the phone calls are. And yeah, it's not very long before he's going out to lunch with some of those girls. It took me a little longer to work out which one the second time, because they are a tight nit bunch in there."
"Anyway when the woman in question started the afternoon appointment lark, I sent a memo round telling everybody that we in personnel were going to run a survey and would be requiring all staff to give full details of all medical appointments that required time off from work. I wrapped it up in a lot of shit about government statistical research etc. Anyway they apparently bought it, and both stopped the medical appointment game.
"But they must have been getting-it-on somewhere out of working hours though, because I'm pretty sure it went on for about a year, until the female in question went on maternity leave. Anyway then it was back to the Advertising department for Ryan."
"You think he got the woman pregnant?"
"Haven't the faintest idea Kevin. She's still with her husband anyway. She never returned to the company though; works for a company out in the sticks somewhere now. But that don't mean that Ryan isn't still banging her on the quiet.
"Anyway I'm convinced he scored with some other silly tart from advertising and he was banging her for about eighteen months until she had an accident. Don't know what happen, but she was knocked around pretty bad. Finished up leaving the company, as well and I know nothing much about her since; except for a couple of reference requests from outfits down Bristol way. Looks like she must have moved. Interesting that John Ryan was mugged around the same time as she had her accident though."
"So you're suggesting..."
"Nothing Kevin. But what would you do in her old man's position?"
"Kick the bitch out!"
"Well, maybe her old man just knocked her about a bit and forgave her. Anyway that's the background. What I needed to tell you about is, that John Ryan has been hanging around the buying department for the last few weeks. And if you don't mind me saying, with your Trudy being the best looking woman in there, if not the whole damned company, then as an old mate I thought it was only fair to let you know the score.
"Look, I'm not saying that Trudy would do anything she shouldn't. But John Ryan's a very handsome bloke, he's always had the gift of the gab and he's a very patient man. I really think it would take a very special woman not to have him turn her head, even just the once. I don't know exactly how he does it, but somehow he seems to get every woman he sets his sights on."
"I'll give you that, we all thought that Gina was really stuck on you at the time." I said remembering the girl that John Ryan had stolen from Mark.
"Yeah goes to show, don't it. You never can tell what's going on in a woman's mind even if you've known her for years."
"Or you're married to her, I assume you're suggesting!"
"I'm suggesting nothing Kevin, I'm just giving you the background so you can take whatever pre-emptive action that you deem necessary."
"Thanks Mark, I trust Trudy with my life. But only a fool doesn't watch his own back."
"If I spot anything more definite Kevin, I'll let you know, and by the way I really hope I'm wrong. But if by any chance I'm not, do me a favour in return and make an official complaint to the company; then I can have the satisfaction of sacking the bugger and making sure his wife knows why."
===============================================
Not that I didn't trust Trudy, but I thought it would be prudent to take some kind of pre-emptive action. After a lot of soul searching, the method I chose was the threat of publicity that nowadays bugs celebrities so much.
An old friend of mine teaches photography at a local technical college; I had a quiet word with him and he set some of his special students the task of getting a few candid shots of two particular people. Yeah well, those paparazzi buggers have to learn their trade somewhere.
They didn't have to be suggestive pictures or anything, just candid shots of the two of them going about their normal daily lives, preferably in close proximity to each other. The sort of pictures that the paparazzi take of the rich and famous, all the time.
What's more there was no reason for the students not to be seen taking the photographs, but they had been sworn to secrecy about why they were taking them. Well yeah, I did have to put up a good few bob in prize money for the best shots, but I figured it a small price to pay.
When I put the plan into operation I suppose I did ask myself, was it going to work? But I figured that if John Ryan were trying to get my Trudy into bed, then they'd both have to be insane to actually commit adultery when they never knew when the next little shit was going to pop up out of nowhere and snap a candid picture of them.
===============================================
"You're smiling, what do you find so funny about it. That young man just appeared out of nowhere and took a picture of me; I felt like I was being stalked." Trudy finally said.
"Oh, don't be so paranoid Trudy. He was probably a student from the college taking some candid pictures around town. They're always about, haven't you noticed them before today?" I replied.
"Yes I have, but this boy purposely took a picture of me!"
"And as I've said so many times, who could blame him; you are the most beautiful woman in town. What do you expect him to do?"
"You think he'd take my picture just because of my looks?"
"What other possible reason would he take it for Trudy? Unless you were doing something illicit and he was a private detective getting evidence for your boyfriend's wife." I laughed out loud as if it was a joke.
"But I wouldn't..."
"Trudy that was a joke, I would never suggest you'd do anything like that!" I lied. "I'm sure the guy was a student from the college who was just struck by your natural beauty. Don't worry about it."
I won't say Trudy looked convinced, but she let the subject drop after that.
===============================================
"It was a girl this time!"
"Who was, what'd she do?" I replied, as if I didn't know.
"Took my picture as I came out of the lobby of the office at lunch time! I tried to ask her why she took it, but she vanished into the crowd."
"Coincidence Trudy.
"I don't think so, she was waiting for me, I'm sure she was."
"You're getting paranoid Trudy. I'm sure they're just students from the college I see them taking pictures around town all the time."
"But they don't single you out and take pictures of you!"
"Trudy I could hardly be considered anyone's pin-up, but you always look immaculate. I'm not surprised they want to get you into their pictures. Think yourself lucky some of those youngsters will probably be taking pictures of the rich and famous in the near future. Can you really object to them practising by taking pictures of you?"
===============================================
"They were in the White Hart today!"
"Who?"
"Those kids, taking pictures."
"So?"
"Well, there was a whole crowd of them taking pictures in the garden."
"What of you?"
"No, not specifically. Of the pub itself; but we were sitting in the garden at the time. I know that we were in some of them."
"Whose the we, we're talking about here, Trudy?"
"You know, the girls from the office; we popped into the White Hart at lunch time for a drink because it was Sandra's birthday."
"Ah, secret boozing sessions during the day, eh?" I replied humorously
"Don't be silly Kevin, you know we go for a little drink on our birthdays! Sometimes we all go out on the following Friday evening on to celebrate as well."
"And are you all going for a piss-up this Friday with Sandra?"
"Well I was, but I don't think I am now."
"Why's that?"
"Oh, just somebody who's getting up my nose a little in the office. If they're going to be there I think I'll give it a miss."
I didn't bite and kept my mouth firmly closed, but to say this news was music to my ears would have been an understatement. I had to assume that 'the somebody' in question was John Ryan.
But then I got to thinking, cynical bugger that I am. What if you've just been dealt a ringer, my son. Was your loving wife getting suspicious that you were responsible for those students with cameras all over the place, and was she very carefully and cunningly covering her arse? Good question, eh?
===============================================
Peter Phillips my college lecturer buddy called me at the office the following morning
"Kevin my old mate, I'd say something's definitely cooking. Four of my students were at the White Heart yesterday lunchtime. We go there every year and take pictures of the whole place; you know, publicity stuff. The hotel manager gives us the run of the place and we supply all the pictures he'd ever need for his brochures and the like."
"Anyway there was a crowd of women from Sangster's out in the garden, somebody's birthday of something; your Trudy was with them. Well a guy with them tackled one of the students. He wanted to know why she was taking pictures of him; no prizes for guessing who it was. Well, he tackled the wrong student, Sasha's got a mouth on her and she told him he'd be bloody lucky. Why should she want to photograph an old fart like him; she'd been tasked with taking pictures of the hotel and if he happened to be in the garden that was her loss, not his."
"What did he say to that?"
"Not much that he could say really, whilst he was talking to young Sasha one of the women from the Sangster party asked another student to take a group picture of all the girls together. Well the young lad was only too pleased to do so. Mind, Sasha did note that two of the party, a certain guy and your wife Trudy, didn't sit in for the group picture; they seemed to be very camera shy."



"Thanks Peter, how are the kids doing with the challenge?"
"Well we've got about a hundred candid shots already, how long do you want this game to go on for?"
Buggered if I know Pete, are they aware of every shot that's been taken of them?"
"I doubt it, I told the kids that they needn't hide, but not make it too blatantly obvious."
"I'll have to come by and see what you've got soon."
===============================================
"Those students are driving me to distraction, wherever I go there seems to be one or two of them taking pictures and I'm convinced they are singling me out." Trudy said the moment I walked into the house that evening.
"Oh Yeah, I had a word with Peter Phillips this morning. I called him because you were getting all unnecessarily out of shape over it. It seems that they've got several projects going on. There's a photographic tour of the town they are doing for the council tourist department, and another group is doing a study of local characters, I'll bet that must be the group who've snapped your picture."
"I'm not a local character!"
"Sweetheart you're the best looking character in this town, take my word for it."
"Am I being flattered?"
"No, it's the truth and those youngsters have probably spotted it as well."
"Well, I like to look nice."
"Nice, you always look gorgeous my love. Anyway there's another group who are doing some advertising type work, it was possibly them you saw in the White Hart yesterday."
"Oh."
"You see, just coincidence. Peter said that he'll look through them all and send you copies of any that you're in, if you like."
"What! No that wont' be necessary. I was just being stupid Kevin. Please tell Peter not to bother."
"Okay kiddo, I just thought you'd like to see them, that's all."
Yeah well, double bluff or what? Why should Trudy not want to see them, could it be that John Ryan would be in most of them with her and she didn't want me to spot that. Maybe there was something in Mark's original conclusion; perhaps I was too late.
===============================================
Just after Friday lunchtime I received a call from Trudy at my office.
"Kevin, I've decided I am going to go to out with Sandra and the girls to celebrate her birthday this evening; do you mind?"
I did, but I couldn't very well tell Trudy that, could I?
"No Kiddo, just don't go overdoing the booze. Do you want me to pick you up later?"
"Well, it would be better than waiting for a cab. But Kevin, if we go on to a club later we might not want to come home until chucking-out time; you wouldn't want to sit up until gone two in the morning."
"What else am I supposed to do babe, go to bed and lie there worrying; it's a dangerous world out there you know!"
"Oh don't be silly there's always plenty of police around outside the club and all the bouncers. There's even a couple of security men at the taxi office at that time of night. I'll be fine, you go to bed and I'll see you in the morning."
"Okay, if you insist babe, see you when you get home and don't go doing anything your grandmother wouldn't like you doing."
"You never did get to meet my grandmother, did you Kevin?"
"No, but I hear your mother was quite a girl in her time, you just behave yourself."
"As if I wouldn't! See you later darling."
Yeah well, I weren't happy, but there was sod all I really could do about it. I'd have to rely on Peter's students and their cameras to let me know what happened that night and hopefully their presence would stop things from getting out of hand.
I was sure they'd be around town, that cash prize was too much for them to miss. And in the club, well two of Peter's students moonlighted there every Friday and Saturday night; they wandered around snapping pictures of the clubbers, which could be bought for inordinate prices.
Although that wasn't the real reason they were there or that the club set up the printing room for them. They got far better pictures of the clubbers than the security cameras did, and anyone who got themselves banned from the club would find their picture displayed on the wall beside the doorman.
===============================================
It was with some surprise that I heard the front door open at around half ten that evening and shortly Trudy came into the lounge.
"You're early love, nothing wrong I hope?" I asked.
"No I'm fine, I just wasn't enjoying myself, so I decided to come home to my husband and keep him from feeling lonely."
"That's kind of you, but I hope that doesn't mean I have to cut my evenings short when I'm out with the lads?"
"Do I ever curtail your fun?"
"No, but I wouldn't like to think that you cut your evening short on my behalf."
"Well to be honest there was someone there who was getting on my nerves, so I decided to come home early."
"Now we get to the truth of the matter. Who was it; one of the girls you've fell-out with at the office?"
"Oh, no one important, I can handle it. Anyway is Cassie in bed?"
"Yeah, sound asleep."
"How about you and me having an early night then?"
"Sounds like a plan, but I wouldn't exactly call it early."
"Oh give over stupid, come on you know what I'm after."
"Hmm, perhaps you should go drinking with the girls more often?"
That was one long night I can assure you. But I was curious as to what had happened, but I'm afraid Trudy was keeping very tight-lipped about the evening.
===============================================
Monday morning I received a call from Mark Willoughby around eleven o'clock.
"Hey Kev, I've just had the satisfying task of suspending John Ryan!"
"You have, why; what's the bugger been up to?"
"Jesus, didn't she tell you? I would have thought Trudy would have told you by now!"
"No, she hasn't said a word."
"Well, would you believe sexual harassment of a fellow employee and because she hasn't told you, I'll only give you only one guess as to who's the complainant."
"Trudy?"
"Yes, she's stitched the bugger up good and proper, got evidence, several witnesses and everything. He ain't going to walk on this one."
"Strange, I wonder why she never told me about it?"
"She didn't?"
"No, Trudy went out with the girls from her office Friday but she came home early and said something about someone getting on her nerves. But she wouldn't enlarge on who."
"Whoa, she didn't tell you about Friday night at the club then?"
"No, why, what happened?"
"Well according to this statement I've got here. Friday night John Ryan invited himself along on a girl's night out, one of the girl's in the office birthday or something. Anyway apparently, as I suspected, he's been giving Trudy the old sob story for some weeks now; she tried to be nice about it but he wouldn't take no for an answer. I think he probably mistook Trudy being polite, as a kind of come on. Anyway Friday night he overstepped the mark and your Trudy laid him out in the Starlight Club."
"You're kidding me?"
"No, got it all on a video tape from the club's security camera right here as well, showing how Ryan got a little too familiar with her on the dance floor."
"What did he do?"
"I'm not too sure, the floor looked pretty crowded, but Trudy and Sandra referred to it as kissing. I think that saved Trudy from saying that the bugger tried to grope her.
"Apparently Trudy took him right out with an uppercut and then she kicked him in the short-an'-curlies. The bouncers had to pull her off the bugger or she might have done him some real permanent damage."
"Oh my, what happens now?"
"Ryan's suspended as of this morning and this lot goes up-stairs after lunch. I should imagine Ryan will be out of a job within the week. Them up-stairs are paranoid about sexual harassment in the work place."
"But if this happened in the nightclub...?"
"Yeah, but Ryan's been trying to chat Trudy up in the office, I've got a whole collection of explicit emails he's sent her. And remember, he's a supervisor in sales, that means that technically he's Trudy's superior; consequently he's guaranteed to get his marching orders."
===============================================
This was an interesting turn of events, but for the life of me I couldn't understand why Trudy had said nothing to me about the situation. Surely she should have confided in me. I resolved that sometime very soon I'd have to challenge her on the subject.
I thought that that evening was out because we were having dinner with a group of friends. Cassie came along because they all had children about the same age. It was nothing formal or anything just a meal in one of the local pubs; something we'd got into the habit of doing once every two or three weeks or so.
But well, sometimes life goes it's own sweet way and there's sod-all we can do about it. After eating we'd gone out to drink coffee etc. in the garden and the children went off to play on the swings and things they had out there. We hadn't been seated in the garden for more than a couple of minutes when one of the wives said to Trudy.
"So True, how long have you had boxing as a hobby?" I think everyone turned and looked at the woman, wondering what she was talking about. "Oh, I heard in the office today that Trudy laid some bloke out in the Starlight on Friday evening; took him out with one punch so the story goes. Come-on True spill the beans, what happened?"
The question was answered by what I believe could be called a pregnant pause. Trudy's mouth was opening and closing as if she wanted to say something, but she was looking around at everyone but me, almost begging someone to say something so that she didn't have to reply.
"So Kevin how'd your round go yesterday; did you get as wet as we did?" One of the fellows suddenly asked me, in a clumsy attempt to change the subject. It was his wife who asked the question and she was suddenly looking as embarrassed as Trudy was.
I can't help it if I'm a gentleman by nature, so as obviously Trudy didn't wish to reply, I fell into conversation with the guy about the previous morning's downpour on the golf course. He used a different course, but we tee'd off around the same time most Sunday mornings.
The short trip home in the car from the pub was made in absolute silence. Cassie soon picked up on the kind of atmosphere that you could cut with a knife that was prevailing in the car; so she remained silent as well and promptly disappeared to her room almost the instant we entered the house.
"So?" I asked, as soon as we were alone.
"So what?" Trudy replied defensively.
"Trudy, what the hell has been going on? I knew something was wrong when you came home early last Friday. First you weren't going, then you were and then your back here before the clubs even had a chance to get going. Now Gloria says you thumped some bloke at the club. Now please explain?"
Trudy led the way into the kitchen and sat at the table. I took this as an invite to take a seat opposite her.
"Kevin, I did some things that were incredibly naive and they came back and bit me." She finally said after staring at the table for some considerable time.
"Oh my god what's she about to confess?" I asked myself. "Oh shit after all the shouting I've done in the past about cheating partners; am I now going to have to put my foot where my mouth has been so many times." Were the thoughts racing through my brain.
You know it's really surprising how fast the brain can work through all the different scenarios. There was I picturing Trudy and I divorced, and me picking up a very unhappy Cassie to take her out. Then just as quickly the picture was reversed, I was at home with Cassie and Trudy and some real flash looking bloke was picking my Trudy up to take her out somewhere. What's more Cassie even looked pleased to see the guy.
To be perfectly honest even after my suspicions I was shitting myself, not really wanting to hear what Trudy was about to say. Her word could well mean that the comfortable happy life I'd got so used to living could well be on it's way down the drain.
"About a year or so ago I started getting, very flattering emails at the office." Suddenly I realised that Trudy was talking again. "They were nothing new, you told me yourself that I was good looking and to be honest a lot of the lads send me slightly suggestive emails and little notes. They're just a little fun and serve to break up the monotony of the job.
"However these specific emails were slightly different to the joke ones from the lads or yourself. For a start I had no idea who they were from, the address was at hotmail so they could have come from anybody, even you. You know, for a while I did think they might have been from you because they were so... I don't know, affectionate!"
"Anyway like a complete idiot, I replied to one of them asking who he was. But he wouldn't say. He just sent more complimenting me on my appearance and dress on any particular day. I just briefly wrote back thanking him for the compliment, actually that's when I thought they were from you; he used the same kind of language you use when you compliment me."
"I've never sent you emails under a fictitious name Trudy, what name did he use?"
"Your greatest admirer in the world!"
"Jesus that's a bleeding mouthful."
"And the same phrase that you used on that great big valentines card you sent to my office last year when you were away. You remember, the one accompanied by all those roses?"
"Oh bugger yeah."
"Well it seems my secret admirer must have seen that card in the office somewhere, but the point was nearly everybody knew about it; the girls were shocked at the extravagance. Eventually I realised that it wasn't you messing about, but then I had this bee in my bonnet about finding out who he was. So I kept replying to his emails figuring that eventually he'd slip-up."
"Why didn't you tell me about these emails?"
"Oh yeah and how would I have done that? Hi darling I've been writing to this bloke who I thought was you messing around and it turns out that it isn't. Especially after what was said in some of them."
I suppose it's only fair at this time for me to admit to the reader, that for years I had been in the habit of sending Trudy suggestive emails at work; especially when I was away on company business. And I suppose I'd better add that when I say suggestive I mean really suggestive, spelling out in detail what was going to happen when I returned, 'nough said!
"Oh, what was that?"
"Please don't ask, just remember that I thought it was you messing around again."
"Oh, that bad?"
"And the rest! Until I realised that it wasn't you that is; I can promise you I've been very chaste since I realised that. I just wanted to know who he was."
"Do you know now?"
"Yeah, I practiced my left hook on him Friday night."
"I thought they said you gave him an uppercut."
"Is there a difference, look I just punched the bugger as hard as I could... hey hang on a minute, what the hell do you know about Friday night?"
"Mark Willoughby and I went to school together Trudy. He called me this morning."
"Ah, so you know it all anyway."
"No, I don't know what the connection is between those emails and what happened on Friday night. Except that you're getting John Ryan fired."
"Well as I said the emails have been going on for a year. He did get pretty suggestive on occasions, but I tried to ignore those bits after I worked out that you weren't sending them. I really wanted to know who the sender was and how he knew so much about me, and us really; it was his knowledge of our private time together etc. that made me believe that it was you in the first place. But then I did something even more stupid."
Oh no what was Trudy going to admit to now, I thought. Well to be honest some rather suggestive emails circulated in my own office on occasions, I'd have to be a complete hypocrite not to over look the ones Trudy had admitted she sent. I also thought that I could understand her curiosity about who had sent them; I'd seen the same scenario before. But I know that it was usually the company wolves that played that little game.
"I really didn't draw any comparison between those emails when John Ryan started to stick his nose into our office every couple of days. He gave us some bull about the infamous animosity that existed between Sales and Purchasing. And he claimed that he wanted to pour oil on troubled waters. Actually he did calm things down a hell of lot. You know, Sales were always complaining that we were buying too expensively, not that us girls could do much about that; that's nearly always down to the negotiators.
"Anyway he started popping in almost every day and it took a long time before I realised that he spent rather a lot of time at my desk talking to me. One of the other girls noticed actually and then they all said that John.... Well they said that he had the hot's for me."
"I see, so what did you do about that? You never mentioned it to me."
"Kevin, I know it was a long time ago, but do you remember what happened the last time I told you that someone was trying to chat me up?"
"Oh well come on, we were young then and we hadn't been married all that long."
"And we had to traipse the streets of Benidorm at eleven o'clock at night looking for another hotel."
"Oh well, I never meant to hit him that hard!"
"But he turned out to be the hotel owner's son, didn't he? So we got our marching orders."
"Yeah well Trudy, but a man's got to do what a man's got to do. Damn, who said that, was it John Wayne?" I said trying to make light of the incident.
"I don't know and I don't care, but I had no intention of seeing my husband in court and possibly losing my job just because John Ryan fancied his chances. I knew I could handle him anyway."
"Yeah so I gather from what happened on Friday night."
"I'll come to that later, the silly sod let the cat out of the bag on the dance floor and I just overreacted."
"What did he say?"
"In a minute Kevin, let's take this all in order, if I may. Once I realise that John was trying the old come on. Well I was polite and told him no, in no uncertain terms. But his reaction was to come-on heavier and then one of the other girls told me that she thought he'd pressured a girl in Advertising into going to bed with him."
"Well I thought, right mate, you're the sort to play dirty then I'll beat you at your own game. But I needed the sod to proposition me in the office and I needed evidence that he had."
"So what did you do?"
"Well, you remember that little voice recorder of yours that you thought you'd lost?"
"Yeah, I bought a new one."
"Well you didn't loose it, I borrowed it; but I couldn't tell you what for, for obvious reasons. You left it in the desk draw, I thought it was just a toy and you hardly used it. But you spotted it was missing after just a couple of days."
"Ah well, I like to play with my toys."
"Yeah anyway, I'd been trying to catch the sod out and get a recording of him making me some kind of an indecent proposal for weeks, but then... Hold up a minute; you said Mark was an old friend of yours, and Peter Philips and you play golf together sometimes. Those bloody students with the cameras were all down to you, weren't they?"
"I was just watching that some more of my property didn't get stolen." I was forced to admit.
"I should brain you, but it's nice to know you cared. You realise that John Ryan thought his wife was behind them don't you. Brought a complete halt to any chance I had of catching him out in the office, he turned almost paranoid."
"So what happened on Friday night then?"
"Raspberries!"
"Pardon?"
"Well, do you remember a certain trip a couple of years ago when you were away for a fortnight and I came up to spend the weekend with you."



"Er, yeah, I think so. Which one?"
Trudy sighed, as if telling me that the weekend should have been engraved on my memory.
"The certain weekend where you went out to get some strawberries and cream, but all you could find were fresh Raspberries."
"Oh yeah, well they probably weren't as romantic as strawberries but they were very fresh."
"And for a long time after that you mentioned raspberries in your emails whenever you were away and I was coming up for the weekend."
"I'm not sure I can understand where you're going here, Trudy?"
"To Friday night, Kevin. John Ryan turned up unexpectedly and had a couple more drinks than he should have. He asked me to dance, but on the dance floor the bastard said something about having seen some raspberries in a shop somewhere and that we could nip off to have some fun later."
"So why should you thump him over that, I thought your plan was to record him?"
"Kevin, the usual menu is strawberries and cream. The only way Ryan could have known about that night you substituted raspberries was if he'd read our private emails. When I realised that, I got really angry and thumped the bugger."
"It turns out from what Mark told me this afternoon that John Ryan's laptop had a list of nearly everybody in the company's system and email passwords on it. The bugger has been reading everybody's mail; especially mine. Oh, and Mark and the computer wallah invited me to watch whilst they deleted all the emails of ours that John Ryan had saved on his machine this afternoon."
"Oops, some of those I wrote to you were pretty near the mark."
"Don't tell me I was blushing like hell all the time, I have no idea if that computer lad actually read any that I sent to you, or Ryan when I thought he was you messing around. Anyway he ran some special program and assured me that they can never be recovered again. Regretfully they've had to hang on to the emails Ryan sent me and my replies, in case they need them for evidence."
I'm not sure how long I sat there, going over all the information Trudy had given me in my mind.
Well to be honest, maybe I was wondering where I could get hold of some fresh strawberries at that time of night?
Life goes on.



        