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Chapter 1
Prelude


Ben drove his tiny lilac Daihatsu Charade down the narrow leafy
Norfolk county lane carefully following the instructions on the
glossy sheet of paper lying on his passenger seat.  Eventually
he passed the promised pair of ivy clad oak trees and came to the
entrance he was searching for.  He swung left under an ivy
clad gatehouse that spanned the wide entrance and stopped. 
The elegant and pristine heart shaped gold-lettered red notice
board informed him that he was now at the entrance to Minton Hall,
home of The Soulmate Agency, but his eyes were looking
elsewhere.  They peered out through his brown wire-framed
spectacles at an immaculately kept curving white gravel drive at
the end of which, at least half a mile away, stood a fair imitation
of a stately home.  He swallowed as if he was about to be sick
and considered his options.  He could turn back and put this
expedition down to a bad idea, just a foolish whim that was never
meant to be fulfilled.  On the other hand he’d spent £2500, in
advance and without the chance of a refund, to stay here for a five
days and experience ‘a unique and unsurpassed week of
self-understanding while searching for the ultimate
soulmate.’  Considering his monthly stipend that was an awful
lot of money to throw away.  He put the car into gear and
edged forward, after all he could always leave before the week was
up.  And who knows, there was always the off chance he might
meet the woman of his dreams.  He smiled to himself; “pigs
might fly,” he muttered, “pigs might fly.”

 










Chapter 2
The Briefing


The large lounge that looked like a film set for some period
drama was cooler than everyone expected, it being a fine summer’s
day.  However, no-one complained as they all had other things
on their mind, namely what happened next.  Currently everyone
was sitting in a small circle of ten armchairs, each armchair
having beside it a small octagonal oak table containing a small
silver pot of coffee and a discrete plate of biscuits.  The
armchairs were identical, being of the large winged ‘club’ design
and upholstered in that fine old slightly cracked dark brown
leather that ensures both comfort and snugness.  The only
exception was the tenth armchair as this was of the upright ladies
design and upholstered in smooth light green leather.  The
nine brown armchairs contained four men and five women in a neat
alternating pattern, all trying to look at one another while not
being seen to look at one another.  The last armchair
contained, as subconsciously agreed by all the men present, the
most beautiful woman in the room.  Elegance and pose was
written in her every move and action, beauty was written all over
her from the off-ivory super-smooth skin to the voluptuous blue
eyes via the perfectly shaped mouth.  The exquisite sculptured
face was topped by deep brown hair that was cut close to the head
and yet appeared to be deep and luscious.  To add to the
dismay of the women present, her body was both lean and curvaceous
and covered in a deep blue French designer dress that had exquisite
small white shapeless blobs scattered over it.  The goddess of
beauty smiled, “Welcome to Minton Hall,” she said in a soft Dorset
burr, “It’s time for your initial briefing and, as required by the
local authority, to give you some health and safety
information.”

Her eyes swept round the circle like a pair of searchlights
seeking out prey.  “We don’t wear badges here, there is no
need.  I’m Angela, daughter of Lady Minton and I run the
Soulmate Agency.  You will see various members of staff
around, if you need anything ask anyone, our aim is to give you a
luxury holiday while helping you to get to know one another. 
Lord and Lady Minton are currently away in the Algarve, so you
needn’t worry about bumping into them.”

She paused and glanced around is if checking that nobody had
fallen asleep.  “For safety reasons – this is a two hundred
year old building – there is no smoking in any room except for the
small room off of the hall that is labelled ‘Pansy,’ and which has
full air-treatment facilities.  I’m afraid if you try and
smoke elsewhere you will set off the smoke alarms and that applies
to en-suite toilets as well as the bedrooms.”

She smiled again and warmed the hearts of all the men while
simultaneously hardening the hearts of the women.  “Please
feel free to explore the ground and first floors of the hall, the
second floor is where the offices and family rooms are, so I would
be glad if you don’t go into those areas.”

She leant back in her chair as if about to give a history
lesson.  “The wife of the fourth Lord Minton, who was somewhat
of a lateral thinker, had room names carved into the wooden lintels
above the doors.  Basically she used the names of flowers
running from A to M on the first floor – that is North to South –
and N to Z on the ground floor, again North to South.  All
toilets and bathrooms end in letters with straight edges, such as
H, M, N and W.  If you find the name of a tree, then you’re
where you shouldn’t be, that is on the second floor.”

She gave a short laugh that was like the tinkling of a
waterfall, “Please don’t think that the wife of the fourth Lord
Minton was being kind; she found her husband in her sister’s
bedroom two days after their wedding.  He claimed poor
eyesight and she ensured that such a mistake could never happen
again.”

There was a round of polite laughter and the beauty
continued.  “You are all in suites on the first floor, with
one exception, who is in the ground floor Tulip suite.  Seeing
as you are all adults, there are no house rules about who visits
where and when.  Finally, with regard to rooms, ‘Weigela’ is a
ladies only room and ‘Wisteria’ is a male only room, they are both
on the other side of the main entrance hall.”

She consulted her notes that were held on an elegantly
embroidered clipboard.  “Lunch is usually at one o’clock and
will take the form of a buffet; please feel free to eat it anywhere
you like, except the library.  Dinner is at eight o’clock and
there are no dress rules, after all this is a holiday not a
regimental gathering.”

She gave a third smile, “All the rest of the information you
require is in the leather folders in your bedrooms.”

She crossed her exquisite legs from left in front of right to
right in front of left, “Now, shall we get down to business. 
The Soulmate Agency makes no promises, you may, or may not, meet a
soulmate here.  Even if you do there are no guarantees that
anything will move beyond friendship, but if it does, being a
stately home, we are registered for both Partnerships and
Marriage.”

Her eyes swept round the room, “Any questions?”

One of the women, a tall one with an aristocratic nose, waved
some leaflets, “Doesn’t say anything about it being a no smoking
building in here.”  Her tone was autarchic, sharp and
condescending.

Angela raised an elegantly plucked eyebrow, “Page 3, paragraph
4, following on from our request that you disclose and serious
medical conditions.”

Haughty nose snorted while a vivid red-head put her head on one
side, “What’s the difference between Partnership and Marriage?”

“One is the public statement that you should be treated as a
couple for tax and benefits, the other is a mutual desire to share
everything without boundaries.”

There were no more questions and Angela laid her clipboard down
beside her chair.  “I guess you’re all wondering what happens
now.  Well, we have various activities planned for every day
and you can opt in, or out, of most of them.  However, we
strongly recommend that you all take part in today’s activity,
which is talking about ourselves.  I’ll give you each up to
fourteen minutes to tell us your potted life story.  You
should all be prepared for this as we do mention this part of our
technique in the brochure.  I only ask you to be honest about
your life, not unnecessarily embellish your past, and finish by
saying why you are here.”

She pulled out a little cloth bag.  “To make it fair I have
in this bag the names of the nine suites that you are all staying
in and I’ll pull them out one at a time.”

She paused, “Any questions?”

She was greeted by silence.  She put her hand her little
bag and pulled out a ceramic disc.  “Fresia,” she announced,
causing the male occupant of the fourth chair to grunt and everyone
else breathe a sigh of relief. 










Chapter 3
Derek


 

As all the eyes swivelled upon the occupant of the fourth chair
he sat upright and gave a wry smile.  He cut an interesting
figure, dressed in cricket whites and wearing a pair of soft white
leather shoes, he could have stepped straight off of a cricket
pitch and into the room.  However, his build was more rugby
player than batsman being wide at the shoulders and with an
immensely thick neck that supported a totally bald head.  The
absence of hair made his ears stand out more prominently than they
would have otherwise and they appeared to make his face wider than
it actually was.  The face looked both benevolent and friendly
having smooth cheeks, a well shaped nose and a pair of deep dark
brown eyes below a pair of finely populated black eyebrows. 
He coughed as if clearing his throat.  “Well I suppose someone
had to be first and if you don’t recognise my face you might
recognise my voice as I read the BBC news on the radio virtually
every day and currently do the voice-overs for most of their
scientific documentaries.”

The voice had the deep and even timbre of BBC-Oxford English
that at once made you feel both relaxed and assured.  Its bass
quality seemed to resonate with the walls of the room, while its
tenor part made you listen intently.  Judging by the smiles
round the room it was clear that most people did indeed recognise
the voice.  “I’m Derek Stonne,” he continued, and I suppose I
should really start at the beginning.”

He shifted slightly in the seat as if trying to straighten his
spine and even out the weight across his buttocks.  He smiled
like a benevolent uncle before he continued.  “I was born in
Uganda, my mother was Swiss and my father English.  I don’t
remember much about Uganda as we moved over to Kenya when I was
three due to the unstable political situation that was
developing.  We stayed in Kenya until I was eleven, by then
you could have called me a village brat.  I spoke the local
dialect more than English, attended the local missionary school and
ran barefoot across the bush.  All that changed when my mother
died in a car crash.  She was the reason we lived in Kenya as
she was the local vet.  Soon after my mother died my father
decided that he’d sell our ranch and move back to the
UK.” 

He gave a broad grin, “I’d heard about England of course, but
reality and image were somewhat different, especially as we arrived
in mid-January.  I had to wear clothes I’d never worn and,
nearly for the first time in my life, footwear.  Dad soon
realised that we had a problem; my English accent was so thick with
Kenyan overtones that practically nobody could understand me. 
So, as I was due to go to high school in September, he decided to
give me a couple of terms at a stage school where I could have
lessons on English as she is writ and elocution lessons on how she
is spoken.  It was there I first came across written phonetic
English and I took to it like a duck to water.  To cut a long
story short, from somewhere the head of the school found me a
bursary and I stayed there instead of going to a normal
high-school.  There I could concentrate on spoken English,
dramatic tones and phonetic pronunciation.  In overall terms I
was a mediocre student, but I did manage to appear in a number of
radio plays and keep the school satisfied with my progress. 
However, it is to my eternal regret that in every one of them I
played an African boy as there was a dearth of African boy actors
at the time.  Not once did I ever play an English boy.”

He sighed deeply and continued, “From the school I went to a
College of Dramatic Art this was a big mistake as my heart wasn’t
in acting.  In fact I managed to get sent down in the third
term, not a minor feat in such a school.  Suffice to say there
was an incident with a side of beef, a bunch of roses, a bathtub
and the principal’s knickers.”

He chuckled at the memory and gave broad grin.  “After that
I wasn’t sure what to do, so I worked in a supermarket by day and
wrote a book by night.  Fortunately the book, A Kenyan
community, was a great success and won a number of prizes,
which was just as well as my second book, Life after
Kenya, didn’t even get into print.  It was at this point
that my life that it took a sudden and unexpected turn.  The
BBC asked me to appear in some flea-bitten radio play and, being
desperate for cash, I agreed.  While we were working on the
dreadful script regarding some sordid domestic memoirs of some
unnamed Northern town it became known that the mid-afternoon
news-reader had fallen ill and there was no stand-in.  There
was only one requirement, that of being able to sight read phonetic
English.  Needless to say I volunteered, or to be more
accurate I was volunteered by the leading lady, and my news-reading
career took off from there.”

He gave a sad smile, “I don’t act anymore, I just read the news
and any script that is given to me for documentaries, most often as
not I don’t even see the film, I just read the text.”

He shook his head slightly.  “Trouble is it’s totally
anti-social.  I’m in the studio in time to record the 6am news
for the World service fifteen minutes early and then read live the
English 6am news.  From then on I read news on the hour, or
half-hour, for various radio stations and sometimes give in-between
continuity announcements or record some pieces of documentary
voice-over.  It’s not quite as onerous as it seems as usually
the same news-bulletin can be rebroadcast as least two or three
times.  In any case on a normal day I’m usually home by
mid-afternoon, but I go to bed just after the six o’clock evening
news.  Sometimes I even read that as I have a tiny studio in
my flat with a flat-screen monitor, a red light to tell me when I’m
on-air and the largest microphone you have every seen.”

His eyes swept round the room, “Why am I here?  Well I
spent most of my life sitting in isolate rooms in front of some
sort of screen reading phonetic English to an unseen
audience.  Meeting people is difficult, making friendships
nearly impossible.”

He fell silent and Angela’s eyes swept round the room, “Any
questions?”

A grey-haired rotund man with wire-framed spectacles leant
forward, “Why haven’t you made the transition to TV?”

Derek gave a nod and a slow smile.  “Great thing about
radio is that you can’t be seen.  Apart from always wearing a
bow-tie when I read – it helps keep the neck straight – I can wear
anything and look like death warmed up. When I had to make the
flash announcement about the shooting of the Home Secretary I did
it from home in the nude, you couldn’t do that n TV!”

There were giggles all round and Angela smiled, she’d thought
long and hard about who should go first and Derek had proved to be
a good choice, she only hoped that her second choice would go down
as well. 










Chapter 4
Riona


"Bluebell!" Announced Angela causing the woman in the chair next
to her to thwack her wooden soled sandals together and all eyes to
look towards her.  Whoever she was it had been a cruel twist
of fate to sit her next to the immaculately clad Angela as it was
patently obvious that this woman did not fit in to the current
fashion scene at all.  The current vogue was slim, but this
woman was well built, not fat, but definitely nowhere near
slim.  The colour of the year was blue, but she was wearing an
ankle length brown hessian type skirt with a red long-sleeved
tee-shirt complete with a ‘Skegness is so bracing’ logo. 
Clothes designers were all plugging uplift bras, but her well
apportioned breasts hung unsupported behind the little man
extolling Skegness’ virtues.  In contrast her dark hair was
professionally cut to hang just off of her shoulders in what could
be termed a 1930s upward curl film star cut, at least that matched
the triple string of pearls round her neck and the pearl topped
stud earrings stuck in each ear lobe.  Her face was expertly
made-up and unblemished, and her pert nose sat between a pair of
well shaped, non-chubby, cheeks below large almond shaped deep blue
eyes.  She wriggled her toes, bright-red nail polish the same
as her fingers, and clicked her sandals together with another
mighty crack.  That was obviously another one of this woman’s
little foibles, high-heeled sandals that were open toed with a 2½"
wooden Cuban heel connected to a rubber-clad wooden sole by a
leather instep, obviously hand-made and obviously expensive whereas
the clothes were patently not.  “My name is Riona Hardcastle”
she said and immediately gained another label.  Her voice was
perfect cut-glass aristocracy, unlike Derek’s voice, which soothed
you to listen; this voice startled you into attention and grated
between your ears.  She licked her front teeth and almost
everybody did a double take as her front pair of incisors were pure
gold and looked totally out of place behind her pale red
lips.  She glanced at Angela and continued in a sort of
abstract description of herself.   “My father is Lord
Hardcastle and I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me for being a
girl.  He wanted a son and heir, but got a daughter
instead.  My mother, trying to produce the required son and
heir, died when I was five.  My father remarried when I was
six and from then on I’ve been almost disowned.  I was sent to
boarding school when I as six and a half, after that I saw my
parents for around four weeks a year.  One week at Easter,
usually in Cannes; one week at the end of the summer holidays; and
two weeks at Christmas, usually at their house.  It took me
some time to realize it, but they didn’t want me around and
manipulated my boarding school arrangements with summer schools and
language schools to ensure that I didn’t get under their
feet.  If they couldn’t quite farm me off to some god-forsaken
summer school anything other than the four weeks was spent alone at
their house with just the servants for company.  The effect of
this was that I spent three years at a wearisome boarding school in
Kent till I was nine. After that it a boarding school in
Versailles, then two years at some place in Switzerland that I’d
rather forget and finally a boarding school in Suffolk.”

She pursed her lips and her strident voice rang out again, “My
step mother’s a perfect aristocrat with an honourable pedigree and
a tongue like a double edged razor.  She managed to dispose of
me to boarding school within a month of her arrival and believe me
when I say that holidays with her were total purgatory.  My
father may be one of the landed gentry, but he never let me forget
that he wanted me to be a boy and my step-mother continually
gloated over the fact that I’d never be Lady Hardcastle as that
privilege would be reserved for her son’s wife.”

She flapped her feet back and forth narrowly avoiding cracking
the wooden soles of her shoes together.  “I suppose you’re all
thinking that I got a good education out of it.”

She laughed, it was like listening to a wheezing braying donkey
with sinusitis.  “Good education!  I learnt to seek the
corner beds in dormitories and to fight for myself.  I also
learnt French, German and Italian and how to walk with a straight
back, but not much more.” 

She suddenly smiled and it transformed her melancholic monologue
into a living story.  “That is until I was in Suffolk, there I
learnt how to really play hockey and joined the radio club.  I
suppose you could say the hockey allowed me to express my
aggression and anger, whatever it did I enjoyed it then and I enjoy
it now.  I played in the England under twenties for two years
and still coach a local school team.  The radio club gave me
an interest in engineering and the one sensible decision I got out
of my father was to allow me to take up an engineering
apprenticeship rather than go to university.  Tell the truth
by the time I was sixteen I’d had enough of institutions and would
have eloped with the butler rather than go to another one. Mark you
if it meant staying out of their way he’d have funded me for a trip
to the moon.”

She sniggered at her own joke.  “I did get a degree in
Engineering in the end, the hard way through night school, and
currently work for Authentik-Sound, the same firm I joined as an
apprentice.  It’s had a couple of take-overs over the years;
however it is still a genuine British company.”

She suddenly dug her hands into her deep skirt pockets. “The
company specialises in up-market hi-fi equipment and I design and
built prototypes that are later used as models for
production.  That’s not production as you know it as all our
stuff is hand-built.  I suppose I most well known product is
the AS2240-XRB digital amplifier.  It’s regarded as the
bench-mark digital amplifier for classical hi-fi buffs and we sell
it world-wide.  I also designed our hybrid amplifier that has
a digital integrated circuit front end and a class B valve
amplifier on the back-end to smooth out the quantization effects
and give a good tonal response.”

A thin man in the seat next to her sat bolt upright, “Do you
mean the ASVB5?  I’ve got one of those, smashing piece of kit
that.”

“What speakers?”  She shot back.

“Holden 455Bs.”

She nodded, “Good match that, it’s designed for the 455Cs, but
their rather large for the standard domestic environment.”

Angela coughed and Riona gave her a glowering stare.  She
re-licked her golden teeth and almost clumped her sandals
together.  “Before you ask, my step-mother is right in that I
can never be Lady Hardcastle thanks to the wonderfully antiquated
British Peerage System.  However, my father has at last
decided that I might have some use.  He’s got terminal cancer
and my step-brother killed himself before siring any offspring.
 It was a stupid quad-bike accident; my step-brother
discovered, too late, that quad-bikes don’t climb trees.”

She momentarily pursed her lips.  “Thus father is now
without a direct male heir and cannot produce another son as he now
has a sperm count so low it’s off the scale.”

She dug her hands deeper into her skirt pockets and looked
sullen, “However, should I marry and produce a son he can use some
mediaeval act of parliament to skip a generation and pass the title
onto a son of mine, provided that is I produce said heir before my
father dies.”

She nodded her head from side to side, “Probably that gives him
a two-year window of opportunity, but he’s a stubborn old stick and
will probably hang on for a few more years if I don’t oblige.”

She suddenly extracted a hand and waved a red-tipped digit,
“Don’t think I agree with all this, it’s just that he’s given me an
ultimatum: attend this dating holiday or be struck out of the will
all together, not that I’m in it for much anyway.”

She shrugged, “I’m not here for the money.  Bastard has all
the photographs of my real mother and I just know that if they’re
left to my step-mother she’ll burn the lot out of spite.”

She, and the group, fell silent.  Angela stood up, “Time
for a ten minute break,” she announced, much to the group’s
relief.










Chapter 5
Cameron


After the break, in which all the individual coffee pots were
replenished, Angela unceremoniously picked up her bag and pulled
out another ceramic disc.  “Eucalyptus,” she announced.

No-one moved for a few seconds and then the thin man next to
Riona, the proud owner of an ASVB5 hi-fi amplifier, let out a long
hiss.  All eyes swivelled his way.  Although his deep
blue slacks, white shirt and blue suede footwear were immaculate he
somehow didn’t look right.  For a start he was reasonably
tall, say five foot eight, yet he was painfully thin and looked
like he weighed less than seven stone.  Then there was his
hair, it looked more like an askew bleached wig than real hair and
didn’t seem to be organized into any pattern.  His face was
also out of proportion with thin cheeks with an angular jaw, very
pointed nose and exceptionally bushy blond eyebrows that seemed to
hover over a pair of translucent pale blue eyes.  He clasped
his long bony fingers together and started to speak in a soft
highland accent.  “I’m Cameron MacLeod.  I was born in
the Hebrides and lived there most of my early life.  My
hometown is a small village just outside Stornoway and I attended
primary school there.” 

He gave a rye smile, “There were twelve pupils and two
teachers.  From there I attended upper school in
Stornoway.  That was a larger school, we had at least 50,
sometimes 75, depending on the weather and how the boats were
running.”

He took a pause as if collecting his thoughts.  “My father
was a deep sea fisherman.  He died when I was thirteen -
cancer.  Mother owns and runs the village shop cum Post Office
cum off licence cum chandlery.  I have two brothers, both
younger.  They still live on the island, but neither are
fisherman and neither show any interest in the shop.  My older
sister married a crofter from Harris and she now lives there.”

His pale eyes swept round the room, anxiety clearly visible in
both of them.  “After Upper School, where I’d got ‘A’ levels
in Maths, Physics and I.T., I studied Computer Engineering at
Loughborough University.  I followed that with a Master of
Science Research degree at London University sponsored by
EasiSoft.”

He shrugged, “Guess I took the easy option and took their job
offer at the end of my sponsorship, been with them ever since
working out of their offices in Ipswich, Suffolk.”

He swallowed and his scrawny neck shuddered as the Adam’s apple
bobbed up and down. “I mainly work on the algorithms necessary to
combat unwarranted intrusion into our products and maintain the
technical anti-virus help section of our website.”

He suddenly gazed out of the window.  “I work alongside
engineers in California, where the head offices are, and India,
where the main software centre is.  So although I do have
colleagues I talk to every day, none of them are in this
country.”

He shrugged, “Guess that’s me.”

Angela gave him a heart warming smile and leant slightly towards
him, “What about girlfriends?”

He shook his head.  “Not since University, but she went
back to Sri Lanka,” He turned his eyes down towards his trainers,
“She never wrote, not even one e-mail.”

“Hobbies,” She enquired.

Cameron nodded, “Walking, especially in the hills.”

“What hills?”

He grinned, “Any hills. Lake District, Snowdonia, Skye,
Yorkshire; take your pick.”

“Alone?”

“Usually.”

“Any thing else?”

He gave another slow smile, “I compile crosswords for a monthly
rambler’s magazine.”

Angela nodded sagely, “So you work alone and walk alone, do you
do anything with other people?”

“I go to church and sing in the choir for major festivals.”

“But not every week?”

He shook his head.  Angela sat back and her eyes swung
round the group, “Any questions for clarification.”

The woman with the aristocratic nose who’d queried the
non-smoking policy gazed at him, “Would you describe yourself as a
computer nerd?”

Angela’s eyes narrowed and her succulent lips suddenly
straightened out.  “We don’t allow leading questions of a
disparaging nature.”  Her eyes swept around, “Any other
questions?”

The redhead half raised a hand.  “How did you cope with
Loughborough after such a small school?”

Cameron screwed his face up as if remembering something
awful.  “University Chaplain gave me a key to the chapel, I
used to go and sit there a lot during my first term.  After
that you sort of manage to make your own space.  You don’t
have to run with the crowd.”

There were no further questions and Angela decided to pass on to
the next person, she’d suspected that Cameron would be difficult
and taciturn, she hoped the next candidate would be both more
forthcoming and send off the group to lunch on a high-note. 
She picked up her little bag. 










Chapter 6
Willow


The word ‘Hibiscus’ had barely bounced of the nearest wall when
the woman with the aristocratic nose stood up and took a small bow,
“Don’t clap,” she muttered in her acerbic husky voice, “just throw
money.”

There was no doubt that she was due to be next to speak and she
sat back in the chair and smiled while waiting for the assembled
group to examine her with their eyes.  Her standing up had
confirmed that she was tall, very tall, for a woman, possibly six
foot six inches, added to that she was wearing deep blue 3 inch
stiletto heeled shoes that added to her height.  Her only
garment was a pale blue cotton dress that clung to her thin frame,
her apparent thinness being enhanced by the fact that although her
hips were clearly visible she had no breasts to speak of. 
Meanwhile her face was totally dominated by her angular pointed
aristocratic nose that sat between a pair of high cheekbones and
just below a pair of green mischievous eyes.  Her mousy blond
hair had obviously had a wavy perm at some time, but now it was
gathered back into a single plait that hung just below her shoulder
blades.  She smiled, showing a set of teeth that could best be
described as slightly askew off-white cricket stumps and gave a
mighty sniff.  “I’m Willow.  That’s not my real name, but
nowadays that’s what everybody calls me.  My real name is
Carlotta Constance Maryanne Valerie Montenetano, which is why I
prefer Willow.   My mother was a C list stage actress and
I’m told my father was floor manager at some seedy theatre on the
Dorset coast, I was never told anything else about him and frankly
I don’t care.  Because mother was an itinerant actress I was
dragged from theatre to theatre and taught by a succession of seedy
private tutors until I was about twelve, at which point both they
and I gave up.  From then on mother acted and I read.  By
the time I was fifteen I’d read, and studied, most of the standard
plays and most of the classics.  Mother finally settled in
Bournemouth.  On my sixteenth birthday the education
authorities caught up with me, despaired and promptly sent me to
the local college to study English.  Unfortunately, as my
birthday fell the wrong side of September I technically had one
more year of schooling to attend.  I dumped English and
studied Drama instead.  Thus three years later I left college
with a single drama ‘A’ level, a knowledge of boys and their
disgusting habits, and a love of nicotine.  Somehow I talked
my way into becoming the cinema critic for the local paper and
enjoyed three years of free cinema everyday, a growing syndication
of my critiques and the minute rises in salary, but hey who cares
when you’re enjoying yourself?  As an aside I married a chap
named Tom when I was nineteen and divorced him at twenty when I
found him in bed with my mother.”

She gave a mischievous grin and continued in the same
semi-sarcastic, scathing tone.  “After that I left home, moved
to London, began using the pen-name ‘Willow’ and started work for a
tabloid as their theatre critic, after all my mother was an actress
so I must know about theatre mustn’t I?  I worked for them for
four years and then moved to a broadsheet as part of a team doing
both theatre and cinema.  Then, once I had earned a
reputation, I became their sole cinema critic.  Somewhere in
that time I met a fellow called Gabriel and married him, shame
really as he was already married and had just forgotten to tell me
that little fact.”

She paused for a second to let the words sink in and then moved
on.  “I decided when I was twenty-seven that I ought to see
the world and backpacked across Europe, the Asian continent and
ended up in Australia.  I decided that Australia had about as
much culture as puss in a yellow-head and came back to England as a
stewardess on a first-class cruse ship.  Somewhere in America
I married the First Officer and somewhere in France I divorced him
on the grounds of intolerable cruelty; I found him in a Jacuzzi
with an entire ladies basketball team and he didn’t invite me
in!”

She smoothed down her already smooth dress.  “On my return
I joined the same newspaper, but as their critic covering Theatre,
Cinema, TV and Drama, but not opera as I can’t stand the frightful
howling.  I’m still there.”

He eyes swept round the room, “Why am I here?  Because I
still have this insane belief that there are some good men out
there and one of them has my name pre-tattooed on his heart.”

Derek gave a gentle cough, “So you’re the infamous Willow that
described the latest BBC soap opera as ‘Blander than factory
produced white bread?’

She smiled, “I was being kind.”

Riona let out a snorting horse-like snigger, “You said that
Gathering Garnets for Guenevere was ‘the most abysmal
piece of cinematography since the silent movies,’ and Dark
Street: Death in the Alley as ‘a total waste of celluloid,’
but between the two of them they cleared up at the Oscars!”

Willow wagged her left index finger, “Don’t confuse quality with
Hollywood hype.  Those box office flops put their studios into
the red for over fifty million dollars; even the dreary American
public didn’t bother to turn out for them.”

Angela looked at her watch, “Time for lunch I think.”

Her eyes flicked around.  “Just for today we’ll be having a
working lunch, so in a minute the staff will bring a buffet in
here.  After that we can sit and enjoy our lunch as we
continue to learn about each other.  OK?

“Only if I can visit Pansy.” Interrupted Willow.

“Of course.”

Willow stood up and exited while extracting a pack of cigarettes
from her shoulder strapped raffia handbag while the others stood up
and stretched just as four heavily laden hostess trolleys
arrived.  Lunch began.










Chapter 7
Gwen


Cameron surveyed the buffet and selected a couple of
honey-glazed chicken legs, a couple of pieces of different and
exotic looking cheeses, a pair of succulent looking sausage rolls
and some sundries.  Riona sidled up next to him, spotted her
name on a silver cover and lifted it off.  Cameron expected to
see some sort of vegetarian option, instead lying on the plate in
twin splendour were a pair of dark brown jam doughnuts covered in
sugar granules.  She deftly opened them up like bread rolls,
stuffed them with chicken nougats and flipped them shut.  She
finished off her plate of doughnut chicken delight by adding a
small bowl of salsa dip and a few sprigs of raw cauliflower. 
She must have noted his incredulous expression.  “Good stuff,”
she said grinning from ear to ear, “you ought to try it.”

He shuddered at the thought and decided to change the
subject.  “Now you’ve produced the world’s best hi-fi amps
what next?”

She sat down and took a mouthful of doughnut/chicken/salsa and
talked as she ate.  “Just finishing the new ASVB6, it has half
the harmonic distortion of the ASVB5.”

Cameron paused before putting a piece of chicken leg in his
mouth.  “But that’s ridiculous, the harmonic distortion of the
B5 is so low no-one’s going to notice the difference.”

She gave a wicked smile, “A large part of the sort of markets we
sell into is where people buy on specification and, despite the
laws of biology and aural acoustics, really believe they can hear
the difference.”

She took another large bite out of her doughnut sandwich;
Cameron almost shuddered at the masticating mess behind the gold
teeth as she spoke.  “Also just finished a small solar powered
satellite radio for distribution by aid agencies in Africa. 
We may have cut costs to the bone, but you can drop it onto packed
mud from thirty feet and it won’t break.”  She chewed a
little, “Next up I’ve been asked to produce an external USB
computer sound-card from the B5.”

Cameron shook his head, “And play MP3 on it, you might as well
use a tin can.”

Riona licked some sugar grain off of her golden teeth, “Well
it’s all about perception…”

 

Across the other side of the room Willow had returned from her
smoking expedition and was surveying the cheese-board as Derek
skilfully cut a piece of stilton and flopped it onto a cheese
biscuit.  He added a sprig of parsley and gave her a gentle
smile.  “Don’t know if I should talk to you.  You
described my voice over for Norwegian Odyssey as
‘listening to your favourite uncle reading the telephone directory
backwards.’”

Willow sniffed and chose some brie and a soft roll. 
“Serves you right, you must admit that it wasn’t up to your usual
standard.”

He gave a short chuckle, “Well it was up to standard when I
recorded it ten years ago.  There was some copyright problems
with the shots from the aerial cameraman flying the
microlight.  Without them the programme would have been
useless.  Anyway, he died and his son, unbeknown to me, gave
permission for the documentary to be screened.  Your right
though, I would dearly have loved to re-record it before it was
transmitted.”

She picked up a couple of olives, “That’s the advantage of being
a critic, I am always right.”

He chuckled again, “Then I won’t tell the group that you branded
Kent Town as the ‘scrapings of the soap-opera barrel’ two
weeks before it started getting audiences of over nine
million.”

Fortunately she didn’t have time to reply as Angela clapped her
hands.  “Can we all sit down please, there will be time to
replenish your plates after our next contributor, who is staying in
– Dahlia.”

 


           
The woman in the chair between Cameron and Derek put down a kebab
stick and wiped her fingers on a napkin.  Just under five feet
tall she was almost the shortest person in the room and, by
universal subconscious agreement, definitely the most ugly. 
Her facial bone structure, with the exception of her nose, was
almost as entirely flat as it was square.  There seemed to be
absolutely no tapering of the cheeks towards the lower jaw, rather
the face continued straight down and then straight across in a
truly square jaw.  Her large forehead, similarly, went
straight up towards her remarkably flat head that was covered with
a wispy fine blond hair that left small bald patches to gleam
through.  Likewise her eyebrows were almost invisible thin
lines of practically non-existent blonde hairs hanging off of the
edge of her huge forehead.  To add to the gruesomeness her
small piggy brown eyes, with seemingly oversized hooded eyelids,
appeared to have been stuck on as an afterthought and as such sat
in the centre of crater sized hollows of eye-sockets in which they
protruded as if they were about to burst into freedom any
second.  True to form her ears were both small and laid right
back against the skull as if to enhance the square appearance while
her nose stuck out like a spout from a teacup.  With some
people a large Roman nose looks noble, on her it looked
ridiculous.  Once you could drag you eyes away from the face
she still seemed totally out of proportion.  Her arms were
short, her hands podgy and her legs slightly bowed as if they
struggled under the weight of her naturally wide hips and
overhanging bosom.  She wiped her lips.  “I’m Gwen, Gwen
Jones.  As you can doubtless tell from the name, and the
accent, I come from Wales and the beautiful town of Bala. 
Rather boringly I spent a pleasant childhood in Bala before trying
my hand at Bangor University studying Marine Biology.  To tell
the truth after six months I hated it and it hated me, so I moved
to Swansea University to studied Haematology and Histology.  I
must confess that I loved it from the start.”

She swivelled her little piggy eyes to peer round the room and
see if anybody was listening.  If they weren’t listening to
her they were probably listening to her Welsh sing-song
accent.  “After Swansea I did a PhD in the same subject at
Sydney University.  I’d met this Australian boy at Swansea
University see, and thought that I was in love   I got my
PhD and he got rid of me for some Italian strumpet who cooked
pizzas for a living.  I spent three years working in one of
the Sydney hospitals moping around and working hard before I took a
job at The Delhi Infirmary in India.  It was a beautiful job,
with beautiful people, but my mother fell ill when I’d been there
two years and I felt I had to go home.”

She suddenly tucked her legs up onto the armchair as if trying
to assume a foetal position.  “She died – it was a long and
painful death that I don’t want to talk about.  Afterwards I
went back to work at Ipswich Hospital in Suffolk.  It was on
the wrong side of the country for my accent, but the right side to
get away from my three worthless brothers, who expected me to look
after them and our dad; after all I am only a woman.”

The last phrase was said with heavy sarcasm.  She resumed a
normal sitting position.  “Why am I here?  Two reasons
really.  Firstly I work nights so a social life is out of the
question.”

She took a deep breath, “And secondly most men take one look at
me and either run away screaming or think that I must be so
desperate I’ll take anybody.  But I don’t want anybody I want
somebody who can see past my minor facial imperfections and into
the real me.”

She paused and then added, as if in afterthought, “Oh
hobbies.  When at University I used to enjoy amateur dramatics
and go canoeing, but there’s no natural white water in
Suffolk.”

Angela nodded, “Any questions?”

Willow rolled her eyes, “Ever considered plastic surgery dear,
they can work miracles you know.”

Angela looked horrified, but Gwen waved a hand to say that she’d
answer.  “Sure I’ve considered plastic surgery, wouldn’t
you?  But remember where I work.  I’ve seem the legacy of
botched plastic surgery or unforeseen effects as the skin ages or
the result of infection.  No, if God made me like this then
why should I get his handiwork altered?”

There seemed to be no answer to that and by some unseen mutual
decision everybody got up to replenish their plates.










Chapter 8
Henry


After the usual milling around everybody soon had a replenished
plate and returned to their armchair positions.  Remarkably
there was little, or no, talking as they did so.  Once seated
Angela jangled the bag again and pulled out ‘Marigold’ secretly
hoping that what she thought would turn out to be the most boring
person would not depress the group as they ate.

 


           
“I wondered when you’d get round to me,” said a dapper man in a
lightweight light blue suit.

Dapper was hardly an accurate description, flawlessly impeccable
would have been better.  Just on six foot tall he lounged in
the armchair as if he were relaxing on some sort of holiday break
rather than just about to present his life story to a dating
agency.  His medium blue pinstripe suit was immaculate
tailored with trouser creases that looked sharp enough to cut and
his pale blue tailor made shirt clung to his lank frame like a
glove and emphasised both his style and leanness.  To add to
the image his dark-blue suede shoes were perfectly brushed and his
light-blue socks entirely without wrinkles.  He smiled,
demonstrating a wide mouth, even white teeth and a pair of
sparkling blue eyes.  Otherwise his face was lean and
featureless beneath glossy black hair that was parted straight down
the middle and hung perfectly just above the ears.  The only
splash of colour on an otherwise blue/black image came from the red
silk cravat and matching silk handkerchief stuffed into the jacket
top pocket.  “I’m Henry Aspen,” he drawled in a slightly
Dutch, slightly Cornish accent.

He wiped his fingers on a napkin after putting down a Samoa he’d
been about to bite into.  “Just like you’ve probably heard
Derek’s voice you’ve probably heard of my fruit-juices. 
‘Aspenolli Juices for the critically thirsty.’”

He paused to let the words sink in.  “I guess I’m supposed
to start at the beginning, but believe me the beginning in
dreary.  Suffice to say that I was raised in Belgium by an
English father and a German mother until I was seven, then we all
came to live in England when my father changed company and worked
over here.  School was a bore and totally uninteresting, so
I’ll give it a miss.  However, my social life wasn’t. 
When I was just fourteen I met Sally.  She lived across the
street from me, we’re in mid-Canterbury by the way, and she was ten
years older than me.  Ostensibly I visited her to walk her
rather large dog and get some pocket money, in reality the dog
preferred to sleep and I preferred to sleep as well; with
Sally.  You can’t keep much secret in a small street, but it
took my parent’s two years to discover that I was having sex with
an older woman and by then I was sixteen.  My father, one of
the old school, gave me a good belting and then told me to do the
honourable thing.  So I married Sally when I was seventeen and
started to work as office-boy to a set of book-keepers. 
Despite the age-gap it was a very happy marriage and in the ten
years we were married I never once regretted meeting Sally or
marrying her.  To tell the truth it was like a dream come
true.  In that ten years I passed basic accountancy exams and
Sally continued to work as a waitress, though she was part-time and
afternoons only most of that time.  She was not what you might
call a morning person.  For our tenth wedding anniversary we
decided to splash out and went on holiday to far-flung
Maldives.  It was a marvellous time together and one I will
always treasure, but two things happened on that holiday which
changed my life.  Firstly I tasted proper fruit-juice and
secondly Sally died.”

He paused and took a deep breath.  “About half an hour
after take-off Sally went to the toilet at the back of the
plane.  She couldn’t have been gone more than a few seconds
when the plane dropped like a stone.  I’m told we ran into
vertical wind sheer, the effect was terrifying.  Loose objects
went upwards and the plane shook like it had been taken hold of by
a Dervish.  What seemed like an age later the plane flipped
over onto its back as it continued to fall.  I must confess
that I passed out just after that point, as did many other
passengers, something to do with lack of oxygen as the oxygen masks
dropped towards the roof not towards us.  When I came to we
were flying straight and level, but low enough to see seagulls
sitting on the sea.  Anyone who hadn’t been wearing a
seat-belt was injured, most with broken bones, two with deep cuts
to the head.  All three stewardesses had broken arms; it was
that sort of accident.  There was only one fatality,
Sally.  She must have broken her neck on the toilet ceiling as
soon as the plane started falling; it was a relief to know it was
quick and heartbreaking to know that she’d died.”

He paused, not for effect, but to gather some equilibrium. 
“I’d taken out travel insurance and, to my surprise as it was only
a cheap policy, they paid up.  I used the money to start the
fruit-juice company.  I guess I had the right product at the
right time.  Started with lime with mango, soon moved on the
cherry with cranberry and the rest is history.  We now do 151
different flavours, some exotic, some mundane, all profitable.”

His sparkling traversed the room, “Why am I here?  After
Sally died I threw myself into the firm, eighty hour weeks and
flying everywhere to get good deals and ensure that none of the
stuff I was buying was either tainted or somebody’s old
stock.  Couple of years ago I eased off and employed a couple
of good reliable managers. It was then that I missed Sally the
most.”

He looked round again, “Don’t worry, I’m not looking for another
Sally, just someone whose not a gold-digger and could be a loveable
companion.”

He frowned, “Someone to share my life with.”

After a pause to ensure that Henry had finished Angela raised
her eyebrows.  Willow stopped eating.  “Read in the press
that you won’t have child labour used in the production of your
juices, is that true?”

“As near as can be,” he replied, “but your definition of child
labour and that of some poor family stuck on a Spanish hillside may
not be the same.  You tend to find the whole family, young and
old, working on the farm  In cases like that you have to take
a pragmatic view, if you don’t buy their fruit because a seven year
old helps to pick the crop they might not find a buyer, if you do
you can be charged with child exploitation.  We take the line
that if children help when they are not at school that’s
fine.  We also provide scholarships in most countries for the
underprivileged.”

Cameron looked up, “Why do you bother with sponsorship in
Formula One motor racing.”

Henry smiled, “Have you any idea just how many countries receive
the race broadcasts, or the size of the audience?  It’s worth
every penny.”

By some mutual agreement people started returning their now
empty plates and picking up cups of coffee.  Angela relaxed,
she had three to go and Henry had been far better than expected,
certainly far better than his tedious application form
suggested.










Chapter 9
Treasa


Once everyone was seated Angela plunged her hand into the bag,
knowing that this particular person was going to be the most
socially awkward for the group.  “Tulip,” she announced.

No-one moved. There was no instant admittance of being the
occupier of ‘Tulip.’  After what seemed like an age young
woman, who looked more like an overgrown school girl, soundlessly
clapped her hands.  Overgrown school girl certainly fitted her
demeanour.  She was wearing one of those types of blue
dungarees that have trouser legs and a bib, with shoulder straps,
that covers the upper half, a white turtle neck long-sleeve cotton
top, black ‘sensible’ shoes and a wristwatch that had a three inch
bright red plastic strap around her left wrist.  Her face also
looked childish, freckles beneath the sparkling inquisitive green
eyes, snub nose, and blonde hair gathered in bunches, secured by
red elastic bands, each side of her head.  She giggled. 
“I’m Treasa, that’s Theresa without the HE; my grandmother was
Irish.  Like Derek you might have seen me, but don’t recognise
me as I host the morning Children’s slot on the Golden satellite TV
channel which is syndicated to the mainstream channels a few days a
week.”  Her accent was indefinable, but her voice sounded just
like a ten year old, all squeaky notes and slushy sibilance.

She suddenly bounced into the middle of the circle of armchairs
and sang the theme song while performing all the childish actions,
she finished up with a tiny tap dance and curtsied open arm
flourish.  It was remarkable; she could have been a seven-year
old hyping it up at a school concert, except that it was a very
polished and obviously routine performance.  She sat down
again and swung her legs like a child.  She could do this
because her short legs didn’t reach the floor Gwen was short for a
woman, Treasa was minuscule being at least a head shorter. 
However, unlike Gwen, her body, arms and legs were in proportion, a
small proportion that is.  “The job's a blessing really as I
probably couldn’t do anything else.  I spent most of my
childhood wandering from camp to camp with my itinerant parents who
fancied themselves as hippies, so schooling was a sparse
pastime.”

She tucked her legs under her.  “My grannie died when I was
fourteen and, to my surprise, we moved into her house and stayed
put.  The school I was allocated to despaired of me as
educated I wasn’t and stroppy I was.  Suffice to say I spent
most of my first year in the sin bin and the next year in the drama
department.  That came about because one teacher, one out of a
set of about thirty, took the time out to talk to me and find out
what I liked, and I liked drama.”

She looked round the room in an exaggerated manner, rather like
a schoolchild striving to see if the adults were listening. 
“My lucky break came when we did a tour of some TV studios. 
We were shown a children’s programme in production and allowed to
have a go.  I had a go and got hired.”

She uncurled her legs and soundlessly clapped her hands, “It’s
great fun, you get to act as a child all day long and nobody tells
you off and I’ve been doing it for nearly twenty years.”

She let the words sink in as her demeanour changed from child to
adult and tired adult at that.  “I suppose you’re surprised,”
she said in a mellow adult voice with a wavering Kent accent. 
“But I have been blessed and cursed with what you might call
arrested development as I never grew much after I was eleven and I
was short even then.  For me the promised teenage growth spurt
never came.  So I have stayed the right size for the
children’s TV job even though I need a little extra make-up now and
then.”

The women peered at her skin, it looked perfect.  She gave
a slow smile, an adult slow smile.  “So, I’m fully employed,
happy in my work, content in my studio flat near central London and
reasonably happy to be single, so what am I doing here?”

She chuckled, “After thirty years of trying my father came up
with a thirty-three to one treble, that is he bet Ten pounds on
three races with each horse being quoted at 33:1 by the
bookie.  Even I can work out that that comes in at nearly
£360,000.  Now he’s got the money he doesn’t know what to do
with it, so he bought me the week here as a birthday present saying
that he would like to see me ‘settled’ before he dies.”

Her eyes flicked round the room, “Now there’s no offence meant,
but currently I’m not in need of a man, and this week is not my
choice.  So after today’s session I intend to opt out and just
treat the place like a hotel and have a good rest.  Thus I’ll
see you for meals, but probably not in-between.”

There was a deathly silence until Cameron coughed, “Treasa isn’t
your stage name is it, aren’t you known as Molly Mint?”

She gave a disconsolate grunt, “Unfortunately yes, it wasn’t my
choice, but it’s served me well.”

Willow sighed through her nose, “Twenty years of singing
children’s songs, play acting and trying to look happy, sounds like
a life sentence to me.”

“At least it’s better than cutting other peoples lives to shreds
using the cover of being called a critic.”

“Oh touché!”  Cried Willow.

“Besides,” added Treasa, “I do actually enjoy it.  As I
said you get to act the child and have fun and, as a bonus, make
some people happy.”

Derek gave a polite cough, “I think you’ve undersold yourself
madam, are you not really Tereasa McDonald CBE, the CBE being for
your work as patron of the charity “Child’s play.”

She shuffled in her seat, “I’m only the patron and I got the
award, really it’s a team effort.”

Henry’s head shot up as if he’d just sat on a thumb-tack. 
“Child’s play?  Your lot took me for ten thousand bottles of
apple juice last year for your Hyde Park event.  I didn’t see
you there.”

She grinned, “I was dressed up as Little Bo Peep.”

Amazement crossed his face, “That was you, I thought…”

She rolled her eyes, “That’s another reason I don’t need a man,
last time a full blown hunk of a male took me out he got called
pervert twice and almost arrested.”

Nobody laughed.  Angela coughed, “Perhaps we need to move
on, let’s take a five minute comfort break and then continue.”










Chapter 10
Roberta


As they settled down after the short break it was obvious that
there were two to go.  The female of the pair turned to the
male and asked if she could go next, he willingly acquiesced. 
Thus before Angela could jiggle her little cloth bag she started
speaking.  “I’m Roberta, otherwise known as the occupant of
the Bluebell suite.”

The first thing to notice about Roberta was her hair, it was not
just auburn, it was bright ginger and fell in dense impenetrable
ringlets onto her shoulders.   Her clothes came next, a
voluminous nut-brown, calf length brown tweed like skirt, a deep
courgette-green blouse and wooden oak coloured flip-flop sandals
with matt deep red straps.  Her face, half hidden behind the
hair, was covered in freckles, had a small well formed mouth with
deep ruby red thickish lips, a stubby pointed nose with a tiny
circular black nose-stud, and thick black almost semi-circular
eyebrows that arced over the eyes.   To complete the
picture her fingernails (small delicate hands) and toenails (thin
stylish feet) were immaculately painted cherry red and her left
ankle sported an extremely fine silver anklet.  However, what
grasped you about Roberta was her bearing. Her azure blue eyes
peered out from behind the wall of hair as if half-hiding and half
wanting to be seen.  As her eyes moved it was obvious that she
had a lethargic right eye.  It always seemed to lag behind the
left eye and when she blinked the eyelid took that fraction of a
second longer to sweep up and down.  Her whole body language,
including the way she sat way down in her chair with her shoulders
only a few inches above the chair’s arms, despite her obvious
height, and her feet resting on a low footstool, spoke of world
weariness and melancholy.  This was a shame as in beauty she
could easily have rivalled Angela, she just lacked the poise. 
She continued in her soft Kent accent.  “You could describe me
as a disappointment.  My parents, like Riona’s, wanted a
son.  In fact they’d even been assured that they were having a
boy and then I popped out.  They wanted a Bob and they got a
Bobbie.  When I was due to go to school they brought in a home
tutor, apparently after a year the woman told my mother that I was
as thick as an oak tree and she’d better get used to it. It
was another disappointment for them, especially for my
mother.” 

She slumped further down into the chair and almost totally hid
her face behind the mass of red hair, “From then on it was a
succession of schools following a set pattern.  I’d spend a
couple of years in one and mother would pester the life out of
them, was I succeeding here, or excelling there?  When they
told her I was at best a mediocre student who’d never set the world
on fire they’d move me on.  The net result of that being that
I was always the new girl and never made any long term
friends.” 

She sighed a deep sigh of failure, “By the time I was eighteen
I’d been to seven different schools, most of them private and most
of them with a mixture of International students, and I thought I’d
finished with it all, but oh no, they sent me to a finishing school
in Switzerland.  I wanted to leave school and become a tourist
guide in London or Paris, after all I can get by in four languages,
but that wasn’t good enough for them and they had a plan.  You
have no idea of the pressure they put under to go to that bloody
school in Switzerland.”

The sheer bitterness in her voice made most listeners’ wince,
but she wasn’t looking at them, she was gazing into the past. “I
had no idea what their plan was – after all why should they share
it with me, I’m just their oak-tree thick daughter?  However,
I managed to throw a spanner in the works by having a car accident
and before you ask yes I was drunk, absolutely ratted in the first
order.  They drove me to drink and I drove a friend’s car into
a tree and the air-bag didn’t work properly so I hit my face on the
steering wheel just as the air-bag inflated.  The force of the
dual impacts broke my right cheekbone and jawbone, and my right eye
popped out of its socket.  That’s besides the broken arm and
the two broken shin bones.  I’m glad to say I was so far gone
I didn’t feel a thing, least not then, the real pain came
later.” 

She paused for a moment and then continued in a doleful resigned
flat soulless voice.  “I spent three months in a Swiss
hospital, racked up some masterly hospital bills and came out with
an eye that’s a bit lethargic, and don’t say you haven’t noticed
because everybody notices.  From then on I further screwed up
their plans because I got depressed, really depressed. 
Following the accident I couldn’t concentrate, I couldn’t watch TV
without getting headaches and I certainly couldn’t get a job using
a computer; so I became depressed and started drinking in
earnest.  I had my first go at rehab a couple of years later,
tried doing simultaneous verbal translation when I came out and
found that I couldn’t concentrate enough, so I drank again. 
My parent’s response was to send me on a world cruise, the only
good thing to come out of that is that there was always at least on
bar open on the ship at any time of day or night.  Then I came
home.”

She was now speaking slower and slower as if she had to drag
every statement from out of her soul.  She ground on, “It was
then I realised their grand plan.  As far as they were
concerned I was no use to man nor beast as an academic or in doing
anything worthwhile in their god-forsaken company, so they’d market
me as breeding stock.  Turns out they aim to marry me off to
someone who would enhance their status, if you like status by
association.  I had a couple of goes at running away, but
they’re persistent swine and each time I ran away I’d end up
drinking and in trouble and they’d drag me back home.  Then
out of the blue they sent me to rehab again and you know why?”

She said fiercely, “You know why?”

There was anger and hurt in her voice, “Only because they’ve
found a senior director of a multinational firm, who’s as happily
homosexual as they come, but he needs a wife, and preferably a
child, to convince his Japanese bosses that he’s a worthy family
man.  Dad struck a deal with him and I’m supposed to roll over
and get married; so I went on the run three weeks ago.”

She suddenly sat up bolt upright.  “So that’s why I’m
here.  I’ve blown all my cash on this week in the vain hope
that I’ll meet someone who doesn’t just want me as prime breeding
stock and a help their future promotion prospects.  If I’m
unsuccessful I’m stuffed.”

Derek raised an eyebrow causing his bald forehead to wrinkle in
layers.  “Surely they can’t be that manipulative, after all
you are an adult.”

She rolled her eyes, “Oh but don’t you realise that I should be
so grateful?  I’ve had a good education, they’ve lavished
pounds on my finishing school, paid my hospital bills, sent me on a
world cruise and funded me through rehab; twice.  So the least
I can do is get married to this man and let them mix with the rich
and find more markets for their precious company that’s obviously
worth far more to them than I am.”

The venom in her voice was palpable.  Cameron sought for
something to say, “But you’re an adult,” he exclaimed lamely, “they
can’t force you.”

She scoffed, “An adult without means and a serious drinking
habit.  My wretched father has got my passport, bank card,
cheque book and life history locked in his bureau, and the bank
manager in his pocket.  They know and I know that I’ll
eventually run out of cash and drink myself silly.  I’m only
here because I sold almost my entire wardrobe, including all my
jewellery.  If this doesn’t work I’ll get really sloshed,
dragged back home, pushed up the aisle and doubtless end up at a
maternity hospital.  Still if you’re going to have a miserable
life you might as well please someone on the way and produce
something of use to someone.”

The bitterness was biting. 










Chapter 11
Ben


As the silence following Roberta’s final outburst lengthened
Angela realised that she’d finished, just at the same time as the
final man, Ben, coughed.  “I guess it’s now down to me; last,
but not least as they say.”

Ben swung his legs and started to continue as the other nine
people took in his appearance.

About five foot six tall, rotund, but not obese, and with a
round face surmounted by an unruly mass of grey hair and a pair of
extremely ragged grey eyebrows.  The clothing was simple, a
yellow open-necked shirt and beige casual trousers with clean white
trainers. His face was dominated by a pair of brown wire-framed
spectacles that he seemed to peer through like a blinking
owl.  His body looked to be dominated by his arms as they were
at least two inches longer than they should have been. 
Meanwhile his whole appearance was had what could be termed a
dormouse manner.  He’d been content to sit in the last chair,
saying nothing until now and even now it was his turn it was
obvious that he’d rather it wasn’t. 

 


           
“I’m Ben Radlett and, for completeness, I’m in the Japonica
suite.  As you can probably guess from my accent I come from
Suffolk.  To be honest I don’t know what to say about my
childhood.  As far as I remember it was a happy childhood,
certainly no major trauma’s stand out.  I just drifted through
school enjoying life and not worrying about life too much.  I
left school at sixteen to take up a job with the local farm
consortium.  Did I say I was brought up on a farm? 
Perhaps I should have.”

He regrouped his thoughts and continued.  “At the local
agricultural college I studied soil and soil nutrition and by the
time I was in my early twenties I did all the fertiliser and soil
erosion work for the consortium.  Unfortunately, when I was
twenty three, my parents died in a stupid farm accident.  Dad
had a heart attack while he was dipping sheep and fell into the
sheep-dip pool.  Mum jumped in to tend to him, slipped and
knocked herself out.  They were dipping sheep together like
they had for years and then in one foul swoop they were gone. 
As they were working alone they weren’t found for two hours, by
then it was far too late.”

He paused and sipped a glass of water.  “I guess it made me
think about my life.  Did I want to spend the rest of my life
testing soil and spreading muck?  To cut a long story short I
became a vicar after three years of theological college in
Nottingham and a three year curacy in deepest Norfolk.  I’ve
been vicar of St Michael’s, Eastburgh for the last six years and I
must say that mostly I’ve enjoyed every minute of it.”

He paused, “So why am I here?  Basically I don’t want to
continue the single life, but meeting women in a non-threatening
environment is almost impossible.  Suppose I take out one of
the congregation and it fails, do I have to move to another
church?  Besides I’ve often wondered when meeting ladies if I
should describe myself as an Estate Agent or a VAT inspector; tell
them you’re a vicar and conversation usually dries up or turns to
some dreadful, unwinnable, theological or moral argument.  So
I’m looking for a non-threatening easy environment without
overtones.”

He withdrew into dormouse mode and Angela looked round the room,
“Any questions?”

Willow gave a wicked smile, “I knew I’d seen you before, you
made the headlines.  What was it?  ‘Vicar with
pornographic pictures cites church fête?”

Ben squirmed.  “That all boils down to a foolish
decision.  One of my colleagues had a hard disc failure on his
computer and lost all his data.  I realised how vulnerable I
was if a similar thing happened to me as I keep all my records on
the computer; saving the planet by saving trees and all that. 
I decided to install a second hard disc so that every week I could
just make a copy of my files.  Now I know that there are other
ways of backing up, but this seemed the simplest for me. 
Anyway, I was at the church fête in a neighbouring parish and there
in on knickknack stall was a used hard disc.  Well I didn’t
want anything fancy and reasoned that this would do me fine. 
I installed the thing and according to the directory it was already
clean, so I started using it.  The next day my computer was
absolutely useless as it was infected with some sort of virus that
I couldn’t get rid of.  To cut a tedious story short I asked
my treasurer, he’s a computer expert for the police, to help me
sort it out.  He duly arrived and played with my
machine.” 

He gave a long sigh, “It was infected with something called a
Najort Worm.  Turns out that this is a backwards Trojan Horse
type worm that the police in Holland use to infect pornographic
sites, so basically if you get this worm you’ve been looking at
pornographic images from one of those sites.  My churchwarden
took a long look at my second hard disc and found it was full of
child pornography that had not been wiped too carefully off of the
disc.  Poor chap had no choice but to report me to the police
and you can guess the rest.  The local newspapers made a meal
out of the photograph of the police taking away my computer; the
small primary school, which is virtually next door to the vicarage,
started making noises about perverts on their doorstep and most of
my congregation made it clear that they thought there was no smoke
without fire.  In short it was an unmitigated disaster. 
The police were helpful and unhelpful.  They swiftly announced
that they thought I was the unintentional victim of circumstances
as there were plenty of witnesses that I had obtained the disc
months after the last pornographic file had been recorded.  On
the other hand they also announced that they could not completely
clear my name until the end of their enquiries and that could be
months away.  Just before I came here my Bishop rang up and
gave me a Mafia message.”  He opened his fingers like he was
on the telephone and spoke in a husky Italian accented voice, “Take
a holiday and don’t tell anyone where you are.  Call me in a
fortnight.”  He changed back to his normal voice, “I spotted
an advert for this agency in the Church Times and rang up to find
that there was a last minute vacancy.  So here I am, obeying
orders and looking for companionship.”

He waved his arms “I only hope that why I am here the Bishop
will apply some leverage to the police to get a swift answer,
otherwise the longer it takes the more guilt by association
accumulates.  Buying that hard disc has proved to be the worst
decision of my life.”

There were no further questions and Angela decided to move the
group onto the next phase. 

 


           
She reached down for her clipboard.  “Well now we know the
basic facts about each other, however that is not the same as
knowing someone.  So now I would like you to break into pairs
and take a walk in the grounds just talking to each other. 
It’s half-past two now and tea is at four so your free to walk the
grounds, explore the house, take a swim in the pool in the Southern
stable block or just stroll into the village and back.  The
footpath starts just behind the swimming pool, it’s clearly
labelled.”

She paused expecting that no-one would move (as was the usual
case) and she could then select the pairs.  Unfortunately for
her Derek thought otherwise.  He sprang to his feet and did a
mock bow to Gwen.  “Would you care to accompany me on a
stroll,” he said in his elegant voice.

Gwen responded by standing up and offering her tiny hand. 
Henry took his queue and waved at Willow, “Care for walk in the
open air where there are no smoking restrictions?”

Ten seconds later they had disappeared through the
doorway.  Angela could see her carefully hatched matching
plans falling apart as finally Riona turned to Cameron, “Fancy a
talk about electronics rather than personal history?”  She
muttered in her aristocratic accent.

He nodded and they left.  Tereasa stood up and bowed to
Angela, “Time to make my exit.”

Angela watched her escape and decided to leave the other two
alone and went into the corridor, where she almost stamped her feet
in frustration.  She’d carefully planned on Ben/Riona,
Cameron/Roberta, Derek/Willow and Henry/Gwen and now she had
Cameron/Riona, Derek/Gwen, Henry/Willow and Ben/Roberta.  So
as far as she was concerned it was a complete and utter
disaster.  According to the forms Henry loathed smokers, so
what on earth was he doing with Willow?  Besides his first
wife, Sally, had been Welsh so Gwen had seemed a natural partner
for him.  As for Derek, he’d said that looks were important
and then sought out Gwen!  Angela groaned, as for Ben/Roberta,
that liaison had complete and unmitigated disaster written all over
it.  She composed herself.  In her experience, if the
first pairings were wrong they usually lasted for at least
twenty-four hours before they cried incompatibility and re-formed,
so she’d just had to re-plan for Wednesday morning, or just perhaps
she could re-arrange the pairs at tea time.  “This will just
no do,” she muttered as she walked down the corridor, “This will
just not do.”

 










Chapter 12
Ben and Roberta


Neither Ben nor Roberta spoke for at least two minutes after
everyone else had left.  Finally Roberta half-grunted, “I
guess that means you’re stuck with me,” while trying to slump even
further down in the chair.

Ben pursed his lips and said wistfully, “Actually had I been
able to make a choice I would have chosen you.”

She perked up slightly, “You’re not just giving me patter to
keep me happy?”

“Trust me, I’m a vicar.”  He replied dryly.

She gave an enigmatic smile and sat further up in the
chair.  She was positioned between Ben and the window and, for
the first real time, he saw her in silhouette, which was near
perfect.  It wasn’t that her breasts were over large, but her
hips were definitely wide and her waist slimmer than both. 
Whatever it was about her, it set his pulse racing.  “Your
hair, is it real?”

She looked at him sitting in the bright sunlight like some sort
of semi-rotund aged schoolboy complete with those dreadful
wire-framed spectacles that made him look like some sort of
archivist.   She gave a rueful smile, “Personal questions
now is it?  OK, my hair’s real. Is yours grey or do you
dye it to look distinguished?”

He sighed and momentarily looked doleful, “It’s real, I started
to go grey when I was twenty-two and fall out when I was
twenty-five, can you believe that?”  He paused, “Does your eye
cause you problems?”

“Not any more, it used to itch like hell.  I’m told the
brain compensates for the slower motion, I certainly don’t notice
it, but,” she added depressively, “everybody else does.”

He opened his mouth, but she jumped in, “My turn.  You ever
had a girl-friend?”

Now it was his turn to be miserable, “Not really.  Taken a
few women out, but none of them seemed to want to continue the
relationship.  Not taken anyone out since I was ordained,
that’s years ago, and I took one person out at college for a few
months, but she dropped out and went home to Cyprus.  She
never wrote.”

She jumped in again, “Before you ask the answer’s no.  Men
don’t tend to go for the permanent drunk, they initially find them
amusing, but soon view them as a liability.”

She thrust her hands in her waistband and slumped her
shoulders.  “There was this one guy in rehab, but he just
wanted to use me to get dry.”

She turned and looked him in the eyes, “I suppose you had a pair
of loving parents?”

He looked away, “They were, but I never thought about it until
they were dead.  And before you ask I’m 35.”

She idly wiggled her toes, “27, so I’m still in the breeding
zone and therefore marketable as far as my parents are
concerned.”

She raised her head slightly, “Brothers?”

“One brother, William, and one sister, Daisy.  We used to
be called Bill and Ben and Little Weed.”

The joke was lost on her.  She sighed, “Just me.”

She looked so forlorn Ben asked gently, “Ever considered
suicide?”

She nodded, “When I was depressed, slit my wrist twice and tried
drinking two bottles of vodka in one go; neither worked.”  Her
voice conveyed that this was just another failure to add to a
litany of failures.

She looked at him again, “You?”

The question affronted him, how could she possibly think that
he’d do such a thing?  He tried to hide his irritation. 
“No, life’s too good.”

He decided to change the subject.  “You never said what you
do for a living?”

She gave an enormous shoulder raising shrug, “I read crime
novels.  I started reading to try and improve my
concentration.  At first reading a book was really difficult;
I almost had to start at the first chapter each day.  Now I
read a book a day and send off small résumés to a book publishing
company for their publicity material, they buy about one in
six.  It’s peanuts really, but it’s kept me in gin.”

He shot in another question, “Do you believe in God?”

“Of course, but I’m not sure he believes in me.”

Ben went to open his mouth, she interrupted, “Just don’t give me
all that loving Father crap.  Father’s don’t love, least not
in my book.  They manipulate, cajole, expect you to keep your
toys stowed neatly and beat the hell out of you if you step out of
line.”

She brooded in silence till Ben said quietly, “Do you really
want to stop drinking?  I don’t mean stop to make the next
drink taste better, I mean stop as in leave it behind.”

He thought that she wasn’t going to answer as she just stared
straight ahead while slumped down in the seat with her shoulders
hunched and her head down.  She closed her eyes before she
answered soulfully.  “What’s the expression?  The spirit
is willing, but the flesh is weak?  I want to stop drinking,
but I need a reason to stop drinking and an arranged marriage to
some berk who only wants me to help his promotion opportunities
isn’t a good enough incentive.”

They sat in a not too brooding silence until Ben stood up. 
“Look, it’s a lovely day out there, why don’t we walk down that
grass slope out there and see the river?”

He thought that she wasn’t going to answer, then she slowly
stood up and followed him out of the door.

 


           
The first part of the walk down the hill was by a small path that
was too narrow to walk side-by-side so Ben followed her.  As
they walked he surveyed her back.  She walked with a
characteristic swing of the hips and an economy of movement that
was devoid of any lightness of step, rather she walked as if she
was trudging on a forced march towards some sort of dismal
gallows.  Even in her flat sandals she was a good half a head
taller than him.  Once they reached the river bank, waiting
for them in isolated splendour was a wooden bench.  Roberta
paused and read the inscription embedded in the seat back. 
“In memory of Gladys and Sid Berkshaw, who loved this place,
donated by their daughter Barbara who was undoubtedly conceived
here.”

She promptly sat down and Ben sat next to her.  They both
wordlessly looked at the view, like her it was stunning.  The
distant fields were a patchwork of endless shades of green, the sky
was a cloudless summer blue and the animals in the far fields tiny
animated dots.  She suddenly turned to him, “What’s so bad
about being single and being a vicar?”

He grimaced.  “You’ve no idea what it’s like.  I
always believed in the glory of a celibate priesthood, but we’re
not made that way, least I’m not.  My congregation think it’s
sweet that I’m single, but are seriously questioning whether or not
I’m a homosexual, and what would it matter if I was?  The
local school took two governor’s meetings over discussing whether
or not I should be allowed to take assemblies and teach the
occasional RE lesson.  I’ve got two ladies who are making my
life hell by means of amorous stalking and I’m lonely, I’m so damn
lonely.  It’s purgatory coming home to an empty house. 
When I was young I enjoyed the so called freedom of it, now I hate
it.   I want someone to share my day with, someone to
talk to that doesn’t have hidden agendas or points to make or
wedding bells in their ears.  God was right, he usually is,
man was not made to be alone.  Perhaps some good will come out
of this pornography fiasco and I’ll move on to a ministry without
the overtones.”

She raised an eyebrow; she had a way of doing it that was both
attractive and questioning.  “Don’t you like being a
vicar?  Is it that bad a job?”

He gave another deep sigh, “It’s a vocation not a job and I love
it.  I know it’s what I should be doing, but my single status
is getting in the way and this hard-drive porno affair has just
confirmed it.  If I had a wife people wouldn’t be asking so
many questions about my orientation or wondering if I had repressed
sexual desires or sitting through confirmation classes with their
offspring just in case the vicar really is a pervert.”

She suddenly thumped the bench with her hand and retaliated as
if they were vying for who had the worst life.  “And you’ve no
idea what it’s like,” she stated firmly.  “Having parents who
watch every move, who spur you on to academic successes you will
never reach, couple the size of your birthday present to your
school report and try to manipulate your every move while telling
you that you are a disappointment of the first order and saddling
you with a emasculated name to prove their continual disappointment
in you.  They’ve always called me Bobbie, never Roberta just
to rub the point in that I wasn’t the promised son.”

He let her simmer for a few moments wondering if he preferred
the angry Roberta to the disconsolate Bobbie.  In the end he
felt he had to say something that wasn’t a continuation of ‘my life
is worse than yours’ competition.  “Don’t you like the name
Bobbie?”

“I hate it,” she said vehemently, “in fact I hate all the
wretched names they gave me?”

“All the names?”

“They prefer Bobbie, which makes me sound like some errant
American teenager, but my real names are Roberta Ursula Paula
Lowenna Isabella, makes me sound like an Italian soup.”

He wondered, not for the first time, whether parents realised
just what they were saddling their children with when they chose
their names.  “Can’t you get them to drop the Bobbie and
revert to your given name?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps, if they were reasonable people.  I
did suggest it once, just before I went to finishing school; mother
went ballistic and it’s just not worth the effort.”

She simmered on in silence for a moment before turning to Ben,
“Did you really mean it?  That you would have chosen me?”

He paused before replying and hoped that, when it came, his
reply wouldn’t sound like some insincere chat-up line. He moved
forward to sit on the edge of the bench so that he could look round
her mass of ringlets and see her eyes.  He spoke softly and
with passion.  “There are some women you look at to admire
their beauty and then look away; Angela’s like that.  With
others you look at them and notice the imperfections rather than
any exquisite features; Willow falls into that category for
me.  There are others you look at and want to view them again
and again because you can’t take in their whole beauty in one go,
if ever.  As far as I’m concerned you fall into the last
category.  Frankly I can’t keep my eyes off of you.”

She swung her eyes on him, “Despite the lethargic eye?”

“Maybe partially because of it, it makes you enigmatic.”

He was rewarded with her face enhancing, eye sparkling wide
smile.  She reached out and felt his chin, “You need a neatly
trimmed short beard, sort of overgrown designer stubble, and I
could really fancy you.”

“Then I’ll grow it tomorrow.”

She laughed as Ben looked at his watch.  “Blast it’s nearly
four o’clock, how about we skip tea?”

“That,” she said, “sounds like a very good idea.” 










Chapter 13
Cameron and Riona


Once outside the room Riona looked up and down the
corridor.  “Let’s explore as well,” she announced, marching
off towards the entrance hall as if she owned the place.

“Why this way?”  Cameron enquired as he tagged along,
uncertain as to just why he had agreed to go with her when he had
been admiring Roberta’s beauty for most of the day.

She grinned as she walked, “Brought up in a place like this,
least I should have been.  So I want to look at the basement,
that’s where the interesting stuff will be, either there or in the
attic.”

She led the way wondering what had possessed her to seek out
Cameron rather than wait for a man to approach her.  This was
part of her problem and she knew it, she was too independent. 
All those boarding schools and time away from her parents had made
both her self-reliant and self-confident.  Well she’d had to
be hadn’t she?  She also supposed that her choice of Cameron
was a reaction to being manipulated.  Her feedback form from
the agency had indicated that she would make a good vicar’s wife;
she had the Christian faith, the social capability and an
appropriate education.  And lo and behold there was a vicar
sitting in the little circle looking for a wife.  She didn’t
buy the last minute application and, besides, Ben looked about as
inviting as a dead fish.  She paused when they reached the
stairs, pushed aside a little barrier and clattered down the wooden
stairs, her Cuban heeled sandals thumping on the woodwork. 
Cameron hesitated.  He was not the sort of person who walked
through barriers in someone else’s house.  However, curiosity,
and the desire to find out more about Riona, drove him on after
her.

 


           
At the foot of the stairs Riona felt about until she found a
light-switch. She flicked it and a few dim bulbs, spread
irregularly down the corridor, lit up.  She licked her gold
teeth.  “This looks promising; this is a real basement, not
just a wine cellar and a couple of damp rooms.  They passed a
few rooms filled with stacked tables and chairs before Riona
stopped and let out a sharp bark of a laugh that totally startled
Cameron.  “Look at the names, “she said pointing to a door
lintel, “we’ve gone over to weeds, at least someone somewhere has a
sense of humour.”

Cameron checked, Riona was right, the room labels in sight
proclaimed they were called, Chickweed, Cocklebur, Crabgrass, and
Darnel.  He smiled at the eccentricity of naming rooms after
weeds and started to enjoy the exploration.  The next six
rooms were empty, then they came across ‘Nipplewort,’ which seemed
to be stuffed with bric-a-brac; ‘Ragwort,’ that was full of what
looked like tent canvass and ‘Spurrey,’ that contained two small
armchairs facing each other over what looked like a small pool
table with a glass top.  Riona clapped her hands like a small
girl, “It’s a tennis machine designed like a bar-table, they were
popular in the 70s.”

She marched in and examined the machine, which from a top view
showed the distinctive lines of a tennis court drawn on some sort
of screen that lay below the glass table-top.  She picked up
the electric cable connected to the machine and her face
temporarily showed disappointment as it ended in bare wires, not a
plug.  Her eyes cast around the room while Cameron
investigated the pile of odds and ends stashed against the far
wall.  He picked up a small wooden box, shook it, wound a
handle on the side and turned a couple of knobs.  Within a few
seconds the sound of gentle classical music filled the room. 
He turned another pair of knobs, to no effect.  “Wind up
radio,” he announced, “stuck on Radio 3 by the looks of it.”

Riona nodded absently, as she poked the bare wires straight into
an old-fashioned two-pin socket and them pushed them home with a
couple of slivers of wood.  The tennis machine suddenly lit
up.  They both wandered over and peered at it.  “One of
the first computer games, she announced, “All you’ve got is this
wheel to move the white bar to and fro across the base-line and a
button to fire the ball back and forth.”

By some unseen wish they sat in opposite armchairs and played a
game.  Riona won.  She won the next four games and
halfway through the fifth game suddenly sniffed.  “Can you
small something?”

Cameron sniffed and nodded, “Something’s overheating, probably a
transformer.”

With one deft movement she grabbed the power cable and yanked
the wires out of the socket.  She sat back in the armchair,
“Bit different from the computers you work on I guess?”

He ran his fingers round the edge of the table to see if he
could detect a hot spot.  “Too true, it’s amazing how far
they’ve progressed in just over thirty odd years.”

“Does it worry you,” she asked, “machines taking over the world
and all that?”

He laughed a gentle highland chuckle, “Believe me if they’re
taking over the world then we’re in big trouble”

She stuffed her hands in her pockets and looked at him with
apprehensive eyes, “What do you think of the others?”

It took him a few seconds to realise that she’d changed
subjects.  He shrugged, “Not sure.  Feel sorry for Ben,
that’s a case of ‘there by for the grace of God.’  I recently
bought an old computer at a charity shop to run as a printer
server.  I must confess I never checked the hard disc, though
I will when I get home.” 

She rolled her attractive eyes, “Why ever do you need a printer
server, bit over the top for home computing isn’t it?”

He gave a sheepish smile, “Edit the church magazine and produce
it in a standard word-processor.  Once I feed it to the
printer server it changes the format for me into A5 booklet form
and then makes sure that the pages are printed in the correct order
so that I don’t have to do any collating.  I suppose I’m just
lazy.”

She immediately knew that she wouldn’t know where to start with
such a project, but she suppose computers were his
specialism.  “What sort of church?”

“Local Parish, I believe in going to the nearest church.”

She nodded again, “Same here, though I don’t have anything to do
with the church magazine, I look after the cleaning rota.”

Cameron blinked, he couldn’t imagine Riona cleaning
anything.  “You do the cleaning?”  He asked in sheer
amazement.

She bit her bottom lip, “I can do it without offending
anybody.  ‘Fraid I tend to be a bit bossy and sometimes that’s
not welcome or wanted.”

Cameron stretched his bony legs out, “Nothing wrong in knowing
what you want.  My problem is the opposite.  I tend to
drift with the tide.”  He looked at her straight in the eyes,
“I don’t mean I run with the crowd, to be honest I’m a bit of a
loner.  I just mean that I haven’t got some sort of road-map
for my life.  I drifted into software because I was good at
it, then I drifted towards anti-virus work because it was a
challenge and good fun.”

She gazed straight back at him, “So did you drift here?”

He wasn’t sure whether she meant here as in dating agency or
here with her, so he answered both.  “No, it was a conscious
decision to come here.  I went to the baptism of a friend’s
daughter, realised how happy he was with his wife and how all of my
work mates were either married or dating, and realised how lonely I
really was.”

He lowered his voice slightly, “As for being here with you, I’m
not sure how it happened, but I’m glad it has.”

She started to scrunch up the front part of her skirt and wring
it as if in internal anguish, while turning her eyes to study her
toenails.  “Friend of mine once said that some people are
destined to never find a partner.  She’s a physicist and said
that realistically there must always be a few loose particles
around to excite the more static ones.”

She licked her lips and her gold teeth, “And to be honest most
of the marriages I’ve seen are not good role models.  My
father’s second marriage to try and get a son from good
aristocratic breeding stock should never have got off the
ground.  He has suffered from her acerbic tongue and
manipulative ways ever since, so much so he’s had a mistress for
years.  My uncle married for love and she left him when she
found out that his house was like a Victorian slum on three floors
and with thirty rooms.  My cousin married a man with whom she
lived in fear for two years before he divorced her and tried to
claim half her fortune.”

She shrugged, “I supposed there are happy marriages, but I only
know of one, that’s my friend Harriet, and that’s a happy marriage
only because the two of them tour with different orchestras and
meet for only about four months of the year.”

This was a different Riona, not a self-confident independent
Riona, but an unsure and hesitant Riona.  Cameron was amazed
at the sudden, and unexpected, transformation.  He leant
forward, “Marriages I’ve seen aren’t all like that.  Sure I’ve
seen one or two bad eggs, but the majority of the people I know,
and certainly in my family, the marriages work well.  I guess
it’s a matter of trust and,” he hesitated, “love.”

She squeezed the life out of her skirt, “Do you believe in love
at first sight?”

He shrugged, “No experience, so I can’t say.  I do believe
that love can grow.  After all most boys who ask a girl out
aren’t thinking about love per se, it sort of catches them
unawares.  My friend Bill said that all of a sudden he
realised that Margarita, that’s his wife, meant more to him than
anything else in the world and that he thought about her all the
time.  It definitely wasn’t love at first sight, she’s about
as attractive as a dinosaur and believe me he’s no knight in
shining armour, but love grew.”

Her eyes cast around the room, “I’m not looking for a knight in
shining armour, just someone who doesn’t see my titled parents, a
small fortune in the offing and a mistress over the horizon.”

Cameron hesitated, he had absolutely no idea how to respond to
such a statement, so he tried a joke.  “Well it’s no good
looking at me.  I can’t even ride a horse, let alone wear
armour.”

Her resulting laugh couple have scared horses half a mile
away.  It was a cross between a braying donkey, a boiling
water tank and the snort of a mule.

 


           
Cameron decided to change the subject away from too personal a
conversation.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want a personal
conversation with Riona. It was that he, personally, could only
cope with so much at a time.  “Hockey,” he said, “You said you
played for England?”

She in turn was grateful for the change of subject.  She
hated being introspective, in fact under normal circumstances she
would never talk about her feelings and emotions.  As she
replied a small clock two floors above struck four, but they
continued facing each other over the safe distance of the
electronic tennis table.  For the moment the spacing was safe,
the conversation was safe and the outside influences were having
little effect.  So they, oblivious to the time, continued
talking, just being happy to be with someone of the opposite sex,
whom they also deemed, ‘safe.’










Chapter 14
Henry/Willow


Henry and Willow opted for a walk past the stable block and
towards the rear paddocks.  As soon as they got into the open
air Willow lit up a cigarette, Henry tactfully changed to the
upwind side of her.  “Bad for your health you know,” he
muttered.

She snapped, “Please don’t start, or I’ll turn right
around.”

They walked on in silence for a few minutes.  Willow
wondering why she had accepted Henry’s invitation and Henry
wondering if he had been wise.  They reached the paddock
fence, leant on it and watched a young woman take a small horse
over a set of staggered jumps.   Willow took a drag on
her cigarette, “I shouldn’t be with you you know.  Feedback
form I got from this place said that I should look to pair off with
somebody who understood the media.”

Henry sighed, “So you’d rather be with Derek?”

She stubbed out the cigarette on the fence rail and put the stub
carefully into a small pill tin.  “No fear, his voice would
drive me mad and I just know that angel face Angela was
manipulating us together.  I just don’t believe all this
feedback stuff.”

Henry smiled, “You could be right.  My feedback assured me
that I should look for someone who is reliable and exercises
careful caution in their work.  I guess that means that it’s
been pre-planned by Angela that I look to Gwen, but she’s
Welsh.”

Willow gave a toothy grin and put on a false Welsh accent, “Got
something against the Welsh have we?”

He looked away, “No.  It’s just that Sally was Welsh, with
almost exactly the same sing-song voice and I’m not looking for a
replacement, but something different.”

Horror crossed Willow’s face.  “Sorry, sarcasm’s always
been my downfall.”

They watched the horse do a smart turn and a quick jump. 
“Tell me, is it fun being in charge of a company?”

Henry relaxed slightly, but still didn’t make eye-contact with
Willow.  “You could say that, well it was at the
beginning.”  He gripped the wooden rail tight.  “Now I
have about three hundred employees in this country and, if you
count my supplies, I’m responsible for about a thousand jobs
world-wide.”

Willow watched his expression, “And you find it a burden.”

For the first time he looked her in the eyes, “Yes and no. 
If I could just talk it over with someone who had no axe to grind I
might find it easier.  As it is I’m beginning to worry about
every decision.  Take Guava Juice for instance.  As a
product it’s marginal, frankly it’s hardly worth the effort, but if
I chop it twenty jobs go in a poor part of the world where there’s
not much else.”

Willow toyed with the idea of having another cigarette as she
always felt she thought better when she smoked, but she decided
against it.  “Then it is worth the effort isn’t it? 
You’re providing livelihoods and family income.  It may be
marginal in your company’s accounts, but it’s probably a bloody
economic miracle to them.”

He rolled his eyes, “That’s what I mean, I’ve never thought of
it in that light.”

She turned away to watch the horse.  “There are other sorts
of pressure you know.  People read my every word.  What
if I feel a stage production is total and utter rubbish, but if I
say so in print and no-one goes the theatre might have to close
through lack of funds?”

He frowned, “I thought you had some clever diplomatic terms
like: ‘The production was interesting it its use of basic
techniques to enhance the underlying quality of an apparently
simple story.’”

She gave a chortle and a wide smile, “All my critic friends
would know exactly what that meant.”

“Ah,” he said, “would the general reader?  And if they did
go to see the production they’d soon realise the underlying message
in your words, but the theatre would have already got their
money.”

She chortled again.  “Think I’ll take a second look at the
descriptions on your juice bottles.”

He tapped the rail and looked serious, “Not one untruth and not
one piece of spin, just pure fruit juice.”

He then laughed, “But then I might not have told the whole truth
either.  We do our best, but I can never be absolutely sure
that every drop of every juice from every supplier is bone
fide.”

He shielded his eyes from the Sun.  “There’s a bench up
there under the trees, fancy a sit down?”

 


                       
Five minutes later they were sitting on the bench, or trying
to.  It was made of extruded aluminium and the front feet had
sunk into the mud, resulting in a slippery slope of a seat. 
After two minutes they stood up, wrestled the bench out of the mud,
moved it back a foot or so and sat down.  Henry wiped his
hands on an immaculately pressed handkerchief.  “Bit like
looking for the proverbial soulmate, easy to wallow in the mud and
not risk anything.”

“Meaning?”

He stretched out his legs, they were no-where near as long or
slinky as hers.  “Meaning I struck lucky with Sally, perhaps
it was the naïvety of youth, perhaps something else.  However,
I’ve seen enough of the desperate marriages some of my friends have
got into to know that it’s not all plain sailing.  Besides,
I’m older now.”

She raised her eyes to heaven and flapped her hands, “No need to
tell me, remember I’ve had three attempts.”

She took out a cigarette and pulled out a small silver
lighter.  Henry judged the wind, “Mind if we change
places?”

The swapped over and Willow gazed at the red end of her
cigarette.  “I haven’t always smoked you know.  I gave up
when I married my first husband, it was the break up of my third
that drove me back.”

Henry gazed at her profile.  “I guess that the break up was
a lot more than the little vignette you painted in the lounge.”

She gave a grimace of a smile.  “I should say so.  The
basketball team he was having a bath with were all under eighteen,
I suspect some of them were much much younger.  It was the
lecherous smirk on his face and the sailor taking photographs that
set off warning bells.  Next time he was on watch I searched
his cabin and found a couple of photo albums full of pictures of
him and young women.  In every picture everyone was naked and
it was clear to me that some on the young women were clearly very
uncomfortable.”

“What did you do?”

She took a long pull on her cigarette.  “I took the album
straight to the captain.  Initially he wanted to laugh it off,
‘boys will be boys you know,’ was his response.  Once I
threatened to mail the album to his head office he did a U-turn,
suspended my husband from duty and had him put off at the next port
of call.”  She took another drag, “Didn’t stop the swine
beating me up though, and in public.  That’s how I got my
divorce; American courts don’t like wife beaters, especially when
you can show them a video of him throwing you over the bar and into
the bottle rack beyond”

She took another drag and stubbed out the cigarette, once again
she carefully placed the stub in her small tin.   Henry
didn’t quite know what to say, but he tried.  “Please don’t
think that all men are like that.”

She snorted, “Then I’m a bad chooser.  As I said I found my
first husband in bed with my mother, apparently he’d been bedding
her since the week after our marriage.  Second husband was a
really nice guy and I might have stuck with him even though he was
technically already married, but legally separated.  She
drummed her fingers on her knees, “Except I had a chat with the
first wife.  She had three kids, all by him, and he wouldn’t
pay her a penny in alimony.  Initially he claimed that they
weren’t his and once paternity had been proved he swore that she
had moved out on him, not the other way round.  Trouble was
she was still in their house that he’d try to sell from underneath
her against a court order and he’d employed a set of thugs to make
her life a misery in an attempt to force her to move out.  She
had all the pictures and newspaper articles to prove it and a
couple of recorded telephone messages I’ll never forget for their
sheer menace.”

She gazed across the grass into a different time.  “If it
hadn’t been for her photo album I wouldn’t have believed it was the
same man.”

She drummed her fingers again.  “What did you do?” Asked
Henry softly.

“I employed a private detective.  She verified all his wife
said, and more.  She also produced a sort of mistress and a
couple of convictions for kerb-crawling in areas of known
prostitution.  As I said I tend to choose the wrong men.”

Henry sat still for a few minutes and then said, in an abstract
manner, “I was a bit economical with the truth too.  Yes I was
very happily married to Sally, but she wasn’t a waitress, she
stacked shelves at the local co-op and sometimes cleared tables in
their coffee-shop.  They tried her on the tills once or twice,
it was useless as she couldn’t handle the pressure when the queue
built up.”

“But you loved her?”

“Very much.”

“Do you still love her?”

Willow waited for the answer, this was an important
question.  In the end he gave a tiny shake of the head. 
“I cherish the memory of our love, but I can’t say I still love
her.”

He wrung his hands, “I used to think that I was betraying her
memory, but that’s not so.  I’ve changed and she’s never
coming back.”

He looked straight at Willow, “And I’m old enough and wise
enough to know that I must not look for a direct replacement
because I’ll never find one and if I did I would have moved on, but
I would have chosen someone who was right for me fifteen years ago
and not now.”

“So what are you looking for?”

He gazed out across the grass into his inner psyche. 
“Someone who sets my heart a flutter.  I don’t really care
about much else.”  He paused, “Sorry, that’s balderdash. 
I want someone who’s honest with me, doesn’t cheat on me, and I
won’t cheat on them.  Doesn’t mind that I’ve been married
before and is willing to work at a relationship.”

She nodded and bit her bottom lip, “What about children?”

He closed his eyes, “Would be nice, but not essential. 
Right person comes first, talk of children comes later.”

He frowned, “Children important to you?”

She said, in an even more husky voice than usual, “Yes, but I’ve
only got one ovary and my clock’s ticking.”

She turned and looked at Henry, anxiety on her face, “And I’ve
got to get it right next time, I just couldn’t stand another wrong
choice and another failed marriage.”

They sat in silence until Willow looked at her watch. 
“What time is it?” He murmured.

“Five to four.”

“Do you want to go back to our scheming Angela?”

“No, not at the moment.”

He nodded, “Neither do I, how about we just stay here?”

She gave a wide-mouthed toothy smile.  “That’s just fine by
me.”

So they sat under the trees and continued talking, another pair
lost to the planned tea-time meeting.










Chapter 15
Treasa


Treasa left the hall and walked down a leafy footpath.  She
had her tiny hands stuffed into her trousers’ pockets and a look of
determination in her eye.  Before long she crossed a road and
went down some steps into a village car-park.  She looked
around wanting a place to think and to her surprise found the
village church unlocked.  Once inside she was hit by the sheer
tranquillity of the place.  It was almost as if you could feel
the centuries of prayer warmly reflecting off of the walls and God
benignly welcoming you with open arms.  She hesitated for a
moment; although nominally a Christian churches were not her normal
habitat.  After a pause she headed for the side chapel and sat
in the front pew looking over a small altar towards a plain brass
cross.  She had plenty to think about as the Golden Satellite
Children’s channel had just offered her another new contract, this
would be her eleventh. As was their custom the offer was for a
two-year contract and even that had a get out clause for them after
a year. The problem for them and for Treasa was that she had become
an institution.  She obviously hadn’t set out to make it that
way, but twenty years of near identical children’s TV presenting
had made it so.  However, now the Golden Satellite Channel
wanted to change the make-up of their content.  For the last
eighteen years she’d presented the channel from eight in the
morning to eleven o’clock when the channel reverted to showing
mindless American children’s programmes that were so bland nobody
watched.  At noon the broadcast channel changed from
Children’s TV to a movie channel.  Now her new producer wanted
to make his mark and change the entire format of the children’s
slot into one based on computer games where the children and their
presenter – namely her – acted out the computer game.  Treasa
was in no doubt that he wanted to use some computer games that had
a violent basis to give what he called a ‘hard edge’ to the
programming.  As a sop to here they had also offered her the
eleven to noon slot for a new series called ‘Molly Mint’s
Visits.’  She was glad they were dumping the American stuff
and pleased to be asked to present for four hours a day, but
hesitant about the overall change and frankly appalled at the
notion of just acting out computer games.  Where was the
originality, the spark of imagination, the joy of discovery? 
She’d been wrestling with the problem for about a week and had to
give the channel an answer by Thursday.  Her agent took the
pragmatic view, that of staying in employment; Treasa was not so
sure.  Was she just frightened of change, or did she really
believe that this type of children’s TV was just trash of a
different kind?  She sat very still and wrestled with the
problem.  If she refused to sign would anybody else employ
her?  Could anybody else employ her?

 


           
She’d been there for an hour, running over the options and getting
nowhere fast when her deliberations were interrupted by the
police.  She heard a small noise and turned to find a very
young looking tall well-built policeman looking down at her. 
He gave her a quizzical smile, “Well young lady,” he said
benevolently, “can I ask what you are doing here and not going to
school?”

Treasa sighed, this was a common problem.  Part of her
contract was to wear on a fairly daily basis what she wore on TV,
the idea being that it would enable real children to talk to the
real presenter and so up the ratings.  This clause was
actually worth a couple of thousand pounds a years, but Treasa
often wondered whether the hassle justified the earnings.  She
reached into her pocket, pulled out her ID card and offered it to
the policeman.  “Been a long time since I was at
school.”  She drawled.

The policeman examined the card, looked at Treasa and shook his
head.  “No good giving me your mum’s ID card.”

Treasa rolled her eyes, “It’s my ID card.”

The policeman squinted at her as she was between him and a
brightly lit stained glass window through which the summer sun was
streaming down.  “Do I look like a fool,” he said gently, if
somewhat sternly.

Treasa drummed her small fingers on the chair, “I demand a
fingerprint scan,” she said undaunted by his attitude.  “I
know my rights and if you want to be made a fool of that’s up to
you.”

She didn’t realise it, but for all the world she looked like a
spoilt child wanting her own way.  The policeman laughed, “And
how do you think I’m going to do that?  Keep a laser in my
pocket do I?”

She said menacingly, “Whistle up a traffic car on that radio of
yours, they’ve all got fingerprint identification facilities these
days.”

For the first time he began to have doubts. Children didn’t
normally speak in that manner and know such things.  Then
again, he decided, she could just be ultra-precocious.  He
wandered down the church and called up his control centre.

 


           
The car took a half-hour to arrive and Treasa only knew of its
arrival by the commotion at the end of the church.  She sighed
and wandered down the aisle.  Now her meditations had been
disturbed she wanted to get back to the relative sanity of Minton
Hall.  In the church lobby a flat-capped traffic policeman was
remonstrating with the young constable.  “How,” he said in a
flat Yorkshire voice, “am I supposed to take the fingerprint of a
child without the parent’s permission?  I can only do that if
she’s been arrested on suspicion of committing a crime, otherwise
we’re setting ourselves up for accusations of child abuse.”

She watched the traffic policeman.  He was well built, but
not fat.  Over six feet tall and with a face like a farmer,
all laughter lines and wrinkles around the blue eyes. 
Somewhere along the line he’d probably had a broken nose is it
didn’t seem quite straight, but then his eyebrows didn’t seem even
either.  She decided to interrupted, her patience wearing
thin.  “No need for parental consent, I am an adult.”

The young constable, clearly annoyed with his colleague, turned
and snapped at her, “You keep out of this young lady, you’ve
already caused enough trouble.”

Treasa decided on a policy of action.  She stepped forward
and stamped as hard as she could on the constable’s left instep.
 The combination of the unexpected event, solid shoes and
strong thigh muscles from daily dance routines caused the constable
to yell with pain.  Treasa turned to the traffic cop. 
“That enough to get me a scan?”

He led her to his car, laughing all the way.

 


           
She never got the fingerprinted as once they were in the out in the
bright sunlight it was obvious that she wasn’t a child.  He
peered at her and then grinned from ear to ear, “You’re Molly Mint,
my niece watches you every day.”

Treasa relaxed.  The traffic policeman winked at her and
called up his control on the radio.  “Alpha nine-six to
control.”

“Control here alpha nine-six, go ahead.”

“You really must get our new police optician to examine PC
Younger’s eyes.  There’s no doubt that the young lady has her
own ID card and that she is an adult.”

There was a chuckle on the radio, “Thanks alpha nine-six,
message understood.”

He grinned at Treasa, “They’ll rib him endlessly about this for
weeks.”

The PC himself, clearly having heard the interchange in his
radio, strode down the church path and flapped his hands, “Thank
you George very much for that, I don’t think.”

George raised his hands, “Just doing my job.  Now I believe
that you owe this young woman an apology?”

He took a deep breath, “I’m very sorry madam if I have
inconvenienced you at all, it’s just that we’re having a push on
truancy and I thought…”

She flashed him a smile having decided that he would suffer
enough, “That’s quite alright constable, at least you didn’t call
out the school truancy inspector.”

He turned white and hurried up the path, both her and George
burst into fits of laughter.  She turned to George, “Don’t
suppose you could run me back to the gates of Minton Hall?”

He grinned, “Of course, least we could do to recompense you for
the inconvenience.”

They climbed into his car and he gave her a sideways glance,
“Excuse me asking, but you do weigh more than five stone don’t
you?”

“Worried about the seat-belt system?  It’s OK I weigh
nearer six stone.”

He drove out of the car-park, ran through the village and turned
to go back towards Minton Hall, least he would have done, except
that there was a minibus and a car blocking the junction. The
collision must have happened a couple of minutes before as the two
drivers were remonstrating in the middle of the road while a bus
full of small children looked on.  George sighed, “That’s all
I need, a bus-load of fractious children and a bit of
road-rage.”

As they stopped Treasa took off her seatbelt, “You deal with the
adults, I'll deal with the children.”

She got out of the car and then skipped towards the bus waving
her right hand in a sort of figure of eight.

 


           
Twenty minutes later the tow-truck arrived and the local mechanic
started the routine to put the car onto his low-loader and pull the
minibus’ bumper off of the front tyre.  He did this to the
accompaniment of ‘Old McDonald had a farm,’ sung with a double clap
at the end of every line accompanying the familiar chorus of
onomatopoeic words.  Eventually he stood back and looked at
George.  “At least they sound happy.”

George chuckled, “Stroke of luck, I had Molly Mint on
board.”

The mechanic wiped his hands on a piece of soiled cloth, “My
kids love her show, little ‘one spent an hour after he last show
pretending to drive, he just sat a chair making all the noises and
swerving around imaginary objects.  It was sheer bliss.”

George waved to Treasa, she finished off the last chorus, waved
goodbye to the kids and left the bus.  The kids all waved
enthusiastically as the bus drove them away.  They climbed
back in the police car and continued their journey towards Minton
Hall.  “Thanks for that,” said George, “Didn’t want them
running all over the place.”

“Piece of cake,” she replied.”

George swung into through the hall gates and up the drive. 
He said casually, “Don’t suppose you’re free tomorrow morning.”

Treasa narrowed her eyes, “What for?”

He sighed, “It’s my day-off tomorrow, but I’ve been
‘volunteered’ to do a road safety spot at the local youth
club.  It’s one of those entertainment days where the children
can try our sports and circus skills and have an entertainer in the
afternoon.  I’ve got the mid-morning slot and as you can
imagine I go down like a lead balloon.”

“What age-range, I don’t do over teenagers.”

He smiled to himself, she was taking the bait.  “I am
assured they are all years two and three, guess that means six and
seven year olds.”

She nodded, “OK. But only once, I am supposed to be on
holiday.”

“Pick you up at ten?”

“Fine.”

She climbed out of the car, waved to a perplexed Angela and
headed for her room, perhaps she could think there.










Chapter 16
Derek/Gwen


Derek and Gwen also opted for the walk into the village. 
The start of the foot path was indeed easy to find and they set off
along a wide track that wound gently between tall trees.  For
want of something to say Derek asked Gwen whether she liked Minton
Hall.  “Do you mean the place or the dating agency,” she said
with her rich Welsh vowels.

He shrugged, “Either.”

She screwed her nose up.  “Don’t like the hall, bit too
pretentious for me.  I prefer things nice and simple, not
minimalistic mind, just honest.”

She glanced up at his face, it betrayed nothing.  “As for
the agency, they do have a good reputation, that is if you can
believe what you read, but it’s all just too convenient.  You
get this wonderful feedback form about your ideal partner and my
form talks about seeking out someone who runs their own company and
is neat and tidy.  And then I’m supposed to be overwhelmed
with surprise when in our group with four men – four men mind, not
a roomful – there’s a smart man who owns a company?  I don’t
think so!”

Derek chortled way down in his throat.  “You’re dead
right.  My feedback form waxed eloquently as to how I should
seek out someone who understood the way public media companies work
and who had a good command of English so that we could have what
they termed ‘fruitful conversations.’  Never expected Willow
to be here, but she probably fulfils their criteria.”

“You know her?”

“Been to the same functions once or twice.  Certainly know
of her.  Tongues too cutting for my like and she smokes.”

Gwen suddenly stopped dead.  “Look, can we slow down? 
This isn’t a race and I can barely keep up with you.”

Derek’s raised his eyebrows and looked startled.  “Sorry,
you set the pace and I’ll tag along.”

The set off again, at about half the pace.  Gwen resumed
the conversation as if nothing had happened.  “Don’t like
smokers?”

He shook his head.  “Generally inconsiderate of others,
smell like a used ash-tray and all too often die a slow painful
death.”

She grinned, “Take that as a yes then.  I must confess
after umpteen years looking at smoker’s lungs you wouldn’t catch me
anywhere near tobacco in any of its nasty forms.”

They ambled on.  As they approached what looked like a
country lane Gwen said, as an offhand remark, “Is that why you
selected me?  I don’t smoke and I have no idea how the media
work, a sort of anti-Angela choice?”

“Rapport,” he answered decisively, “Rapport, I felt that I could
have some sort of amity with you.  Willow is just too acerbic,
besides she’s disposed of three husbands so getting rid of a fourth
would be child’s play.”  He oscillated his jaw from side to
side as he thought.  “Roberta’s nice, but alcoholics frighten
me, and I’ve no doubt that she is one.”  He shrugged, “Call it
a there but for the grace of God complex.  There was a time
when I might have taken solace in drink had not work taken
over.”  There was another pause; clearly he liked to think his
reasons through.  “Riona on the other hand is off the other
end of the scale.  Aristocratic independent women with an axe
to grind are not what I’m seeking.  If you’re not careful you
get caught between them and their family and ground to death.”

Gwen made some sort of helpless gesture with her arms and
shoulders.  “So I’m the safe bet to get you through am
I?  The choice by default to avoid the others.”

He stopped and the side of the lane and looked at her. 
“Not at all,” he said in his distinctive timbre, “as I said it’s a
matter of rapport.  We could have had a room full of beauty
queens and debutantes and I would have chosen you.”  They
crossed the lane to enter into a slightly narrower track that went
gently downhill.  “I suppose it’s something to do with
chemistry, what do you call it, affinity compounds?”

They stopped at the top of a flight of ragged steps that had a
hand-rail only on the left.  Derek circumnavigated Gwen and
put himself on her right.  They hobbled carefully down the
uneven steps and into what was obviously the church/village
car-park.  He glanced at her.  “Who would you have
chosen?”

She sucked in her cheeks, it made her look even more like a
mediaeval gargoyle.  “You.  Henry’s just not my
type.  I couldn’t stand being a vicar’s wife, no matter how
nice Ben is, and Cameron does absolutely nothing for me.  He’s
like a placebo to me, absolutely no effect.  Whereas you,” she
looked up at him, “you make my hormones shiver.”

He licked his lips, “You mean my voice makes your hormones
shiver.”

She shook her head violently, “Oh no, you’re not going to get
away with that.  You’re voice is OK, and I suppose it is well
known, but my hormones are reacting to your looks and your
character.”

Derek smiled, she didn’t know it, but she’d said the one thing
that made him more relaxed with her.  She wasn’t with him for
his voice.  He was fed up with his voice, it earned him a good
living and many contracts, but he was more than just an audible
output device and she recognised that.  He looked around and
spotted Treasa entering the church, he carefully steered Gwen
towards the village.

 


           
The village was small, just the Saxons church and ten tiny shops;
greengrocers, butcher, baker, general stores, newsagents, estate
agents and no less four antique shop.  At the other end of the
village there was a small hotel, The Swan.  Derek studied the
menu in the window.  “They do tea and crumpets,” he said,
almost licking his lips.

Gwen smiled, his body language was just like a school boy
wanting a treat.  “Sounds good.”  She replied.

The hotel was all low ceilings, dark wooden beams and faded
wallpaper.  The lounge was cramped with about six leather wing
armchairs and three overstuffed chintz settees crammed into a space
that should have had half that number.  They were all
empty.  They sat down on each end of a corner settee that
curved round the corner of the lounge, this put them effectively
one seat apart, but at right angles to each other.  Gwen
studied the yellowish menu while Derek’s eyes flitted around the
room.  He suddenly hissed, “Can you order?  I’ll pay, but
please you order.”

A thin pimply youth in a threadbare grey dress arrived. 
Gwen flashed her a smile, “Coffee for two please, a pair of toasted
crumpets and a fruit scone, with jam.”

“Pot or cups?”

“Pot.”

“What sort of jam?”

Derek made some sort of ‘anything will do’ gesture. 
“Strawberry.”

“Ain’t got none.”

“Blackcurrant, in fact anything red.  Definitely not
Apricot.”

“Milk or cream?”

“Cream."

She walked out swinging her hips and looking
indolent.  

Derek sighed, “Sorry about that, it’s just that if I order I
start to get peculiar looks and then…”

She laughed, “Does everybody recognise your voice?”

“Almost everybody.  Most don’t know where from at first,
then I start getting asked for autographs and suchlike, or asking
me if I enjoyed Brazil when I only did a voice over for some weary
documentary.”

He stretched his legs out, clumped Gwen’s feet and
apologised.  Gwen laughed, “You’re always the sort of person
who sits in front of me at the cinema.  Just when I think I’m
going to get an unrestricted view this tall person will come in and
sit in front of me.”

“Go to the cinema much?”

“Every Friday, more or less.  One of the local cinema’s
reserves three screens for what they call a ‘Gentleman’s viewing’ -
I shudder to think what they show.  However, the local W.I.
objected and they gave another three screens over to ladies
only.  It fit’s in perfectly with my shifts.”

The youth arrived with the coffee and edibles and deftly laid
them out on the small coffee table in front of them.  She
plonked down a bill in the middle of the table and left.  Gwen
poured the coffee out and then realised that, by some slight of
hand, the bill had disappeared.  She picked up her scone and
said softly, “You don’t have to pretend.  I know I’m pug
ugly.  When the sixth form put on a panto for the junior
school I played the wicked witch and twelve of the youngsters wet
themselves.”

Derek was sipping his coffee as she spoke and made that sort of
noise that indicates the impossibility of drinking and laughing at
the same time.  He then put his cup down and laughed
properly.  It started like a deep rumble somewhere down the
back of his throat and rose to a thunder like crescendo as he
opened his mouth.  He took a deep breath, “Forgive me, it was
just the thought of…”

He laughed again and Gwen smiled, he wasn’t laughing at her, but
the situation she had described.  She decided to ham it
up.  “At university we did Macbeth, you can just guess what
part I had to play.”

She crooned, “Leg of frog and eye of toad!”  In a hag’s
voice and Derek chortled.

“Don’t you mind that sort of casting,” he asked, trying to
regain some sort of composure.

She shook her head, “It has its benefits, we also did The
Hunchback of Notre-Dame and I got to play Quasimodo.”

“‘The Bells! The Bells!’”  She intoned.  “Must have
been the first ever interpretation of the play in Australia with a
Welsh Quasimodo and a Nigerian Esmeralda.”

Derek laughed again before he noticed Gwen’s eyes flitting
across his crumpet.  He made a supreme sacrifice.  “Why
don’t we share and each have a crumpet and a scone.”

She gave him a heart-warming smile, “Sounds good to me.”

The grandfather clock in the hall struck 3:45pm and neither
noticed.

 


           
Angela made her way towards the meeting room with a plan, a cunning
plan.  She’d decided that probably the best thing to do was to
split the group into two sets of four and give them each a task,
say discussing how they felt about the Government’s current policy
on Civil Registration.  If she did this she could put Ben,
Cameron, Riona and Roberta in one group and Derek, Henry, Gwen and
Willow in the other.  This, she thought, would give the women
the chance to ‘move over’ to the other man and her carefully
conceived plan would be back on track.  She swung open the
meeting room door, marched in and came to a dead halt.  The
tea-trolley sat in splendid isolation with the tea-pot gently
cooling, otherwise the only signs of life came from a giant
bluebottle that was trying to beat its brains out on a window
pane.  She opened to window to let it out and flopped into an
armchair.  She’d been running the agency for six years and in
that time she’d had the odd couple opt to miss tea on the first
day.  Once she’d had two couples miss tea, but that had been
the disastrous week when by Thursday everybody had gone home empty
handed.  However, she had never had all four couples; she
corrected herself, all four mismatched couples, miss tea in
unison.  She waited ten minutes and went back to her office on
the second floor, muttering about having to do something over
dinner.  For her the week was beginning to turn into a
nightmare, and it was only the first day!










Chapter 17
Dinner


Despite the fact that everyone had missed tea, everyone turned
up for the next time-tabled part of the day called ‘Same-Sex
Chatter.’  Dinner was set for eight o’clock and this meeting
was supposed to last from six thirty to seven thirty.  Thus at
just on six-thirty Willow, after a quick smoke in ‘Pansy,’ entered
the room called Weigela to find only one empty chair in the group
of four soft-looking armchairs that were placed almost in the
centre of a bland room.  She flopped into the empty chair and
stretched out.  “Well then what are we supposed to be doing
now?”  She drawled.

There were embarrassed looks until Gwen waved a tiny piece of
paper that had been on one of the armchairs.  “I rather
suspect we’re supposed to talk about the men.”

Willow raised an eyebrow, “Is that what it says?”

Gwen gave a small cough and read “Take the opportunity to
compare and contrast your days.  For instance has the pairing
arrangements of the afternoon been acceptable to you?”

Riona thwacked together the wooden edges of her sandals. 
“Well I don’t want to play ball, seems a bit mean.”

Willow naturally took charge, she had that sort of personality
and the height to go with it.  “Right, who’s in favour of a
gossip about the men?”

Nobody stirred.

“Who’s in favour of a discussion on what we wear for
dinner?”

Roberta grunted, “Not much choice, I’ve got next to nothing with
me.”

Willow looked at Roberta’s tall curvaceous body.  “I
brought a wrap-round calf-length black seersucker skirt with me,
goodness knows why as I rarely wear it.  You can borrow it if
you like.”

She opened her mouth, but Riona cut across her.  “I’ve got
a white blouse, it’s a bit long for me.  Has a Chinese style
neck; go well with a wrap-round black skirt.”

Roberta blinked, “I don’t know what to say.”

Gwen laughed, “Say yes, we women have got to stick
together.”

“Against the men?”  Queried Roberta.

“No against Angela,” said Gwen.  Everybody laughed.

Willow made a clucking noise, “Girls, girls.  Now tell me
who doesn’t believe a word of their feedback forms?”

Conversation began to flow freely.

 


           
This picture was almost repeated in ‘Wisteria,’ where the men were
meeting.  The room was almost identical, as was the circle of
comfy armchairs, but the talk was not on what to wear, or feedback
forms.  Derek arrived last and found the other three talking
cars, or rather F1 racing teams.  He lowered his frame into
the last chair. “Is this supposed to be a male-bonding
exercise?”  He queried.

Henry held up a small piece of paper and peered at it. 
“Take the opportunity to compare and contrast your days.  For
instance has the pairing arrangements of the afternoon been
acceptable to you?”

“Oh - it means talk about the women,” said Derek.

“Exactly,” replied Henry, “and it rather made us all feel rather
uncomfortable.”

Derek pursed his lips.  “I agree, in part, but we are all
here supposedly seeking a soulmate.  I guess if any of us
thinks they’ve got the wrong girl, or would rather have a different
one we ought to talk about it now and not come to blows over the
Beaujolais.”

Henry nodded, “Roberta’s a stunner, Riona’s a gem and Gwen’s an
intelligent woman, but I’d rather like to try sticking with Willow
for the moment.”

Ben stirred, “I’m happy with Roberta.”

Derek rubbed his hands, this was all working out well. 
“Gwen is the only one I’m really interested in.”

All eyes swivelled to Cameron.  He raised his hands up in
submission, “I must confess that Roberta would have been my
original choice, but I’ve spent the afternoon with Riona and she
rather grows on you, despite the ice-glass accent.”

“You mean cut-glass,” said Henry.

“Do I?” replied Cameron, “Take a listen.”

Derek interleaved his fingers and stretched, he was getting
tired, normally at this time of day he’d be thinking about supper,
not dinner.  “We’re all grown men,” he purred, “Let’s not beat
about the bush, if any of us changes their mind by tomorrow
evening, they must say so.  I don’t know about you, but in
reality this could be a real shot at finding a good woman and it
would be unfair to tag along with someone and raise their hopes
when there’s no intention of continuing to meet after this
week.  So if we need to change partners, we should at least
talk about it as civilised beings, OK?”

There were nods all round.  Henry stretched out his legs,
“I don’t know about you chaps, but these feedback forms, I
mean…”

 


           
Treasa did a double flip and entered the swimming pool with hardly
a ripple.  She loved swimming and it gave here a decent bit of
exercise.  She did a couple of lengths before glancing at the
clock.  She climbed up the steps to get out and towelled
herself down.  Dinner was half an hour away, now, she thought,
what to wear?

 


           
Willow smiled as Roberta left her room.  Roberta did indeed
look great in her seersucker skirt and Riona’s blouse.  Willow
had even lent her some make-up.  She briefly paused to wonder
what it must be like sell nearly all your clothes as she opened up
her suitcase to replenish her handbag’s supply of cigarettes. 
She gazed at the stock of packets of twenty that a friend had got
her on a trip abroad.  She mentally counted; she had one
hundred and sixty left, more than enough for the remaining six
days.  Her eyes wandered across her case to a small pack of
nicotine patches that she had thrown in at the last moment, and
thought of Henry.  She knew that she should give up smoking;
she knew the risks and had even had an aunt die of lung cancer, so
for the umpteenth time pure logic told her what she should
do.  However, she’d also been through nicotine withdrawal
before and knew that it was beastly.  She pondered; when she’d
given up for her first husband nicotine patches weren’t around and
maybe they could ease the discomfort.  She toyed with the idea
of having one last smoke, knowing that if she did it so it might
never be the last smoke.  She picked the entire collection of
cigarette packets out of her suitcase and walked round to the back
of the building where she had spotted a large industrial sized
waste-bin.  She opened the plastic lid and threw all the
cigarettes in.  Now without climbing into the bin they were
totally out of reach.  “Henry my boy,” she muttered, “You had
just better be worth it, you had just better be worth it.”

She marched back to her room and slapped on a nicotine patch
before thoroughly, really thoroughly, cleaning her teeth. 
After that she used nearly a quarter of a bottle of mouthwash and
extensively scrubbed her hands with some sweet-smelling soap. 
She knew that she was oblivious to the smell of tobacco at the
moment, but also knew from her time as a non-smoker that smokers
smelt.  She put all the clothes she had been wearing into a
plastic bag, had a shower and donned an ivory coloured trouser suit
and a snow-white blouse that had some discrete white embroidery
down the front.  She chose some black stiletto heeled shoes,
pondered, and discarded them in favour of a pair of flat open-toed
black cross-strap sandals.  Fifteen minutes later she was
ready for action.

 


           
Henry looked at his image in the full-length wardrobe mirror and
frowned.  He’d chosen a lightweight linen summer suit, a white
shirt, a bow tie and a black handkerchief in his top pocket. 
Normally he wouldn’t think twice about such apparel, but Willow was
on his mind.  She’d hinted that, in her opinion, over-dressed
men often thought too much of themselves.  He took off the
clothes and tossed them onto the bed in favour of blue slacks and a
red open-necked shirt.  He felt woefully under-dressed for
dinner; he only hoped that she was worth it.

 


           
Cameron arrived first in the dinning room and automatically checked
the place settings.  He rubbed his eyes and checked
again.  According to the layout, obviously set by Angela, he
was at the end of the table for eight sitting opposite
Roberta.  Riona was next, but one, to his left and opposite
Ben.  He checked the other settings.  Willow had been put
next to him and opposite Derek leaving Henry opposite Gwen at the
other end of the table. Treasa had been placed at the end of the
table in isolated splendour.  Like a naughty schoolboy he
listened for footsteps before re-arranging the settings for the
women so that they were each opposite the man they had talked to in
the afternoon.

 


           
Angela arrived late.  She had received an annoying phone call
from the young couple she had pictured on the front of her
brochure, one of her first ‘successes.’  The call had informed
her that they had applied for a divorce and therefore had requested
to come off of her brochure cover.  She still had over three
hundred brochures ready for distribution so the call was, to say
the least, unwelcome.  She walking into the dining room and
almost screamed when she saw the seating arrangements, however,
consummate professional that she was, she managed a strangled
smile.  “Glad to see your all settled.  I won’t join you
for dinner today, but I will pop in from time to time to check all
is OK; enjoy your meal.”

She exited, without waiting for any reply, gritting her
teeth.  She’d tried subtlety in getting them to change around,
perhaps she needed something stronger?

 


           
As soon as they started eating their pan-fried mushrooms, soup or
melon Henry glanced at Ben.  “Has all this Swiftie business
reduced how many weddings you get?”

Cameron put his fork down and glanced at Henry, “Swiftie
Business?”

Henry grinned, he’d had Cameron down as a computer geek, now he
was sure as Swiftie’s had been all over the papers when they had
been brought in by parliament.  He replied carefully, “Lord
Swift's latest idea to get us to carry his wretched full ID card
instead of the sensible half-measure of an enhanced driving
licence.  Any two adults can walk into any register office, or
authorised place such as this, and get married in the time it takes
to swipe the two cards.”

Riona glanced across the table at Cameron’s plate of
mushrooms.  “You going to eat those?”

Cameron grinned and shook his head.  She tipped them on her
plate as Ben gave a small laugh.  “Actually it’s had the
opposite effect.  For starters some of the tabloid papers
over-reacted slightly and ran long campaigns about ‘traditional
weddings'.  Then it became know that buried deep in the
legislation was a loophole that Lord Swift never envisaged would
help the church – remember he’s all for a secular state.  Take
your ID card into any Post Office, or other place that has an ID
card reader, and you can get what is called a Matrimonial State
Printout.  If both parties do it then they can take their
printouts to any minister of religion and get married within seven
days without the formality of banns or special licences.  I’ve
had thirteen marriages so for this year and nine of them were using
the printouts as proof of status.”

The group conversation moved onto ID cards, Lord Swift, The
House of Lords, Lord Moneypenny and his various inventions and the
environment.  Somehow the group was happy to talk and each was
happy to look across the table and see whomever they were sitting
opposite.  Treasa was just happy to have some adult
conversation.

 


           
Angela reappeared as the starter plates were being cleared
away.  She gave what was intended to be a no-nonsense
smile.  She resolutely announced “On the first night we
usually have a progressive dinner in that the men rotate clockwise
and sit opposite someone else.  So Cameron would sit where Ben
is and so on.”

Nobody moved.  Henry wriggled his eyebrows, “Actually I’m
quite happy sitting here.”

Cameron nodded, “See no point in moving.”

Angela put her hands on her hips, “You might be happy,
but there is the whole group to consider.”

Treasa giggled and decided to add fuel to the fire, “Hands up
all those who are content with the current seating arrangements,”
she announced.

Nine hands shot into the air and Angela rolled her eyes and
admitted defeat - well for the moment as she had other schemes to
get the group to mix further.


           
The evening passed in lazy conversation about nothing in particular
and in doing so further  increased the sense of group bonding
and enhanced the across table pairings.  So ended day one of
their mutual attempts to find a soul-mate.










Chapter 18
Riona in Crisis


Breakfast was a leisurely affair with people having their
breakfast (those that did) in no particular order or place. 
Cameron chose to have coffee in his bedroom and then wander
downstairs.  He was deliberately early so that he could have a
walk round the building and take in some fresh air.  He
stumbled across Riona standing in the hall; she was gazing at the
screen of her mobile phone and looking troubled.  He
hesitated, intrusion into other people’s affairs was not in his
nature, “Problems?”

She waved her phone, ““My father is in hospital; apparently he’s
had a stroke and is in a sort of half coma.  He’s not expected
to live, but my stepmother is hoping that he’ll regain enough
consciousness to sign some adoption papers.”

She saw the look of incomprehension of Cameron’s face and added
with a soulful sigh, “It’s the son and heir thing.  My
step-mother has a daughter by her first marriage and she’s just
produced a son.  There’s no hereditary line to him, but if she
can get father to adopt him he’ll become the next Lord
Hardcastle.”

Cameron’s eyes widened, “And you don’t mind?”

She shrugged, “Can’t do anything about it, Lordships only pass
to male descendants, females don’t count.”

Cameron admired her calm demeanour.  “So what happens if he
doesn’t regain consciousness?”

Riona screwed up her eyes and then shook her head, “Not a clue,
I’ve rather lost track of who’s where and married to whom, though
one of my aunts is due a grandchild soon, if that’s a boy they
could be in line.”

Cameron tried to come to terms with what he was hearing, could
families really work like this?  “But you are the only
daughter.  Surely everything can’t pass to some unknown baby
cousin?”

She gave a reluctant nod, “Too true, but you must understand
that as far as my father is concerned I’m not a wanted daughter in
fact I’m probably an inconvenience to his and her ladyship’s
plans.”

Her tone of voice and slumped shoulders said it all: she was an
inconvenience, merely an unwanted daughter, not a loved daughter,
just an unrequired nuisance.  Cameron suddenly realised that
this was the real Riona.  Riona the unwanted child; Riona the
girl that spend all her childhood in a succession of boarding
schools; Riona who knew that families were for others and not for
her.  Cameron’s heart was moved, he said softly “And do you
stand to inherit anything?”

She gazed at her feet, “John reminded me that under the terms of
father’s new will I’ll inherit a small cottage in Southwold and my
Grandmother’s jewellery, that is if I’m still single when father
dies.”

Cameron frowned, “And if you were married?”

Riona gave a scoffing barking laugh, “Then I’d cop the lot,
except the title that is.”

She noted the totally bewildered expression of Cameron’s
face.  “It’s the son and heir thing again, if I was married I
might have a son and the title might come back to my father’s
bloodline.”

Cameron was amazed both at her matter-of-fact manner and her
unexpected and obvious vulnerability.  “What does your
solicitor say?”

Riona gave him a vacant look for a moment before replying, “Oh
John’s not my solicitor, he’s my father’s solicitor’s clerk. 
Father’s solicitor is forbidden to speak to me and my step-mother
is trying to keep me in the dark.  Her ladyship has given very
strict instructions that I am not to be informed of my father’s
medical condition.  John says that I should rush out into the
street and marry the first man I can grab on the promise of a swift
divorce and a handsome payoff.  He says that it would right
years of unjustness and that it’s a shame that he’s already
married.”

Cameron put his head half to one side and looked her in the
eyes.  “Well what do you want?”

She half shrugged and looked away, her family rarely asked what
she wanted.  “To be treated with some respect I suppose, still
I’ve been pushed about from pillar to post for enough years to know
it will never happen.”

There was no hint of her usual self-reliance, only desolation
and loneliness. 

She licked her gold teeth, “If you’ll excuse me Cameron, I need
to make a couple of phone calls.”

He nodded and left her to walk round the building deep in
thought, so deep in thought that he didn’t notice Derek and Gwen
sitting on a bench in the morning sun and sharing a plate of
croissants.

 


                       
Half an hour later Angela strode into the meeting room and faced
the group.  She was determined to be resolute.  After a
brief discussion around whether or not people had slept her eyes
swept round the eight participants.  “Anybody seen
Treasa?”

“Last seen swimming up and down the pool like a supercharged
dolphin,” drawled Willow, “Seems far too energetic for my
liking.”

Angela decided to be firm and offer the opportunity of different
pairings.  “This morning, until coffee, we are going to break
into two groups of four.  The groups will be in two different
rooms, but discussing the same material, which is designed to help
us to continue to get to know one another.”

She consulted her clipboard, “So if Gwen, Willow, Derek and
Henry could go into the Library, it’s marked ‘Nigella,’ the rest of
you could stay here.”

The four trooped out like little lambs and she inwardly smiled;
maybe, just maybe, she was getting things back on track.

 


           
Once in the Library, a room of oak bookshelves with hoards of
leather bound books that looked like they hadn’t been moved for
aeons, Henry didn’t sit down.  He turned to Derek and Gwen,
“Look, I don’t know about you, and there’s no offence intended, but
personally I’d rather split into pairs.”

Gwen and Derek looked at each other, nodded and agreed. 
Gwen, almost immediately, apparently, did a U-turn.  She
looked at Willow, “What about you?”

Willow gave a toothy grin, “Pairs is OK by me.”

They all laughed.  Gwen and Derek settled down in the
Library while Henry and Willow slunk out and across the corridor
into a small sitting room called Narcissus, which had just enough
room for one upright high-backed two-seater settee that was placed
in front of the window overlooking the driveway.


           
Back in the lounge Cameron stirred, he hadn’t really listened to
Angela, he’d been deep in thought.  He looked at Roberta,
decided that her intrinsic beauty was not for him, and nervously
leant forward.  “Look I know we’re supposed to stay here till
coffee, but would you two mind if I took Riona outside for a
minute?”

Riona raised an eyebrow, Roberta didn’t bat an eyelid.  “Go
ahead.”

He led Riona out and Roberta turned to Ben, “Wonder what all
that was about?”

Ben put his head to one side, “He’s a private sort of person,
group discussions are probably way off his agenda; still I’d rather
be here alone with you.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

 


                       
Cameron took Riona into a large lounge where there was a group of
settees circled around an open fireplace and sat her down on the
end of a five seat settee.  His heart was in his mouth. What
he was about to do could be considered foolish in the extreme, was
totally out of character for him and yet…  He stood in front
of Riona like an uncertain waiter.  “I’ve been thinking about
your phone calls,” He wrung his hands together and then blurted
out, “Well you could always marry me.  I wouldn’t want a
handsome payoff, but I would like to help you get one over on your
family.  It all seems so wrong, so very wrong.”

He noted something akin to fear in Riona’s eyes and swiftly
added, “But let me make it clear that it would be a platonic
marriage, I’m offering out of friendship not love; well I don’t
know if it’s just friendship because I don’t know what love is, but
yesterday, when I got to know you I…”

He regrouped himself slightly, “I just knew you were a special
person.”

He ran out of breath and out of words.

Riona stared at him for a full two minutes and then spoke in
such a soft voice Cameron could only just hear her.  “Are you
really serious?  You would marry me for no personal gain and
just because we’ve become friends?”

Cameron detected in Riona’s voice a mixture of bewilderment and
longing.  Longing to have a friend who wanted to be a friend
because of who she was and not what she was and bewilderment at his
offer.  “Really serious.  No strings, no pay-outs, just a
helping hand.”  He said gently.

Riona licked her teeth and lips, “It would be rather good to see
my step-mother’s face if I turned up with a husband.”  She
paused before muttering, “And Mrs MacLeod doesn’t sound too bad
either.”

She suddenly jumped bolt upright and gave Cameron an intent
stare.  “You sure, I mean really sure?”

“Very sure.”

“Really really sure?”

“Really really sure.”

“You’ve only known me for twenty-four hours; I could be an
axe-murder.”

He shook his head, “You’re no axe-murder, as I said you’re
someone special.”

She hopped from one foot to another, her heart was suddenly
pounding and her head full of mixed emotions, “And you’d really
marry me?  I can be a bit overbearing you know, and a bit
bossy, and…”

He put a finger to her lips, “Don’t run yourself down. 
You’re intelligent, witty and,” he momentarily paused to get the
right words, “and I suppose I am falling under your spell. 
Good women are hard to find, least their hard to find for me.”

Riona shook her head as if to clear away some cobwebs, “You
really are serious aren’t you?  You would marry me just out of
our brief time together yesterday.”

Cameron smiled at her indecision, “And to help a damsel in
distress, it’s the dream of every red blooded Scot.”

She stared at him in a sort of bewilderment, Cameron made a
helpless gesture, “But I guess if we’re going to do it speed is of
the essence.”

She licked her teeth.  Cameron was beginning to love that
gesture.  “OK, I’ve been swept off my feet by my knight
gallant, now what.”

“So that’s a yes?”

“Of course it is you daft twit, didn’t I just say?”

He grabbed her hands.  “Sure?”

She didn’t hesitate; Cameron was going to do something for her,
not for his own ends, not to brush her aside, but for her and her
alone.  “Dead sure.  But now what?”

They stood for about thirty seconds and then both chorused
together, “Ben!”

 


           
When Riona and Cameron left Roberta sighed and leant back in her
armchair.  “There,” she said desolately, “You’ve been left
with the alcoholic again.”

Ben shook his head, “Past alcoholic.”

She slumped back down in her chair, “Wrong tense.  It’s not
‘was an alcoholic,’ it’s ‘is an alcoholic,’ least
that’s what they always say in rehab.”  She put on a
patronising voice, “It’s like diabetes or hepatitis, you are never
cured, but you can learn to live with it.”

She looked so desperately miserable that Ben decided to keep her
talking lest she go into utter despair.  “Been out of rehab
long?”

“Six months, three weeks, two days and six hours, but I’m not
counting.”

There was no sense of jocularity in the voice; rather it was the
flat deadpan delivery of woeful resignation.  Ben nodded, “My
sister-in-law told me that it does get easier, but at the beginning
she had to fight the battle every day.”

“Well she was wrong,” Roberta snapped, “You fight the battle
every bleeding minute of every wretched day of every forlorn
week.”

She swung her eyes back onto Ben and he noted the slow movement
of her right eye.  “Can we talk about something else rather
than my failures?”

He said softly, “You’re not a failure.  People may say that
you’re a failure, may repeat it over and over again, but you’re not
a failure.  In fact I think you’re rather marvellous and I’m
really glad that the other two have gone off.”

“You wouldn’t rather be with her?  Aristocratic poise and
all that?”

He tut-tutted, “Don’t know what happened when you ladies got
together last night, but we men came to an agreement about which
woman we really wanted to chase.  I chose you, so it’s not a
matter of you being left behind or me making the best of a bad job,
it’s what I wanted. Beside who’d not want such a red-headed beauty
to talk to?”

He leant forward in his armchair, grabbed her hands and gazed
into her eyes, “I mean it.”

He watched her expression turn from desolation to consternation
and instinctively knew he’d not convinced her.  “Look,” he
said softly, “I’m not good at this.  It’s years since I’ve
wooed a beautiful woman and I’m out of practice, so there’s no
sales pitch, I’m telling you the truth.”

“I’m not just the one left behind?”

“You’re the best of the bunch to me.”

She gazed into his eyes.  Could this be true or was it just
some Minton Hall effect? 

 


                       
Matters would undoubtedly have progressed further, but Riona and
Cameron returned, both grinning fit to explode.  Riona’s head
wobbled slightly from side to side as she addressed them
both.  “Glad you’re both here, we’ve a favour to ask. 
Cameron and I want to get married and we rather wondered if you
could do it and Roberta could be my bridesmaid?”

Ben took on the expression of a startled rabbit and Roberta’s
eyes widened like saucers.  Ben frowned his best vicar’s
frown.  “Are you sure, I mean marriage is not for Christmas
it’s for…”

Cameron crossed his arms.  “We’re sure.”

Ben’s eyes flicked from one to the other, they were indeed
serious.  “Have you told Angela?”

“Stuff Angela,” said Riona firmly.

Ben leaned back in his armchair.  “Guess I could give the
local vicar a ring.”

There was no urgency in his voice.  Cameron squatted beside
him.  “Her name is on the notice board in the hall. 
Thing is Ben, we’d like to get married before lunch.”

“Before lunch!”  Roberta squealed in delight.

“Why the haste?”  Queried Ben, becoming the very efficient
vicar.

Cameron looked straight into his eyes, “We’ve got our
reasons.”

Ben stood up, “I’ll make a call” he said as he walked out,
pulling his mobile phone from out of his back pocket.

He was back ten minutes later.  “It’s on, but she insists
on performing the marriage, after all it is her church.”

“So now what?”  Riona asked.

Ben closed his eyes and thought.  “You go down to the
village.  The Post-Office there can print out a Matrimonial
State Printout for you – you have got your ID cards with you?”

They both nodded and he continued, “She says that there is an
antique shop in the village that sells good antique jewellery, so
you can get some rings there.  You’ll also need about £300 in
cash, there’s a cash machine inside the Post Office.  She
won’t accept a cheque for this, but then neither would I in the
circumstances.  Otherwise be at the church in your best bib
and tucker at eleven o’clock and she’ll marry you.”

Cameron nodded, “If you can’t preside would you be my best
man?”

“Thought you’d never ask.”

Cameron felt grand.

 


                       
He didn’t feel quite so grand just over an hour and a half
later.  He stood in the small toilet at the back of the church
where they were to get married and surveyed himself in the
mirror.  Just twenty minutes earlier he’d held out a little
blue box that contained a sapphire engagement ring to Riona. 
She’d beamed at him, bounced up and down with sheer pleasure, and
taken out the ring, “I didn’t expect this.”

But that was twenty minutes ago and now he was inside a church
that was obviously used as a place of worship and well cared
for.  Just walking into the church had made him realise that
this was not a joke or a wheeze, he actually was going to get
married and married to Riona.  The Scottish Presbyterian in
him was screaming out that this was a major step, one not to be
taken casually and certainly not one to be taken after a mere
twenty-four hours.  In Cameron’s head he could hear his local
Presbyterian minister on Stornoway intone the importance of
marriage as he had at the weddings of Cameron’s two brothers. 
Phrases stuck in his brain and just kept going round; ‘Marriage is
intended by God to be a creative relationship… Marriage is an
invitation to share life together… Marriage is for the procreation
of children…’; and worst of all, ‘No-one should enter into marriage
lightly or selfishly, but reverently and responsibly in the sight
of God Almighty.’  Cameron shuddered and closed his
eyes.  Yesterday marriage had not been on his agenda and
especially no thought of marrying, or even dating, Riona had
crossed his mind, but now…  He heard a movement outside the
toilet door and pulled himself together, he’d given his word, given
a ring and now he would go through with it, but in his heart he
knew that given another ten minutes in that toilet he might not
feel so bold.

 


           
Outside the toilet door he found Riona waiting patiently as they
had agreed to walk down the aisle together, what Cameron didn’t
expect was the female vicar standing next to her.  He surveyed
Riona now resplendent in a pair of snow-white well cut slacks and a
white silk top with gold edging.  It took him a few seconds to
realise that the slacks were also silk and that Riona was carrying
a bouquet of summer flowers and smiling like she’d won the pools
and the national lottery at the same time.  In contrast the
vicar, a ginger haired forty something with a face like a
renaissance angel, was looking distinctly worried. 
Fortunately for Cameron he didn’t realise that Riona was smiling to
prevent herself from laughing.  He had appeared from the
toilet sporting a kilt, sporran, dress shirt, bow tie and long
socks complete with a ceremonial dirk.  If he normally looked
odd, standing there in a kilt with his thin legs and knobbly knees
made him look distinctly odder, but she knew that he was trying his
best for her; she pondered the thought: the best for her.  The
vicar half whispered, “I understand from my colleague, and Miss
Hardcastle, that you’re arranging this marriage in something of a
rush; I must ask you before we begin the ceremony, are you really
sure that you want to go ahead?  After all marriage should not
be undertaken lightly.”

Cameron feared than his knees would give way and tried for his
best smile, “Quite sure.”

Riona nodded, “Quite sure.”

The vicar danced from foot to foot, “This is most unusual.”

Riona licked her freshly red painted lips, “But it will be
legal.”

The vicar nodded, “Yes, it will be legal, but I must say that
I’m dubious about the haste.”

Cameron tried to draw himself up to his full height. 
“There is no doubt, we are both adults and we are both quite
sure.”

The vicar looked at Riona, who gave her a gold-toothed smile,
“Absolutely sure.”

The vicar nodded and walked down the aisle to the chancel steps
where she turned and waited. 

Riona hissed to Cameron, “Where did you get the gear?”

He replied dryly, “I was a boy scout, so I came prepared.”

They started up the aisle, arm in arm, till they stood in front
of the vicar and waited for the service to commence.

 


                       
As wedding went it was short and simple, no hymns, no interruptions
and with only Ben and Roberta to act as formal witnesses.  Ben
took some photographs outside the church using his mobile phone
joking that he’d never thought that he’d become a wedding
photographer.  Roberta caught Riona’s small bouquet (she
couldn’t have failed to do otherwise) and beamed with
delight.  In fact it all went off smoothly and happily: the
only slightly sticky moment was when the vicar pronounced them as
man and wife and told Cameron that he could kiss the bride. 
Their lips had met with the lightest of touches, but through that
touch came a realization in both of them that this was not a game,
that they were indeed married and that they had vowed before God
their intention of being married for life.

 


           
Angela, for the second time in two days found absolutely nobody
turn up for coffee.  She was not a happy bunny. 










Chapter 19
Rapport


Derek and Gwen opted to spend the morning in the swimming pool
that was in one of the converted stable blocks.  Derek swan
like a fish; Gwen floundered like a beached whale.  After her
first attempt at a couple of lengths Derek could hold back no
longer.  “You’ve got the arm and leg movements all wrong,” he
cried, “You’re supposed to rotate the arms like paddles and wiggle
the legs like a mermaid, not pretend you’re rowing a boat while
trying to ride a bicycle!”

Following that they spent a happy hour with Derek teaching Gwen
how to do the crawl followed by the breast stroke.  The great
advantage of his height and the small pool was that he could stand
and hold Gwen horizontal while she practised.  Neither of them
objected to the prolonged physical encounter.  It never
occurred to Derek as to why a woman who’d been white water canoeing
at university could not swim properly, or wonder as to why she make
such spectacular progress.  Once they had exhausted themselves
they sat on the edge of the pool and talked.  She told him of
her time at school and he told her about his childhood in
Kenya.  Although he didn’t put his arm around her they sat
close enough to each other to both know that such a move would have
been decidedly possible.

 


           
Willow and Henry opted for a stroll down to the village, a pot of
tea in The Swan and a poke about the antique shops.  By a
masterly piece of timing they completely missed Cameron and Riona’s
excursion into the village and their subsequent wedding. 
Henry brought a tiny exquisite pair of cuff-links and Willow
purchased a small brass statue of a frog.  In effect they just
lingered together like old friends and talked of neutral
subjects.  That is until the walk home when Henry, without
warning, took hold of her hand.  The physical contact sent a
frisson of mixed emotions through her body.  She’d been
married three times and instinctively knew that any physical
contact, even the minimal physical contact of a held hand, meant
that he was interested in her.   That was a real bonus as
she’d begun to worry after their almost companionship-like morning
that he was not interested.  On the other hand she’d been here
before with men and it had always ended up in misery, angst and
divorce so was he any different?

 


           
George picked up Treasa at exactly ten o’clock and drove her to the
nearby sports centre.  This time he wasn’t in his police car,
but in his own 1960s Morris Minor 1000.  As they drove she
surveyed the inside of the car, it was immaculate.  “Surprised
at you,” she said.  “Having a car like this, thought you’d go
for a BMW or something fast.”

He dabbed the throttle and neatly double de-clutched down a
gear, “No fear, spend all day rushing about so in my spare time I
like to take it leisurely like.”

She felt the leather seats, “Is this al original?”

“Most of it.  Car was genuinely owned by a little old lady
whose husband died and she couldn’t drive.  My only addition
is the seat belts, been to too many accidents not to have seat
belts.”

They drove into the sport’s centre and Treasa almost saw his
shoulders slump, this was obviously not his favourite
activity.  As they stopped she looked at him, “How do you
usually play this?”

“Well,” he said, “I’ve got a portable OHP and a few slides and I
try to teach them the safe way to cross a road.”

She almost screamed at the idea of showing slides on an OHP to
six year olds.  “Why don’t we try something different, she
said, “it might go down well if…”

 


           
Lunch was served, buffet style, in the meeting room.  By the
time Angela arrived all the people having the meal had helped
themselves to varying amounts of fodder.  As she walked in she
detected, with her in-built group-process antenna, an atmospheric
change, something had happened.  She glanced around the room,
but could not detect anything obvious, but she knew something had
taken place to change the group dynamic.  “Any idea where
Treasa is,” she asked in near desperation.

“She went off with a guy in a Morris 1000,” said Gwen.  “He
picked her up by the swimming pool.  Large chap, looked like a
policeman.”

Angela nodded thanks, helped herself to a cup of coffee and
became businesslike.  “I’m glad you all enjoyed your
morning.  Since it is a fine sunny day this afternoon we’re
going on a picnic.  The picnic site is across the valley and
by the time you arrive the hampers will have been delivered.” 
She waved four maps, “The idea is that you walk to the site, in
pairs, by different routes and then meet up for the picnic. 
Since you can’t be eating food all day this means that there is no
set dinner this evening, rather supper will be served in the
Library from Eight-thirty onwards.  After that, if you wish,
the recent film True Blue, the story of the Oxford and
Cambridge rowing teams competing in Utrecht, will be shown in our
cinema, that’s Techophilaea, which is just the other side of the
hall.”

Willow groaned aloud, “Haven’t you got anything better?  It
was made by a South-American company that had no idea of English
university life, uses an all-American cast, with dreadful accents,
and has a story line that even infants can see through.”

Angela wondered whether to stand her ground, remembered what
Willow did for a living, and made a strategic withdrawal.  “If
you don’t want that film, there’s a collection of DVDs and videos
at the back of the room.  If you’re feeling adventurous there
are also some 16mm films and a film projector.”  She resumed
on her set patter.  “I’ll give one map to each pair.  The
first pair is Cameron and Roberta, the second pair is…”

Cameron cut across her with his gentle highland voice. 
“Actually Angela, I’d rather walk there with my wife.”

Angela, not listening properly, set about putting him straight
about who was in charge.  “No Cameron, I’d rather that we
mixed the current pairs up a little so that you can…  YOUR
WIFE!”

The last two words were squeaked at high volume full of
disbelief and bewilderment.

Riona gave a mock bow, “He made an honest women out of me at
eleven o’clock this morning in St Marks”

Angela sat down as if a lump of granite had just been placed in
her lap.  Roberta waved the bunch of flowers she had been
clutching all morning.  “I was the bridesmaid.”

Angela almost heard her carefully made plans tumbling
down.  “I wish you’d told us.”  She said weakly, “We’d
have baked a cake.”

Riona licked her teeth, “Date and walnut please, can’t stand
normal wedding cakes.”

Henry shot to his feet and marched across the room muttering
“Congratulations” and offering his hand.  In the ensuing round
of congratulatory remarks Angela consoled herself that somewhere in
the next, imminent, brochure she could mention the fastest result
from arrival to marriage: just over twenty-four hours.  Derek,
on his way back to sit down, took a map from Angela’s hand. 
He peered at it and then showed it to Gwen, “Fancy a stroll through
‘Deer Wood?’

Gwen internally sighed with relief.  She’d given him every
opportunity in the morning to show some affection – even a small
token – and had failed.  She’d begun to believe that he’d lost
interest, obviously he hadn’t.  “That would be grand,” she
replied before Angela could interject.

Ben shot out of his seat like a scalded cat and took another
map.  He gave it the merest of glances before bowing to
Roberta, “Would you accompany me on a meander over the
meadows?”

Wordlessly Angela handed out the other two maps, she decided
that she’d let them get on with it for today, after all there was
always tomorrow.










Chapter 20
Picnic Trails


George got back in his car and shook his head.  “I can’t
believe you did all that without any props.”

Treasa smiled, “Kids have a lively imagination; you just have to
let them use it.  To you crossing an imaginary road with
imaginary traffic is silly; to them it’s more than real.”

He shook his head again, “The way you got the boys to rush up
and down and pretend to be cars while others pretended to be
mothers trying to get a baby across the road was masterful.”

“Even if it did descend into chaos when I tried it the other way
round,” she laughed.

He ran his tongue round the inside of his mouth and bit his
bottom lip.  He was due to take her back to the hall now
or…  “It’s a lovely day,” he said casually.  “I know this
little pub out in the country that do smashing salads.”

She gave a tinkling laugh before he finished his pre-prepared
spiel.  “Do they do real food like baked potatoes?”

“Not this time of year, but they do have chicken and curry and
suchlike.”

“OK, love to.  But I need to go back to the hall for ten
minutes first.”

He started the engine and turned the car round.  “Hall it
is then,” he said.

However, Treasa wasn’t listening.  Currently she was in her
Molly Mint garb, just what proper clothes had she packed in her
suitcase?”

 


             
Derek and Gwen were the first to leave the house.  He was back
in his cricket whites and she was wearing a pale blue blouse with a
dark blue skirt and whitish trainers.  They took the footpath
that led to the village.  After about a hundred years they
turned left along another, narrower, footpath that meandered
through the trees.  Just after they turned left Gwen moved
slightly closer to his side, after all the footpath was
narrowing.  “I rather wondered if you’d ask someone else this
afternoon.”  She remarked casually.

He frowned, blinked and gave her a nervous look.  “Why ever
did you think that?  Didn’t you like this morning?” 
There was uncertainty in his voice and undertones of
bewilderment.

She tried to give him a beautiful smile, on her face it felt
like she was doing a fair imitation of an ogre.  “I thought
this morning was wonderful, just you and me and an empty pool.”

His shoulders slumped and his step faltered, eventually he
ground to a halt and turned to face her.  She muttered
something about not being the prettiest girl in the world and
understanding if he wanted to search elsewhere.  He looked
around, led her to a fallen tree-trunk and sat down so that he
could look into her eyes.  “Stop demeaning yourself,” he
said.  “I think you’re a pearl.”

“A pearl?”

He smiled and very gently touched her chin so that her head came
up.  “Imagine being a pearl in the mouth of an oyster. 
You’d think your life was all slime and salt water.  Then one
day you’re taken out and everybody can see you for the beauty that
you have.”  He lowered his voice, “That’s how I think of you,
a pearl.”  He hesitated, “Perhaps, my pearl.”

He abrupt groaned and flapped his arms, “Oh that sounded like
the worst chat –up line in the world.”

He briefly studied his hands and then resumed eye contact. 
“Look, I’m not very good at this, chat-up lines and talking to
unattached maidens.” 

He took a deep breath, “There was never the need in Kenya and
after coming to this country it was all work on the voice and then
drama school where the other men seemed to know exactly what to say
and I was always tongue-tied.”

He tenderly touched her shoulder.  “I know this morning I
should have put my arm around you when we were sitting on the
pool-side, but it seemed so crass and presumptuous.  Suppose
you hadn’t wanted me to do it, what then?  Would I have ruined
my chances?”  He flapped his arms again, “Oh I don’t
know.”

She leant on the tree next to him.  “Would I,” she said
softly, “have sat so close had I not wanted you to have the
chance?”

He grabbed her hand, “Do you mean that, I mean I’m not boring
you?”

She giggled, “Not the least, and I think your chat-up line about
pearls was marvellous.”

He squeezed her hand, she tried not to wince.  “I mean it,
you know the story of the pearl of great price, and you’re my pearl
of great price.”

He waved his hand towards the hall, “Oh I know that this is a
false environment and I’m probably saying and doing things I’d
never do at home, but usually by the time I’ve even thought about
asking a girl out they’ve died of old age.”

“Well,” she said, “you can put your arm around me anytime.”

He gave a sheepish smile and said tenderly while gazing into her
eyes, “Don’t let me lose you by dithering around over what to
do.”

She ran her hand over his bald head, “You’re not a bad pearl
yourself.”

He rubbed his own head, “Hair fell out when I was twenty,
probably turned the girls right off.”

She sidled close, “Well you don’t turn me off.”

She thought that he might kiss her, but true to form he
didn’t.  Instead her put his arms around her and held her
close.  It was rather like being caressed by an
anaconda.  After a few moments he stood up, put his arm across
her shoulder and started to walk her on down the footpath. 
She went close to him and put her arm around his waist.  From
a distance the size disparity was such that they looked more like
father and daughter than two adults, but looks can deceive.

 


           
Treasa was trying to work exactly the other way round.  She
spent most of her life trying to perfect the looks that made her
appear like a child, now she desperately needed exactly the
opposite effect.  She put on an under-wired bra that gave her
the best chance of showing off what little breast she had. 
Pulled on a tight fitting turtleneck white cotton top, added a knee
length pencil straight denim skirt and topped it all off with a
pair of white two inch heel stilettos, these were the highest
stilettos she could manage.  She took her hair out of bunches
and combed it out into a fairly stylish cut, carefully applied make
up to look like an adult, not a child, slipped on a tiny bracelet
watch rather than her ‘child’ watch and walked back towards
George’s car.  Once he spotted her she almost took his breath
away; gone was the adult-child and in its place was a beautiful
miniature woman.  The lunch at the pub now seemed an even
better idea.

 


           
Ben and Roberta struck directly away from the hall across a verdant
field.  As before she walked with little grace or poise; it
was as if she was on a prison party enduring a forced march. 
She didn’t say much, in fact she didn’t say anything.  In the
end Ben could endure it no longer.  “Penny for them?”

“Pardon?”

“Penny for them – your thoughts.”

“Oh,” she mumbled, “You wouldn’t want to know.”

“Yes I would?”

She shook her head, “Please don’t patronise me.  I know
that I’m just a makeweight.”

Ben racked his brain, what had he done?  Their last
conversation, the one before they were interrupted by Cameron and
Riona, had been going well, he thought.  Right along the right
lines.  He stopped dead.  Roberta walked on a few years
before turning round and flapping her arms like a penguin.  He
took a few paces and stood before her.  “Please,” he pleaded,
“I don’t know what I’ve done.  I thought I’d made my feelings
clear earlier on, so what’s changed?”

She sat down with a sort of spiralling motion.  He squatted
in front of her.  “You did the bloody crossword,” she said
sullenly as if it explained everything.

She put her head in her hands, he thought she was going to
cry.  “I might as well get blotto now,” she moaned.  “At
least then I wouldn’t have to embarrass you for the rest of the
week.”

He looked startled, “But I always do the Times…”

He stopped and thought for a moment as he reran her words
through his head, before dropping to his knees in front of
her.  “Did I tell you that I thought you were an
embarrassment?”

“You don’t have to, I can’t even get one flipping clue and you
did the whole thing in about fifteen minutes.”

It became crystal clear to Ben what had happened.  He
reached out, took both of her hands and gentle massaged them as he
said, “If it upsets you I’ll never do the crossword again. 
You’ve got qualities that go far beyond mere clues to some
fruitless past-time.”

She looked up, resignation written all over her face.  She
shrugged, “I’d be a hindrance to you.  My parents are probably
right, no man in their right mind would want a mill-stone like me
around their neck.”

“Sod your parents,” said Ben, instantly regretting the swear
word.  “If they can’t see what a wonderful woman you are
that’s their short-coming not yours.  I meant what I said this
morning, as far as I am concerned you’re the best of the
bunch.”

Her melancholy was not that easily thrown off. She slumped
forward again, “Best of a bad bunch you mean.”

He surveyed her; red ringlets of hair falling over her face,
while she slumped on the ground like a discarded giant doll. 
He let go of her hands, gently eased the hair away from both sides
of her face while tilting her head towards him.  He’d meant to
say something comforting, instead he kissed her full on the
lips.  When they parted he whispered, “Best of any bunch.”

She licked her lips as if he’d tasted good.  “You don’t
understand what you’re getting.”  Her eyes looked at the grass
by his knees as she spoke in a melancholic murmur.  “Don’t be
fooled I’m only a newly reformed alcoholic and the precipice is
never far away.  I’ve spent years of my life in an alcoholic
haze.  I’ve got a Tudor rose tattoo in the middle of my back
between my shoulder blades; I don’t even remember having it
done.  I’ve woken up in prison cells, in my own vomit, and
longing for a drink.  I’ve been convicted of drunk and
disorderly four times and shoplifting once.  I don’t remember
going into the store, let alone trying to walk out with an umbrella
stand under my anorak.”

She jilted her eyes upwards to look into his.  “I want to
believe that I’ve found a reason to ditch the drink.  A reason
to hang on to sobriety, to live a normal life, but…”  She
sought for words, “But my life has never worked that way. 
Good things just don’t happen to me.”

He kissed her again.  “Believe now?”

“Not quite,” she murmured.

So he kissed her again.

 


           
Willow and Henry’s route lay beside a trickling stream along a
footpath that on occasion was only wide enough for one.  He’d
started to hold her hand about five minutes into the walk and now
didn’t let go of it even when they were walking in single
file.  After twenty minutes of walking they came across a bend
in the stream and a set of stepping stones.  He let go and
they hip-hopped over the stones to sit on an old stone bench. 
As soon as they sat down he put his arm around her shoulders and
she shuffled up to sit hip to hip.  They watched a flycatcher
dart around over the river, Willow wondered what he would do
next.  Wondered what she should do next.  His eyes
switched from watching the deftly manoeuvring bird to her
face.  She suddenly felt drab and wished that she’d done
something else with her make-up and put in different
ear-rings.  He fingered a small ring that was in the top on
her left ear.  “Did that hurt?”

“Like a million bees having a party.”

He frowned, “Then why?”

He’d watched her, from time to time, finger this ring as if it
were giving her permanent discomfort. “Because it was my decision:
my last husband told me that I’d be a fool if I had it done as I
was too old for such things.  I had it done the day I got the
formal divorce papers.”

“So it’s a symbol of your freedom.”

She wondered where this conversation was leading.  “Sort
of.”

She lifted up her blue cotton skirt to reveal a tattoo that ran
around her left thigh like a closely clinging Celtic garter. 
“I had this done after my first husband.  He’d told me that
only whores had tattoos, after finding him in bed with my mother I
felt like a whore.”  She paused and pointed to her shallow
breasts, “I had this after my second.”

She saw the bewilderment of his face.  “Just after I
married him I found a lump in my right breast.  It scared the
life out of me as my mother and an aunt died of breast cancer,
grandma might have had breast cancer as well.  It turned out
to be benign, but it set me thinking.”  He voice dropped in
cadence, “I couldn’t bare the thought of dying like my
mother.  I’d read about women in my position who’d had a
double mastectomy, just in case.  I tried talking it over with
him, but he said that I was neurotic and that if I went to a GP
about it I was more likely to see a psychologist than a
surgeon.”  She took in a sort of wavering sharp double intake
of breath.   “I had a double mastectomy a year after the
marriage was annulled.  Call me stupid if you like, call me
anything you want, but the relief afterwards was like a load lifted
of my shoulders.”  She paused.  “These are totally false,
just a couple of small silicone implants. She gazed across the
river.  “The surgeon who performed the operation sent my
breasts for examination in the laboratory.”  She swallowed as
if fighting back vomit

“I was told that they showed the genetic mutation BRCA1, which
meant that I had every chance of developing breast cancer at a
relatively early age.” 

He rubbed her shoulder with his hand. “So you did the right
thing.”

She shrugged, “Surgeon also told me that such developments were
easily countered by drugs these days and that had I talked over my
family history with my GP there might have been another course of
action.”

Henry slightly shook his head and raised his eyebrows, “Then why
did he do the operation in the first place?”

“She, not he.  I went private, they don’t do such things on
the NHS without an awful lot of bother.  In America they don’t
ask many questions, they just take the money.”

They sat in silence.  Henry didn’t speak for a few minutes
and Willow’s heart was in her mouth.  She knew that she’d have
to tell him sometime about her body and wondered if this would be a
final turn-off for him.  “I guess,” he said compassionately,
“men have let you down.” 

He suddenly swung to face her speaking firmly, “When I’m married
I don’t sleep around, well actually I just don’t sleep
around.  I haven’t got a wife tucked away rearing children I
won’t pay for and I don’t go in for nude bathing with basketball
teams or treat my wife to the odd bit of violence.”  He ran
his fingers down her plait.  He gave a half-laugh.  “I
suppose I’m a bit boring really.”  He ran his fingers
delicately up her plait.  “But I can promise that I’d treat
you with respect and devotion.”

She tried to stop her pulse racing.  “But every time you
see my body, you’ll see the marks of my previous husbands.”

He gently massaged the back of her neck.  “So what? 
Their just physical things, we both know that previous marriages
leave psychological scars, memories and potential comparisons,
besides. I’ve got ‘Sally’ tattooed on my left buttock.”  His
voice dropped an octave.  “We had it done while we were in the
Maldives.  I had her name tattooed on my buttock and she had
mine tattooed on hers, it seemed sort of romantic.  It
certainly made her very happy.  She died the next day.”

They sat in silence again.  She decided that she had to be
sure.  “What about the mastectomy, does it mean I’m a
neurotic?  How do you feel about neurotics?”

He rubbed the back of her neck again.  “You did what you
thought was right, it your situation I might have done the
same.  I doesn’t change who you are.  I didn’t come here
looking for a pair of breasts, I came looking for a soulmate.”

He thought they might kiss, but a fisherman, complete with giant
fishing tackle box, came near them and started to set up, so the
moment was lost.










Chapter 21
Leftovers


When everyone had left the lounge Riona and Cameron were alone
for the first time sitting in separate side-by-side
armchairs.  She looked at him, he looked exhausted, both
physically and emotionally.  “You OK?”

He nodded, “Vicar gave me the collywobbles, whatever got into
her?”

Riona grinned, “I asked her for a letter confirming the exact
time she proclaimed us man and wife, it rather took by
surprise.”

She watched his eyes, “It’s not just that is it?”

He half shrugged, half shook his head and half slumped into his
chair, “It’s the seriousness of it all, I thought it would be easy
but…”

Riona bit her bottom lip, the gold teeth glinted in the
sunlight.  “But being saddled with a dowdy woman wasn’t in the
contract.”

Cameron’s eyes opened wide and he sprang to his feet, “That’s
not it at all, I’ve never thought that you are dowdy.”  He
started to pace up and down.  “It’s just the importance of it,
it’s not bachelor and spinster anymore it’s man and wife and
there’s no going back.”

She tried for a jocular smile without fooling herself or
Cameron, “Divorce is easy.”

He suddenly grabbed her hands, “I meant what I said in the
church and I said it before God – that’s important to me, you don’t
cheat on what you say to God - you’re my wife, for better for
worse, for richer for poorer.”

He squeezed her hands, “But it’s not for the ‘richer’ bit, I
didn’t do it for the money OK, I never want you thinking that no
matter what happens.”

She held his hands, “Then why did you do it.”

He filed his lungs with air, closed his eyes and sighed,
“Because you needed a husband, because I was there and,” he
hesitated, “and because I never thought that I would ever marry,
I’m not too good with girls.  I don’t seem to have the right
polite conversation, or find an easy manner, or have what they find
attractive.  Give me a piece of software and I can fathom it
out, give me a woman and…”

He trailed off into silence.  She bit her lip again, “It
was the kiss wasn’t it?  Sort of brought it home, we’re now
responsible for each other.”

His blond eyebrows furrowed and his brow wrinkled, “Not
responsible.”  He sort for the right word, “beholden, we’re
beholden to each other.”

She licked her front teeth, “Regret that.”

He looked into her eyes, “Not at all; feels kind of
satisfying.”

He swallowed so hard she could see his Adam’s apple bob up an
down, “But I meant what I said, I won’t force myself on you, if you
want it platonic then it’s platonic.”

She suddenly let go of his hands and retreated into the safety
of her own armchair. Cameron realized that she was unexpectedly
distraught, almost to the point of anguish.  She sat with
shoulder slumped and eyes downcast, she muttered waveringly, “I
should have said, but I didn’t think that…”

Cameron murmured gently, “Said what?”

Her deep blue eyes fixed on him with a painfully sad expression,
“I’m not too good at physical contact.”  She sort of
shuddered, Cameron waited.

She chewed on her bottom lip and some meagre edge of defiance
crept into her voice.  “I was bullied at school OK?”

Cameron maintained eye contact, “Badly?”

Riona looked away, “Constantly until I teamed up with Harriet at
the school in Suffolk.”

She suddenly looked back at Cameron, “You’ve no idea what it’s
like, you’re scared of walking around every corner, night-time
becomes a nightmare, crowded staircases become a place of
fear.” 

She shuddered again, “So please don’t approach me from behind
without making a noise so I know that you’re there and please
please don’t expect me to sleep in the dark.”

Tears trickled down her face, Cameron replied gently, “Then I’ll
take my cues from you and if I get out of line…”

She gave a half sob, “I don’t know, I don’t know – even being
examined by a nurse gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

She suddenly gave a sheepish grin, “This isn’t quite what you
expected is it?  I’m sorry, sort of false pretences.”

Cameron shook his head, “Nothing to be sorry about, marriage is
about starting where we are and wherever we are we’re nowhere near
anything really physical.”  He held out his hands, she grasped
them and he whispered, “But you’re my wife and I’ve promised to
look after you and I will.”

They smiled at each other, she let go and pulled a large white
handkerchief out of the pocket of her voluminous skirt and wiped
her eyes after blowing her nose like an express train emerging from
a tunnel.  Cameron watched her carefully, whatever he had
expected it was not this.  “Didn’t your parents or the
teachers stop it?”

Riona gave a bitter half-laugh, “Some of the teachers were just
as bad and my glorious step-mother told me that it would be
character building and she wasn’t interested in my whining and that
I shouldn’t be ungrateful for the money that was being lavished on
my education.”

Cameron understood and he didn’t understand; his schooldays had
been bully-free and a time of happiness not fear.  He said as
tenderly as he could manage, “You must talk to me about it, I need
to understand and it might help you to tell someone the truth.”

She nodded but didn’t speak.  Cameron rubbed her fingers
with his thumbs, “I might not be what you expect either. 
Chaplain at the university said that one of my problems is that I
become too absorbed in my work.”

He glanced away, “It’s when I’m writing a difficult piece of
software, it sort of preys on your mind.  I’ve even been known
to go into work at two in the morning when I think I’ve had a
bright idea.”

She frowned, she was missing something.  She backtracked on
what he’d told her.  “Chaplain?  Knew you well did
he?”

Cameron smiled, “He provided me with an oasis, he gave me the
key to the chapel.  I could creep away from the crowds and get
some peace.”

They sat gazing at one another for a few minutes.  Cameron
did not let go of her hands.  Eventually he spoke, quietly and
respectfully, “Excuse me asking, but your front teeth, why
gold?”

Riona responded by flicking her tongue over them, Cameron was
beginning to like that involuntary movement as he found it somehow
slightly erotic.  “Another legacy from my step-mother. 
Had my mouth banged against a hand-basin when I was nearly
sixteen.”

She saw the amazement in Cameron’s eyes and shrugged, “Some
hockey teams are bad losers and I’d scored ten goals against one of
them.  Anyway my precious step-mother visited me in the
A&E department and then whisked me off to a private
dentist.  He talked about fitting crowns rather than wearing a
plate, in any case step-mother thought that removable false teeth
were downright common.  I suppose I was naïve, I just assumed
that he’d fit standard crowns, I’ve got two others on my bottom
teeth here.”

She opened her mouth and pointed to two pre-molars.  “That
wasn’t hockey, that was horse-riding.”

She closed her mouth, “I turned up about a fortnight later, in
raving agony I might add, and he fitted the crowns.  It wasn’t
until he showed me my teeth in a mirror that I realised that they
were gold.  By then they could have been made out of pink
plastic, I hate dentists and I certainly wasn’t going to object and
have them taken off.”

She sighed, “I tackled my step-mother about it later, she’ told
me that it would build my character and make me distinctive. 
It did that all-right.”

Carson rolled his eyes, “The ASVB5, it’s got ‘A gold tooth
design,’ engraved behind the power transformer!”

She nodded, “Quite so.”

She became timid and unconfident, “Do they bother you, I mean if
they do…”

He grasped her hands again, “Not at all, you keep them.” 
He felt her relax.

They would have talked all afternoon, except that they were
interrupted by a harassed Angela.  She gazed at them briefly,
“If you’re not walking, would you mind driving the minibus round to
the picnic site?”  She asked.  “We’ve included an iced
date and walnut cake.”

Riona licked her lips and Cameron knew that he was doomed; he
hated date and walnut cake.  However, this was his wedding day
so he resolved to put on a brave face, especially as it meant so
much to Riona.

 


           
Treasa pushed her plate away.  “You’re right about this place,
haven’t had a fish curry in years.”

She watched him down the second half of his pint of beer and
took a sip of her orange juice.  She tried to look
casual.  “So what will you wife think about you bringing me
here?”

He looked momentarily phased and then looked at his left
hand.  “Oh,” he said.  “Oh, I’m not married, I’m a
widower.”

She waited and eventually he shrugged.  “We weren’t married
long, just eight months.”

He fidgeted, “Seven months actually.  Seven months one week
three days and five hours.  She died in childbirth.”

He looked over her shoulder at nothing in particular.  “And
yes, she was pregnant when I married her and yes it was a
mistake.  We got drunk at a Christmas party and I sort of let
things get out of hand.” He swallowed nervously.  “We decided
to try and make a go of it and I’ve no idea if it would have worked
out.  She was nearly three weeks overdue when she went into
labour and spent over a day in the maternity unit getting nowhere
before she let them go for an emergency caesarean.  She died
of shock, he was already dead by the time they cut her open.”

His voice was all matter of fact, his eyes were telling a
different story.  He appeared to come to and said flatly, “It
was all years ago, twelve years ago, we were very young.”

He raised a black eyebrow, “You married?”

She gave a false laugh, “No.  Men find small women erotic
on occasions, but they’d rather court someone their own size.”

She took a sip of orange juice, there was one matter she had to
broach and broach swiftly for both of their sakes.  “Do you
still want children?”  She tried to ask casually.

He gripped the side of the table so hard his knuckles turned
white.  “Not sure,” he grunted.

“Not sure?”  She echoed.

She waited for a reply; anxiety crossed his face followed by
hesitancy.  “I know most women want children,” he said
carefully, “but I’m not sure I could go though it all again. 
Having your wife die in your arms with you dead son lying next door
is not an experience I want to repeat.”

His voice dropped an octave.  “She had the caesarean; they
delivered my dead son and then sewed her up and told me she’d be
alright.  She died in my arms before I could tell her the
child was dead.”

Treasa tried to imagine the scene.  She took a large breath
through her nose before saying quietly, “I don’t have that
option.  Doctors say I’m small because that’s the way some
people are, what didn’t help was that I never went to a GP until I
was sixteen and by then it was too late.”

“Too late for what?”

“For my ovaries, by then they’d shrunk to the size of peanuts,
so no glorious flood of hormones, no growth spurt and no chance of
ever having a child.  I’m not a true midget, I’m too tall for
that anyway, it’s not a genetic abortion it was a physiological
failure.”

He gazed at her, “I wouldn’t call you a physiological
failure.  You’re all woman.  Not as big as some I admit,
but all woman.”

He finished his pint.  He indicated a path on the other
side of the country lane.  “That little tarmac path leads to a
boating lake of sorts, fancy a stroll?”

She didn’t need to be asked twice and he didn’t hesitate to lead
her down to his very favourite spot.  They’d started to talk
and now he didn’t want to let the moment pass.










Chapter 22
Cinema


Supper was in the Library twenty minutes early, so was
Riona.  She was examining the various heated containers when
Roberta arrived.  “Curry, rice, goulash and sautéed
potatoes.  Plus some salad.”  She announced.

Roberta gave a broad smile and flopped into an armchair. 
“How can you?  That picnic was enormous.”

Riona grinned, “So was the gingham cloth we all sat on, well
most of us.  You and Ben seemed to have hit it off.”

Roberta gave a shy smile, “Do you think he’s a good man?”

Riona thought that he’d be a bloody marvellous man to take on an
alcoholic, even if she was as beautiful as the sirens of old. 
“He looks it,” she said diplomatically.

Roberta sat in the chair with her head back against the top and
closed her eyes, “Then I must be dreaming.”

Riona sat on the arm of her chair.  “I think we all
must.  You know I thought that this Soulmate agency was a load
of codswallop, but it seems to have worked for us.”

Roberta opened her eyes and grinned, “And Willow, least I think
it has.  I passed her and Henry a few moments ago, not that
they noticed as they were kissing so hard they might end up stuck
together for life.”

Riona grinned, “I thought that that was the idea of this place,
ending up stuck together for life.”

Roberta looked blank for a few seconds and then a slow smile
spread over her face, “Oh, yes.”

Willow and Henry duly arrived looking like a pair of love-struck
teenagers.  ““Curry, rice, goulash and sautéed potatoes. 
Plus some salad.”  She announced again.

“Where’s your husband?”  Cooed Willow

Riona blinked, assimilated the statement, processed it, and came
up with Cameron; it sent a shiver down her spine.  “Having a
shower, I think.”

She was saved from further embarrassment by the arrival of
Gwen.  She breezed in wearing a pale pink chiffon designer
dress that looked like it had been attacked by a seamstress with a
scissors complex.  For all the money it must have cost it made
her look like a pantomime dame without the appropriate wig.

 


           
By the time they reached coffee conversation had turned to families
and siblings in particular.  Gwen rolled her tiny brown eyes,
“Brothers!  Don’t talk to me about brothers!  I’ve got
three and I don’t think any of them know how to turn on a vacuum
cleaner, but my they know how to lift a pint of bitter.”

Roberta, unwise to the ways of brothers, looked shocked. 
“They can’t be that bad.”

Gwen rolled her eyes again and used her full amateur dramatic
expertise as she did so.  “Oh no?  Rang out her Welsh
tones.  “Let me tell you they are slobs of the first
order.  When I arrived from India to look after mother I found
out that the next-door neighbour, who is 70 if she’s a day, was
doing all their laundry and the dustbin was full to overflowing
with take-away wrappers.  I cooked and cleaned for them while
I nursed mother through her last dying weeks and did any of them
lift a finger?  Of course not.  Demeaning it is you see
for a man to wash up a few dishes.  The day after the funeral
I told them I wasn’t staying as there was more to life than looking
after them.  And you know what my father said?”

Her eyes swept the room like a storyteller, “He said that the
only way I’d get a life was to wear a veil and marry an Arab or
start visiting a home for the blind.  Did I get any thanks for
seventeen weeks hard labour – no.  Did my father thank me for
easing the dying moments of his wife – no.  Slobs they are and
slobs they’ll remain.”

Willow stopped smiling at Henry and looked at Gwen.  “So
what are they doing now?”

Gwen gave a mischievous grin, “According to Mrs Jones, she lives
next door but one, their house is a pigs-sty and the pub has
refused to serve them anymore on account of their tally; mum used
to pay it for them you see.  So now they have to go down to
the labour club, stick in the throat that will as they’re all
staunch Conservatives since Labour put up the price of booze to
include policing costs.”

She picked up small plate of goulash and started eating. 
Derek sat and watched.  There was no doubt in his mind. 
She was ugly, ungainly, unnaturally proportioned, unenglish and
definitely for him.

 


           
After eating they drifted to the cinema room.  It proved to be
full of high-tech equipment, four small two-seat settees and two
armchairs.  They stood in a row and gazed at the shelves
containing DVDs and videos; nobody knew what to choose. 
Eventually Henry clapped his hands.  “I propose,” he said as
if a judge, “That we get Willow to choose for us, after all she is
the expert!”

There were choruses of approval as Willow shot him a black
look.  She liked choosing for herself, not others.  Her
eyes flicked along the shelves and then stopped.  “Right,” she
announced, “if we’re going to see a film we’ll se a real film.”

She pulled a reel of 16mm film from the top shelf, opened up the
side of the forlorn looking film projector and expertly threaded
the film.  She surveyed the sound equipment coupled up to the
projector, set the right hand knob to the appropriate input,
flicked all the switches to ‘mono’ and looked at Henry. 
“Lights!”  She barked.

There was a rush for the settees and Henry turned out the
lights.  “Ladies and Gentlemen,” Willow announced.  “You
are about to see a classic Ealing comedy.  She turned the
projector feed on, waited about thirty seconds and turned on the
projector bulb and sound.  The title page filled the screen
proclaiming Kind Hearts and Coronets as the scratchy music
filled the room.  She crept to the back settee, slipped in
next to Henry and bit his ear before she gave him a long lingering
kiss.  It must have been years since they had both canoodled
in the back seat of a cinema, but they weren’t out of
practise. 

 


           
Roberta, on the other hand, was mesmerised.  Yes she held
Ben’s right hand with a passion and enjoyed his left arm behind
her, but she had never seen the film, let alone seen it as a 16mm
movie.  So the experience was new.  Ben, fortunately, was
quite content to just sit squashed up against his beauty and enjoy
her proximity.

 


           
Derek and Gwen sat in the other rear settee that they had moved
slightly sideways so that Gwen could see the screen.  It took
five minutes before Derek put his arm around her and three
milliseconds after that for Gwen to snuggle up against him and rest
her head against his chest.  She smelt of a delicate perfume
and baby shampoo.  They both actually watched the film, and
enjoyed it, but they enjoyed each other’s presence more

 


           
Riona and Cameron sat in the left hand front settee and just held
hands as they watched the film, neither of them taking much in as
their thoughts were beginning to turn elsewhere.  What on
earth were they going to do when the film ended?

 


           
Treasa and George sat in a cinema of a different kind, his home
cinema.  After talking beside the small lake he’d taken her
for a cream tea in a hotel and they’d talked about what they
enjoyed.  Somewhat sheepishly he’d told her of his home cinema
and now she was sitting in it having swiftly explored the rest of
his tiny house on the pretext of going to the toilet.  As she
watched the old faithful Calendar Girls being projected
onto the wall before her, and audibly transferred to here on Dolby
7.1 sound, her thoughts were racing.  The house spoke to her
of loneliness, just a single bed with a single wardrobe and a
single bedside cabinet in the bedroom.  A kitchen that was
both clean and devoid of any major food items except breakfast
cereal.  A tiny lounge that had just two armchairs and a
coffee table and the ambience of a display rather than a lived-in
room and this room with the home cinema.  This was in a
different category.  This was where George really lived. 
Originally it had probably been designed to be the living room so
it was the largest room in the house, it was dominated by two
things, technical equipment and bookcases.  The technical
equipment consisted of the home cinema system, satellite TV and a
coupled Hi-fi.  The bookcases were full of DVDs, some
personally recorded, most distributed films.  She’d glanced
along the shelves and he had a wide range of films from 1940s
classics to current blockbusters and from Shakespearean theatre to
animated cartoons.  All this, and the drinks cabinet in the
corner, told her that when he was off-duty this was all he
did.  Her thoughts turned to the film, he’d chosen it, but why
choose such a picture?  Yes it was funny and well acted, but
did it subconsciously mean that he wanted her to pose nude?

 


           
After Kind Hearts and Coronets, which everybody agreed was
a good choice, they all drifted away.  Riona took Cameron to
her suite and closed the door.  “How many rooms you got in
your suite?”  She asked pensively.

Cameron wondered where this was leading.  “Three, sitting
room, bedroom and bathroom.”

She relaxed, “I’ve got four.  Sitting room, bathroom,
bedroom and a child’s bedroom.”

He got her drift.  “You want me to sleep in there?”

She shook her head, “I will.”

“Is the bed made up?”

“No, but that’s no problem.”

She took him into the corridor, looked up and down and then
opened the linen cupboard.  Within a few minutes they’d made
up a bed.  He went back to his own suite and picked up a few
bits and pieces, including his shaving tackle and clothes for the
following day.  He wondered about not playing a charade and
sleeping in his own bed, fortunately he realised that option would
raise so many questions from the others, and Angela, that it wasn’t
even worth considering.  On his way back to Riona’s suite (was
it now their suite?) he passed Willow and Henry smooching outside
her bedroom door, he tried not to smile and not to be envious of
such an easy physical relationship.  On his return he found
that Riona had already changed for bed.  Cameron tried to be
the macho man.  “Look this is your suite and I’ll be quite
happy to…”

She placed a finger against his lips, “My privilege, besides
it’s what I want, OK?”

He had to agree.  She walked across the room and into the
single bedroom.  She paused, looked at him with tenderness in
her eyes, and whispered, “It won’t always be like this,” before
closing the door.  Cameron sat on the edge of his bed for a
long time thinking about the day, trying to analyse exactly what he
felt, or did not feel, for Riona and pondering the future. 
With most of his reflections only leading to more questions he laid
down well after Midnight.   For some time he lay in bed
looking at the light shining through the gap under Riona’s door,
and to the just audible sound of somebody or other’s piano concerto
drifting through the woodwork, wondering if he should go into
her.  Eventually tiredness made the decision for him for he
fell asleep as he pondered.  Likewise, for a long time after
she retired to the tiny bedroom Riona watched the door.  The
romantic part of her wanted Cameron to come in and sweep her off of
her feet, the emotionally damaged side wanted him to stay as far
away as possible.  However, just before she drifted off to
sleep she realized that she had not, as was her usual practice,
locked the door and placed a chair under the doorknob.

 


           
Treasa flashed George a smile as he turned the lights back
on.  He’d sat beside her on the settee for the whole film and
not made one physical move.  She knew that there could be two
reasons for this, one; he did not fancy her and two; he did, but
her diminutive size made it psychologically difficult.  Four
years ago a lighting engineer had started to take her out from time
to time, eventually he dumped her in favour of the make-up
artist.  His rationale was simple, embracing her made him feel
like a child molester.  She stood up and smoothed her skirt
down, “I’d better be getting back,” she purred.  “They might
lock me out.”

Disappointment flashed across his face.  “If they do, I
know a hundred ways of breaking in,” he quipped.

 


           
Willow and Henry eventually parted from their goodnight kiss and
canoodle.  Both of them knew that they were acting like a pair
of love-struck teenagers and neither cared.  Willow turned and
put her hand on the door handle; the door opened.  “Oh,” she
said as if surprised, “I’d forgotten.  If the door’s unlocked
you can walk straight in!”  She flashed him with a glint of
her mischievous green eyes and a toothy smile before disappearing
through the opened door.

 


           
Henry walked back to his suite, changed into his pyjamas, spent ten
minutes thoroughly brushing his teeth and then sat down in an
armchair.  This was a defining moment.  He reasoned he
could do one of two things, maybe three.  The invitation had
been clear, go to her and cement their relationship.  On the
other hand he could not go to her, though this could possible end
the relationship.  The third way, to not go and continue as if
he hadn’t heard the invitation was really a non-starter and he knew
it.  He thought long and hard.  Did he want to wake up
every day and see her toothy grin, thin frame and green mischievous
eyes?   Did he want to share his life with Willow or was
the lure of going down the corridor one of mere sex?  What did
he actually feel for Willow?  Had they given themselves enough
time?  Was it just an infatuation that would pass when they
left this hothouse of a dating agency?  He stretched out his
legs, remembering that her legs were longer.  He knew that
some men would just go and sleep with Willow and ask questions
afterwards, but that was not his style.  He’d been brought up
a Catholic and relationships were sacred.  He pondered about
trying to tell Willow that it was marriage first and sex after, but
he knew their hormones were racing, their emotions stirred and the
prospect of mutual coupling almost unbelievably exiting.The
thoughts whirled in his mind and he sat, as if comatose, trying to
make a decision; which was it, head or heart?

 


           
While he was thinking Gwen was padding down the corridor, but not
towards Derek’s suite.  She was dressed entirely in black;
black jeans, black sweatshirt, black cotton gloves, black trainers,
with the silver luminescent stripe blacked over, and a black
bag-on-a-belt around her waist.  She reached the staircase,
listened and silently moved up the stairs.  Once at the top
she adopted a flat-foot walking mode to spread her weight and
minimise floorboard creaking as she made her way along the corridor
to the main office.  She opened the office door and slipped
inside to stand still and take in the layout.  Fortunately it
was a bright moonlit night and she could make out two desks, four
filing cabinets and a large white board on which was scribbled:
Ben/Riona 2:1 on, Derek/Willow 10:1,  Henry/Roberta 20:1,
Gwen/Anyone 250/1.  She walked over and tried the first filing
cabinet, it was locked.  She fished a pencil beam torch and a
magnifying glass out of her bag to study the code on the
lock.  She re-fished in her bag and brought out a small key;
it did not work.  Three master keys later the drawer glided
open for her to purse her lips; it was not what she was looking
for, this was the application files to the agency.  She shut
and locked the cabinet before trying the next-but one.  This
contained what she was looking for and she opened a few files, took
some photographs with a neat digital camera and put them
back.  She then turned her attention to the computer on the
second desk.  She turned down the loudspeakers and turned it
on.  Once the password screen appeared she tried a few of the
usual password, ‘Password,’ ‘Computer,’ ‘Access,’ and so on. 
All to no avail.  She then tried ‘Soulmate’ followed by Minton
and a couple of combinations.  All to no avail.  She
sighed and tried ‘etamlous,’ the computer sprang into life. 
She extracted a small box from her bag and plugged its lead into
one of the computer’s USB ports before starting to copy the entire
contents of the data files.  She sat back on her haunches to
wait, after a minute she stood up, reopened the filing cabinet with
the application files and extracted Derek’s file.  She paused
and then started to read it by the light of her torch. 
Towards the end she raised an eyebrow.  She put the file back,
disconnected her little box, carefully shut down the computer and
padded back to her room.  All in all it had been a successful
mission, a very successful mission that she’d accomplished in just
under an hour.  However, she knew that her night’s work had
just begun; she now had the files she wanted, she just had to
analyse them.

 

As Gwen’s door closed nearby Henry came out of his reverie, he
glanced into his bedroom to realise that he didn’t want to be alone
any more and that he’d rather wake up to Willow than wake up to
nobody.  He briefly pondered if there was somebody better for
him, perhaps his new secretary?  He smiled, not in a million
years, she didn’t have the eloquence of Willow, nor the poise, nor
the…  He laughed to himself, if he was comparing other women
to Willow then she was the right women for him.  He rose,
padded down the corridor, hesitated outside Willow’s door and then
entered.  She was sitting in Chinese silk dressing gown with
her long legs crossed and a delightful smile.  “I hoped you’d
come” She said.

As the door closed they started their long embrace.

 


           
Treasa, on the other hand, just longed for an embrace.  George
had been the perfect gentleman.  He’d brought her back, opened
the car door for her and said goodnight.  He hadn’t attempted
to kiss her or for that matter try for any physical contact. 
She sat on the side of her bed and felt slightly miserable; she’d
tried her best and once again failed to attract a man. 
“Doomed,” she said to herself, “Doomed to be alone.”










Chapter 23
The Morning After


Cameron was brought out of a deep and comfortable sleep by two
almost simultaneous events.  The first was a gentle knock at
the door and the second was Riona, in a pair of pastel lilac silk
pyjamas, scampering across the bedroom and throwing herself into
bed beside him.  She hissed into his surprised ear, “Say ‘come
in!’”

He obliged and a young woman put her head around the bedroom
door noted a sleepy Cameron and an eyes-closed Riona beside
him.  “Breakfast as ordered sir.”

The door closed and Riona’s eyes magically opened.  Cameron
slid his arm under Riona’s shoulders, “Well this is a nice
surprise.”

She wriggled to get comfortable and inadvertently brought
herself closer to him, “Under-stairs gossip,” she hissed.  “In
a place like this if they ever thought we slept apart they’d be
running a sweepstakes on how long to a divorce.”

He enjoyed the warmth of her closeness, “I did wonder last night
if…”

She wriggled slightly to rearrange the duvet over her feet and
whispered, “When I’m ready I’ll come to you – promise.”

The matter settled they lay together in warm bliss and fell back
to sleep.

 


           
Cameron woke first about an hour later, his awakening was caused by
the screaming agony of his right arm which lay trapped under
Riona’s surprisingly bony shoulders in much the same way fallen
climbers lay trapped under disturbed boulders.  He managed to
extract his arm and massage it back into life without, he thought,
disturbing Riona.  He donned a lush white dressing gown that
hung on the back of the door and padded into the sitting room where
a hostess trolley with a steaming pot of coffee lay in wait. 
He poured himself a cup.

“Pour one for me,” came from the doorway as Riona emerged
wearing a similar dressing gown.  He dutifully poured out a
second cup as Riona peered into the depths of the trolley and then
extracted a plate of croissants and a pair of sandwiches. 
Cameron eyed the sandwiches, “What are they?”

“Bacon and fried egg, special order.  They said treat the
place like a five star hotel so I have, can’t stand communal
breakfast”

Cameron shuddered at the thought of the sandwiches and helped
himself to a croissant and sat down.  Riona took a sandwich
and sat beside Cameron on the settee, she tucked in almost
immediately only briefly pausing to check that Cameron was happy
with the croissants.

 


           
Once breakfast, which turned out to be a brief affair, was over
Cameron poured himself a second cup of coffee (or was it his
third?), “What’s on the agenda today?”

Riona licked her lips and then wiped her mouth on a paper
napkin, “Goodness knows, the briefing papers we got just say
‘Bonding Questionnaire.’”

Cameron sipped the coffee and said softly, “I rather meant with
us.”

She licked her teeth, removing a small fragment of bread from
the left incisor.  She looked out of the window into a far
away place.  “As far as my family is concerned it’s a waiting
game regarding my father’s health.”  She looked back to him
and then performed her peculiar trick of instantly turning from a
self-assured lady into an uncertain woman.  She moved towards
him, it could not have been more than a few millimetres since they
were already sitting hip to hip, but the intention made Carson’s
heart do funny things.  She leant against him.  “I know
that ours isn’t a conventional marriage, we’ve sort of started the
wrong way round, marriage first and getting to know each other
second.  There’s so much I want to tell you and I do want to
be a MacLeod not a Hardcastle.  Hardcastles are
money-grabbing, overbearing and out for themselves, I don’t want to
be a Hardcastle.”

Carson decided not to inform her just yet of some of the MacLeod
clan history.  “If that’s what you want.”

She turned her large deep blue eyes onto his; she swallowed, “It
is.  There’s been enough deceit and money grabbing in this
family to last several lifetimes I want to start a new era and I
want to try my best at our marriage.  It didn’t start out that
way, but when we kissed in church…”

Her eyes appealed for succour, he gave her shoulder a gentle
massage.  “I know, I felt it too.  We’ve got a lifetime
to talk to each other, let’s try to settle into some routine, well
as much routine as this place allows.”

He thought a little, “Do you still want to carry on with the
programme here?  I mean we are married and if you want we
could opt out.”

She bit her bottom lip, “What do you want?”

He massaged her shoulder again, “I just want to be with
you.”

Her eyes mellowed, “You mean that?”

“Mean what?”

“That you want to be with me and that we have a lifetime to talk
to each other.”

“I hope so, it’s what I said in church and I’ll do my best to be
a good husband.”  He made sure he had eye contact, “And I mean
it when I say adultery is not on the agenda.  Whatever has
happened in your family you can trust me to be faithful to
you.”

She leant forward and lightly kissed his cheek, it was to Carson
as if he’d been caressed by a minor electric current.  She
withdrew before he could physically respond.  They sat
together in silence for a few minutes enjoying the proximity of
each other and the view down to the trees.  Riona stirred
first, “We’d better get ready for action.  I know it sounds
silly that we continue the programme here now we are married, but I
rather feel that it is a good way to get to know one another,
besides…”

“Besides what?”

“Besides we’ve paid, and might as well get our money’s
worth.”

He gazed into her eyes, “I fear I have far exceeded the
expectations of my budget.”

For that he got another electrifying kiss on the cheek before
she fled to the bathroom.

 


           
Willow woke up and felt the overwhelming desperate need for a
cigarette that she experienced every morning.  The patches
were good during the day, but at night they just did not last long
enough.  She contemplated making a foray into the outside
waste-bin as she turned over and spotted Henry.  Memories of
the previous night flooded her brain and she smiled.  She had
been so worried that her message might not be understood or that he
might not want to come or that he would come and it would be a
disaster.  But none of that had happened, he had come and it
certainly had not been a disaster.  Thoughts of cigarettes
temporarily disappeared from her brain to be replaced by the
uncertainty of the immediate future.  Did he regard this as a
one night stand, as a notch in the bedpost?  Did he have other
plans, did he…  She frowned, she was thinking along the wrong
lines; what did she want.  She gazed at him.  She knew
that she was besotted and that infatuations could be
temporary.  She was also a woman of the world, a thrice
married woman of the world.  She knew what she wanted, she
wanted a partnership.  She subconsciously twiddled her upper
ear-ring; she wanted life long commitment, she wanted mar… 
She made herself pause.  She’d been married three times, well
to be legally accurate two times, and marriage had brought her
nothing but misery, would a fourth be any better?

 


           
Her thoughts were dissipated by Henry opening his eyes.  She
watched disorientation, bewilderment and realisation pass across
them.  He smiled, “Morning gorgeous,”

His hand popped up from under the duvet and he ran his fingers
down her arm, it caused an explosion of emotions within her. 
She rolled forward and kissed him.  “We could go for
breakfast, or…”

He kissed back, “I’ll choose the ‘or,’”

Their bodies met in a mutual explosion of joy.  Day begun
as night had finished.


           
Angela swept regally into the breakfast room to be confronted by
only four people.  Treasa she knew was a write-off as far as
the agency was concerned, she’d half expected Riona and Cameron not
to be there, after all they were married, but the non-appearance of
Willow and Henry was a surprise.  She sat down, “This morning
we…”

She was interrupted by the arrival of Cameron and Riona, who
shot into the room like a pair of escaping jackrabbits.  She
gave them the briefest of smiles.  “This morning we have what
we call out Bonding Questionnaire, although it is probably best
described at an attitude questionnaire.”  She waved a small
velvet bag.  “There are four of these bags and they are
identical.  In them are twelve dominoes on which are written
some discussion topics.”  She furnished another brief
smile.  “These questions are not random, they are compiled
from a recent survey of what couples find most divisive in their
relationships, so talking about them now may prevent misery in the
future.”

She drummed her fingers on the armchair, “Since morning coffee
does not seem to be on the usual agenda for this group none will be
provided today, however there are small kitchenettes at both ends
of the first floor and if you would like some you can make your
own.”

Riona thwacked her sandals together, today’s pair, which were
constructed just like every other pair she wore, had brown straps
to match her brown toenails.  “Well I’d like coffee in
here.”

“Sounds a good idea to me,” Chorused Gwen.

“Hmm, better than making our own.”  Agreed Roberta.

“And biscuits,” Added Riona, “Nice handmade biscuits.”

Angela left, muttering darkly about people not making their
minds up, as Riona scooped up two felt bags and tossed them to Gwen
and Roberta.  Without a word the other two couples left and
Riona dropped down into a settee next to Cameron.  She fished
about in the bag and pulled out a domino.  She squinted at it
and then laughed, “You’ll have to read the damn thing, haven’t got
my contacts in.”

Cameron’s bushy eyebrows twitched, “You wear contact
lenses?”

“Don’t say you haven’t noticed?”

He shook his head as she passed him the oblong wooden
tile.  He glanced at it and groaned, “The subject is in-laws
and the question is ‘Would your partner embarrass your family or
would they be an embarrassment to you?”

“No contest,” said Riona immediately.  “My family is a
total embarrassment.”

Cameron stroked his chin and remarked, quietly, “Mine’s not a
total embarrassment, but I rather fear that they are a little
insular.”

Riona frowned, “Meaning?”

He managed a half smile, “Meaning my mother’s always on at me to
marry a nice quite Highland lass and my brother’s wives are what
you might best describe as solidly serious.  As for my only
brother-in-law I don’t believe I’ve heard him volunteer any
information or initiate a single conversation.”

Riona put her hands on her hips, “I might tell you I can wear a
kilt with the best of them!”

He laughed, “You probably can, and now you can wear a MacLeod
kilt with pride, but quiet, you?”

Riona tucked her arm under his, “If you asked I’d be as quiet as
a mouse.”

He stared at her for about fifteen seconds before they both
burst out laughing.

 


           
“Children,” Said Gwen.  “Would you want children and if so
when; or do believe children are not for you.”

Derek took on an anguished expression.  “To be honest. I
haven’t thought about it, I mean without a wife why should I think
about it?”

She turned the wooden tile over in her fingers, “Suppose you did
have a wife, then what?”

“Then I’d think about it.”

She sighed, “But what would you think?”

He shrugged, “I don’t know, I’d think about it.”

Gwen went to open her mouth for another question when Derek held
up his hands.  “What about you?”

She shuffled her feet in the dust – they were sitting on a low
brick wall behind the gym – and looked at her feet.  She
mumbled something.  Derek leant forward, “I didn’t catch that,
was it a yes or a no?”

She looked at him, “It was a yes but.  Yes I’d love
children, but I’d be scared to have them.”

Derek realised that this was most unlike Gwen; normally she knew
her mind and felt free to speak it.  He put his arm around
her, “Can you unpack that?”

She replied in a low tremulous voice, more like a hesitant
distraught child than a grown woman.  “I’d be worried that
they’d be as ugly as me, and suffer for it, and that I may end up a
single parent.  I don’t think I could face being a single
parent.”

She turned to look at him and he realised she was crying. 
“I know what they’d say ‘Good for sex, but nothing else.”

Something clicked in Derek’s brain.  He subconsciously
rubbed her shoulder as he tenderly asked, “Your childhood, wasn’t
all happy was it?”

She shook her head, “It was at home, mum made sure of that, and
my brother David.  He’s only a year older than me so he made
sure that when he was around no-one made remarks about me. 
Otherwise I was always the child that was never chosen.  You
know everybody has to choose a partner for various activities;
often there was an odd number and I was always left.  Even
when there was an even number of us two boys would argue over the
same girl, any girl, rather than choose me.”

He handed her a handkerchief as he could see drips falling from
her chin.  “In my last year in the sixth form we had an end of
year prom.  Our form-teacher came up with the idea of the boys
all pulling a girls name out of a hat rather than individually
choosing.  It was a nice thought and I’m convinced he did it
to save me embarrassment.  Unbeknown to him all the boys
chipped in a pound for whichever boy got me as long as they gave me
a kiss.  Michael Evans got my name and he paid the money back
to his classmates as soon as he knew; he said some things were just
not worth the money.”  She blew her nose, “My dad used to tell
me the story of the ugly duckling and tell me, when I was young,
that I’d grow into a beautiful swan.  When I was eight he said
he was wrong and that I was turning into a chimera.”  She
sniffed miserably, “I had to ask my teacher what a chimera was; she
said that it was a hideous fire-breathing female monster with a
lion's head, a goat's body, and a serpent's tail.”

He pulled her close to him, “And you’d be worried that your
children would have to go through the same thing.”

She nodded and then shuddered, “I almost had plastic surgery
when I was twenty-two.  I was on a placement in a hospital and
this surgeon said he’d do me for free, I rather think he fancied
the challenge.  His idea was to break my cheek bones and upper
jaw and just pull my face out using bits of jaw-bone he’d cut off
while shaping my lower jaw as spacers.  He also said that he’d
give me a nose-job while he was at it.”

She turned her eyes onto Derek, “I chickened out.  He had
this patient see, with the strep bacteria.  She’d had plastic
surgery after a train crash and somehow the strep had got between
the skin and bone of her face.  It was just eating her flesh
away and she had to have radical attention and came out looking
like a…”

She tailed off and blew her nose again, “I just couldn’t take
the risk.”

He held her for a few minutes and then said softly, “I was
economical with the truth as well.  Dad didn’t only send me to
drama school because of my accent, I was also years behind in
schooling.  I knew nothing of history, geography, European
art, just basic arithmetic and English.  The local school said
I was too backward for them, it was fortunate for him and me that
the drama school had a wider acceptance policy.”

He suddenly changed his grip on her shoulders by putting his
hand under her armpit, scooped her up and around so that she ended
up sitting on his legs and facing him.  He then kissed
her.  With eyes wide open he kissed her.  Then he held
her close and whispered in her ear, “I pity your Michael Evans, he
doesn’t know what he missed.”

This time she kissed him.

 


           
Treasa had an early morning swim, took her time over a light
breakfast she had delivered to her room and strolled across the
grounds.  She ended up sitting on a small grass mound reading
the daily sheet that Angela had been poking under her door. 
It told her what was happening day-by-day with the idea that she
wouldn’t feel left out of the conversation at the evening
meals.  She sighed, knowledge was one thing, being sat at the
end of a table with four pairs of people ogling at one another was
something else.  She looked up as a shadow fell across her and
squinted into the sunlight.  “Hello,” he said, dropping down
to sit beside her.  “Young woman in a wheelchair said you’d
walked over here.”

“That’s Sylvia, I had a swim with her this morning.”

She watched his face.  “Didn’t think I’d see you
again.”

He didn’t seem surprised.  “What you reading?”  He
asked in a blatant attempt to change the subject.

She waved the paper, “It’s a list of discussion questions the
people who come to the agency are supposed to work through. 
It’s meant to hone their minds on what they expect of a
relationship.”

He wiggled his bottom to get comfortable.  “Are they
difficult?”

She shrugged, “Depends on who you are and what you think I
suppose.  Want to try one?”

“Fire ahead.”

She put on a schoolmarm voice, “Physical relationship: Do you
think it’s important and do you find it easy?”

“Oh shit,” he said and fell into silence.

She waited.  Five minutes passed and he just stared down
the immaculate lawns towards the far distance.  Without
warning he cleared his throat.  “Before I came this morning,”
he said, “I did two things.  I regretted that last night I
didn’t try to say goodnight properly and I turned on the Golden
Satellite channel.  You were on, I guess it must be a recorded
programme.  But there you were in tiny pigtails singing and
dancing and getting children to believe that you were a shepherdess
chasing a bunch of imaginary sheep around an imaginary hillside,
even jumping over an imaginary rock.  I found it hard to
believe that I spent yesterday with you.  Somehow that seemed
the imaginary thing, not the sheep.”

Treasa waited as he again fell into silence.  She didn’t
have to wait so long this time, once again he cleared his
throat.  “I’ve always been a traffic cop ever since my
probationary years were over.  I know that promotion
opportunities are higher in other branches, but I’m content in what
I do.  Call it lack of ambition if you like.  One of the
downsides is that sometimes we get compulsorily seconded into other
operation; the rationale being that you can let the drivers speed
for a few days if there are more important crimes to be
solved.”

He swallowed as if tasting bile.  “Six months ago I helped
review a lot of pornographic material that had come in from the Far
East.  It was all based around young girls.  They were
all made to dress up far beyond their age and…”

He fell into silence, but she had got the message, she’d heard
it before.  “So you find my size difficult to cope with?”

He flapped his arms like a drowning penguin, “You are an
immensely attractive woman, but how do I even touch you without
thinking that I am somehow violating you?”

“And do you want to touch me?”

“Oh yes?”

“Lie down and close your eyes,” she ordered.

He lay back on the grass and closed his eyes.  She bent
over and kissed him on the lips, “How about like this,” she
murmured.  “How about like this?”

 


           
Once Henry had escaped to get dressed Willow had a shower, as usual
in hotels she had to bend to fit under the shower-head.  She
carefully chose a long denim skirt with embroidery around the hem
and a pale blue blouse with embossed cuffs.  She thought about
wearing her larger padded bra, but decided against it on the
grounds that she felt so much more relaxed without it and anyway
Henry had seen the naked truth.  She’d just slipped on a pair
of high-heels when Henry returned wearing what he termed his casual
gear, on anybody else it would have been a tailor’s dummy
outfit.  He looked uncharacteristically nervous.  He came
into her sitting room and didn’t sit down, instead he shuffled from
foot to foot.  Willow wondered if this was where she got the
brush off.  She could almost hear the words, ‘Just not
compatible m’dear’ ringing in her mind when he took a deep breath
and gave her an award winning smile.  “I don’t know how to put
this.  I guess there should be violins playing on the lawn and
birds singing.  I haven’t even got a ring.”

He took a tremulous breath, “Would you do me the honour of
becoming my wife?”

Her heart jumped, however it had jumped before.  She sought
to keep control of her feelings, knowing that her emotions could
easily run away with her.  “You don’t have to marry me just
because we’ve slept together.”

He raised an eyebrow, “I’m not sure the Pope would agree with
that statement and it’s not just because we’ve slept
together.  Last night I realised that I’ve started comparing
other women to you; you’ve become my benchmark.”

“Suppose you find a better one?”

Henry noted the hint of Willow sarcasm in her voice and wondered
if he was losing the opportunity of a lifetime.  He folded up
onto one knee and grabbed her hand while peering up into her
eyes.  “There isn’t a better one out there, not for me. 
Marry me Willow or I’ll just implode in misery.  I know that
we can be good together.  We’re a ying and yang, a gin and
tonic, a pair of perfectly meshing gearwheels, a match made in
heaven, a…”

He ran out of hyperbole and kissed her hand.  She knelt in
front of him and said softly, “And is two days enough?”

He took both her hands in his, “When you find a priceless gem
you don’t ask how long have I known it, you just want to have
it.”

She leant forward and kissed his nose, “After that how can I say
no?”

She now became uncertain.  “But before you accept you’d
better know one thing.”

She trembled slightly and he felt it through her hands.  “I
know that you are devout Catholic and I’d be happy to go to church
with you, but I probably would never become a Catholic, I’d rather
stay CofE, can you live with that?  It’s not your religion
that frightens me, it’s…”

She had a quick intake of breath, “It’s just that we can’t get
married in church.”

The words tumbled out.  “My first husband was a Catholic, I
did try to get the marriage annulled, but in the end I had to go
for a divorce so your church probably regards me as still
married.  Besides I’ve been married since then and even my own
church would probably draw the line at four.”

She gazed into his eyes, “If we had children,” she said softly,
“I wouldn’t mind them being brought up as Catholics.  I’d
rather that than no church at all.”

She frowned, “I didn’t mean it like that I…”

He put a finger to her lips before giving her another award
winning smile, “I don’t care,” he said tenderly, “if we have to get
married in a town hall or a city jail and any children would be
bought up as Christians not Catholics or Protestants.”

He kissed her hands again and said softly, “Will you marry
me?”

She knew that she’d been here before, three times before. 
She knew the dangers of running into marriage and knew them all too
well, but that didn’t change her answer.  She leant forward
and kissed him passionately before giving the simplest of replies,
a plain tender, “Yes.”










Chapter 24
Not Quite as Intended


Riona checked the coffee pot.  The other four had been and
gone leaving only her, Cameron and the hostess trolley.  She
waved the pot at Cameron, he shook his head.  She placed it
back on the trolley and sat down, taking a last ginger cookie with
her on the way.  She picked the felt bag up, took out another
tile and tossed it to Cameron.  He glanced at it, “Let’s put
this back and choose another.”

She was intrigued.  “What is it?”

“Not worth discussing.”

There was a peculiar note to his voice, she thought, was he
avoiding something she should know?  “Shouldn’t that be a
joint decision?”

He almost slumped into the corner of the settee. 
“Friends,” he read, “Would you expect to keep the same circle of
friends in the same way?”

She stood up and walked to the window and stared at the
view.  Eventually, after what seemed an age she stated, as if
drowning in remorse, “Only one real friend, Harriet Holmes, met her
at my last boarding school.  We usually holiday together once
a year and have the odd weekend.”

Cameron wondered why his usually exuberant wife had suddenly
gone into a shell.  “You don’t mean the Harriet
Holmes, the electronic harpist who took the blues world by storm
with her album Harping on?”

“One and the same, she also plays a mean piano.  She’s
married now, but still uses her maiden name for her work.”

Riona turned and flopped back down beside him, “So there it is,
all these years and one friend, only one friend.”

Cameron sat still and murmured, “That’s one more than me. 
I did have a good friend, but he committed suicide after his
girlfriend got mown down in a hit and run accident.”

He gazed at his feet, “I should have been there for him, that’s
what friends do isn’t it?  I should have been there for him,
but I thought he was OK.”

“How long,” asked Riona, “How long after did he…?”

“Two years to the day.  He became depressed and I really
thought he was pulling out of it.  He’d started working again
and had even been to football.  That was her passion, the
football, he was a cricket man.”

She could hear the despair in his voice. “He went to football,
cheered her favourite team; went to their favourite restaurant and
had a meal; went to the cinema and sat in their favourite seats and
then drove a hired open top car into a concrete bridge at well over
a hundred miles an hour without wearing his seat-belt.”

He took a sharp intake of breath and then burst into
tears.  Riona, after a moments hesitation put her arm around
him and her immediately put his head on her chest sobbing
loudly.  She cradled him in her arms and held him to her bosom
after all he needed her; after all these years somebody needed
her.

 


           
Gwen peered at the wooden tile and turned it as if by doing so it
would make the question change.  “Money,” she intoned, “Is it
to be shared between you as a mutual resource or should each of
your keep their own and use it to support the other.”

Derek shrugged, he was getting fed up with this exercise. 
The only bonus had been when they had kissed one another.  He
wondered if he could find a way or repeating the experience. 
She picked a daisy off of the grass bank where they were
sitting.  She gazed at it intently.  “I’d like to think,”
she said, “that couples kept a joint account and shared the money
while each having their own account so that they could at least
have some independence.  You know to buy the odd thing or
surprise the other.”

Derek half listened and added, “No idea what my parent’s did,
think they had a joint account.”

He frowned, “Yes they must have, when mum died dad didn’t have
to worry about paying her bills because he had access to her
money.  Took him a few months to sort out her business
accounts though.”

Gwen gazed at the grass looking into her past.  “I know
what my parent’s did,” she replied flatly.  “He earned the
money and then he drank it in the pub leaving mum to buy the food
from her wages as a shop assistant.”

Derek nodded absently, still plotting how to manoeuvre another
kiss.  He lay back onto the grass, “So money’s not an issue
then.”

She realised he wasn’t listening.  Her voice rose a notch,
“It was a bloody big issue in my family, dad and mum argued about
it every Friday.”

Fortunately Derek picked up her voice’s change in cadence and
sat up.  He engaged his whole brain on the subject lest he
annoy Gwen, annoyed women probably didn’t kiss.  “I meant it’s
not an issue with me.  In the marriage service you say you’re
going to share everything; I’ve heard it often enough, been best
man four times.  If you say it you should mean it; so it’s a
joint account from the start, though I like your idea of a little
on the side.”

“A little on the side?”  She echoed.

“Each having a separate account as well.”  He frowned, she
was getting annoyed and he didn’t know why. 

“So belt and braces is it?”  She asked loudly.

He tried to back off.  “It was your idea, I just said I
thought it was a good idea.”

She simmered, “So you’d put all your money into a joint
account?”

He began to get edgy.  A kissing Gwen was fine, a rampant
Welsh Gwen on the warpath was a different kettle of fish, actually
more a kind of Welsh Dragon.  He nodded, “Have to keep some
back, I pay my tax on a yearly basis and have to hold money back so
that it’s available when the dreaded tax inspector calls.”

“Wouldn’t trust me to know I couldn’t spend it eh?”  There
was ire, irony, anger and hurt in the statement, plus some
underlying agenda Derek wasn’t aware of.

Derek strove for calmer waters, “Of course I’d trust you, that
is if we were married.”

Gwen half shouted, “So you wouldn’t trust me now?”  Before
she saw the bewilderment on Derek’s face.  She pounded the
ground with her fist, “Damn! Damn!  Damn!”  She
screamed.

Derek was appalled, “what had he done?  “I,” he
started.

She yelled, “Oh shut up you stupid man, it’s not you it’s
me!”

Stung, Derek did just that while wondering what this volatile
creature in front of him had to do with what he had begun to
consider as his gentle Gwen. She sat with her eyes closed for a
full five minutes taking deep regular breaths and with her little
podgy fists clenched so tight he could see the knuckles
whitening.  “I’m sorry,” she said when she opened her eyes,
“Your not stupid, it’s me that’s stupid.”

Derek interrupted, “Oh I wouldn’t say…”

He stopped when he got a warning stare.  She
continued.  “It’s me that’s stupid.  I’ve got three
credit cards see, and I juggle my balance between them so that I
never pay any interest, least that’s the theory.  Except I had
a couple of unexpected bills on the car and one of my cards reduced
their credit limit so that I had no leeway and I couldn’t
juggle.  Then the interest started to build up as my rent went
up and I couldn’t keep abreast of the interest so that all the
cards started building up interest.”

She gazed at him with a woeful expression.  “Mum gave me
£2000, goodness knows how she saved it.  She had it in cash in
a plastic bag at the bottom of the linen basket, last place dad
would ever look.  I blew that coming here, and I’m glad I did
or I wouldn’t have met you, but I should have used it to square
some of my debts.”

Derek frowned, “How much?”

She bit her bottom lip and wrung her hands together, “£12,434
and rising rather fast.”

Derek relaxed, “Oh,” he said.

Gwen could see her vision of actually having a partner out of
love rapidly disappearing.  “Yes,” she replied miserably,
“Oh.”

He lay back and stretched out.  “Nothing to worry about
then.”

She was amazed.  “Nothing to worry about!”  Her voice
rose in fury.  “Nothing to worry about!”

He sat bolt upright, “Not really, I’m supposed to owe £18,000 to
the Inland Revenue, but I don’t worry about it.”

She sat as if struck by bolt of unexpected lightening, “You owe
£18,000 and it doesn’t worry you?”

He shrugged, “I said ‘I’m supposed to owe;’ they’ve got their
sums wrong.”

She still sat as if pole-axed.  He went for an explanation,
“I earned $45,000 for a voice over for a series on the Outback,
Australian dollars that is.  My tax office didn’t notice the
dollar sign and took that I should pay them £18,000.”  He
stretched, “I’ve already given them £700 for that job so I really
don’t owe them anything, it’s a paper mix up.”

Gwen rapidly calculated the he was in the 40% tax bracket. 
She stabbed a stubby finger at him, “Such sums may not be important
to you, but to me it’s a giant mill-stone.  I’ve got the
papers for a bank loan so that I can do the sensible thing and pay
it off, do you know how long it will take me?  Have you any
idea!”  The last three words were delivered at just below the
threshold of hysteria.  Before he could reply she jumped to
her feet and stamped around, half yelling at him and half at
herself.  “Oh I know it’s all my fault and I should never have
started to play with the credit cards in the first place, but
that’s easy to say now.  I made a mistake, all right?  I
bought a share in a council flat that was beyond my means. 
How was I to know that house prices would fall?  How was I to
know that the ruddy council had miscalculated their rent by
35%?  I can’t afford to sell it and I can’t afford to live in
it and I’m not allowed to sub-let it; so I’m stuffed, I’m truly
stuffed.”

Eventually she ceased stamping around like a two-year old in a
tantrum and her energy seemed to seep away leaving her standing
like a forlorn child.  Derek seized his moment.  He
rolled onto his knees and then grabbed Gwen’s hands, in this
position there was almost no height disparity, but it played hell
with his kneecaps as they instantly screamed for mercy.  “So
you’re in debt and you’re stressed about it.  Frankly it
doesn’t change my view, as I said, and I meant, money is for
sharing.”

He gently massaged her fingers, “But it does concern me that
your stressed and worried about you debt.”  He noted her wary
look and tried again, “Look, your debt doesn’t worry me, but I’m
worried about you.”

He noted that she didn’t try to pull her hands away and that he
probably had about another two minutes before he could no longer
stand the increasing protest from his knobbly kneecaps.  She
gazed at him, “Why should you worry about me?”

“Because you’re becoming important to me.”

She frowned, “What’s wrong, you’re turning white?”

“It’s my knees, if I wait for you to kiss me much longer I might
never walk again.”

“Stupid man,” she said as she moved forward and kissed
him.  “Now sit down on the grass,” she commanded.

The relief was palpable and obvious in his rapid return to a
normal colour.  She knelt next to him and kissed him on the
cheek and then on the lips as he turned his head to respond. 
He smiled, now this position easily sorted out the height
disparity, and without any pain, only pleasure.

 


           
Ben and Roberta had chosen to sit on a small wooden bench that
overlooked the stream.  It should have been an ideal idyllic
romantic spot, except that some over-energetic gardener was driving
a sit-on-lawnmower up and down in the field behind them causing
sudden crescendo’s of noise and the waft of mown grass.  
Roberta handed the felt bag to Ben “Your turn.”

He put in his hand, fished around and pulled out a tile. 
He peered at it.  “Sharing.”  He read, “Do you believe
that the jobs about the home should be shared out, if so how?”

Roberta, who was wearing a brown skirt of dubious vintage with
two large front pockets, shoved her hands in said pockets as if
expecting battle.  Ben leapt in.  “Nothing wrong in the
men doing their bit, I mean I can wield a vacuum cleaner as good as
the next man.”

She gazed at him, glanced away and gazed back.  “So you
wouldn’t mind the odd bit of cleaning?”

“Of course not.”

She grinned, “Well I would mind, mind you doing it that
is.  It wouldn’t be right.”

Ben was amazed at the reply, “Wouldn’t be right?”  He
echoed.

She shook her head and her gorgeous red hair swung back and
forth.  “The finishing school I was sent to by my parents was
rather old-fashioned.  They drummed it into us that a woman’s
calling is as a wife and as support for her husband.  I think
they went a bit over the top, but…”  She paused and frowned as
if to assemble the right words. “But in some ways they were
right.  I know I can’t help you hone your theology or write a
sermon, but I can keep house.”  She frowned again, “No, I’d
want to keep house.  I’d want to decorate the house –
don’t worry we did interior design – and to make it a home fit for
a king.  I’d want to make it clean, in any case men never see
the dirt anyway, not the real dirt behind the furniture and under
the doormat.”

She swallowed and looked away, “I’d want to do something I know
I can be good at.”

She looked back, “I know it probably seems menial and
unrewarding to you, but I know that I’d love it.”

Of all the replies Ben had expected, this was not one of them.
Without thinking he put his arm round her shoulders.  “And I’m
sure you’d be very good at it.”

He felt tension in her shoulders, “But?”  She replied.

“But?”

“You were going to say ‘but’ at the end of your sentence.”

He laughed and gave her a squeeze, “I was going to say, ‘but
what happens if you get fed up with just doing that’”

She sighed and looked across the stream.  He felt her body
slump slightly, “You don’t understand do you?  I’m not brainy,
I know I’m not brainy.  Enough teachers have told me so. 
You know what one school report said?  ‘This young woman does
not posses even a hint of a sparkling intellect and either she must
be willing to use her natural good looks to her best advantage or
face life as a packer in a chicken factory.’”

She became petulant, “I asked the teacher what was wrong in
being a packer in a chicken factory if you were happy and he told
me to ask the chicken!”

She turned her eyes on him, “I know it’s something I could do
well.”

She shoved her hands further into her pockets, “That’s if I ever
get the chance, couldn’t do it for some berk who just wants me as
breeding stock and as an ornament on his mantelpiece.”

Ben realised that he had his arm around her shoulders and
wondered when that had happened.  He decided to keep it there,
after all it was doing no harm.

 


           
Treasa eventually rolled away from George, they’d had a kiss and a
cuddle and he’d kept his eyes tight shut through the whole
affair.  She said softly. “What you thinking?”

He opened his eyes, “I’m thinking I ought to try that with my
eyes open.”

 


           
Henry and Willow found their way to ‘Zygocactus,’ which was listed
in the information brochure as being the hall’s equivalent of a
Register Office.  The door was open, so they entered.  A
young freckle-faced blonde woman in a tight fitting pink top, and a
wheelchair, spun round as they entered.  Her thin legs, turned
in feet and manoeuvring expertise marked her out as a permanent
wheelchair user.  She flashed then a welcoming smile, “Hello,
I’m Sylvia can I help?”

“We’d like to get married,” replied Henry brightly.

“Now?”

“Now.”

She wheeled herself up to her desk.  Willow pointed at a
picture of the beloved Angela and a tall dark man standing at the
Hall entrance.  “That’s Tom Clarke.”

She turned to Henry, “You know, ‘The man of a thousand
cheeses.’”

Sylvia laughed, “My step-father, they got married last
year.”

Willow looked at Sylvia, as if for the first time. “You’re
Angela’s daughter?”

Sylvia grinned and waved her arms, I know, I know I look nothing
like her, still she’s had enough plastic surgery to melt in the Sun
and enough Botox to float a ship.”

She reached over and turned a small computer on, “Not that I
begrudge her one ounce of it, looking after me rather cramped her
style for a couple of decades.  Children with Spinabifida take
a lot of looking after.”

She typed in a password.  “That’s why we started the
Soulmate agency.  Once I’d got married she needed to find a
husband.”

She tapped the picture, “He came on session fourteen, went home
and then came back on session fifteen, threw the chef out of the
kitchen – literally – and has been here ever since.  They were
actually my first marriage.”

Willow nodded and said to herself, “So that’s why he dropped out
of the entertainment industry.”

She turned to Henry.  “Two books, one very successful TV
series and then the bloke disappeared.”

Sylvia held out her left hand.  “Can I have your ID cards
please?”

She swiped Henry’s card, peered at the screen and then
frowned.  “Says here that you’re a widower and that your
wife’s death was registered in India and ratified as an accident in
Portugal?”

Henry nodded, “Aeroplane accident, she died in-flight. 
India was the nearest place to land with decent medical facilities
and the airline was Portuguese, so her death was formally noted at
an enquiry in that country.”

He turned to Willow, “Enquiry said that the plane’s descent was
due to freak weather and therefore her death was an accident. 
They mainly wanted me to realise that I couldn’t sue the airline,
not that I would have as their pilot saved the rest of us.”

Sylvia swiped Willow’s card.  If Henry’s had caused a
twitch of the eyebrows, Willows caused a rapid ascent.  “Let
me see.”  She moved then mouse around, “Married in Scotland
and divorced in England.  Married in Italy, but marriage
annulled through bigamy, his not yours, and married in America and
with an American divorce from the same state via a petition from
Marseilles, France.”

She looked at Henry and then Willow.  “No chance,” she said
firmly.  “At least no chance of a Swiftie.  Swifties were
intended for first time couples, I don’t think you could qualify as
that, either of you.”

Willow went to speak, but Sylvia waved her down.  “However,
if you can get your solicitors to fax me the relevant paperwork
about deaths, divorces and annulments, and I’m happy with what I
see, I could marry you in two days time.”  She glanced at the
calendar, “That would be Friday.”

Willow turned to Henry, “I’m so sorry Henry, this is all my
fault.”

“Actually,” interrupted Sylvia, “Some of it is his.  He
should have got the death ratified in England if he intended to
marry again using an ID card, but few people ever do.”

Henry tried to salvage something, “What about Civil
Partnership?”

She shook her head, “What’s the point if you are going to get
married, in any case the same caveats apply and I couldn’t do it
until Friday.”

She rubbed her chin, “Best I can do is a Partnership
Registration, not quite the same as it carries no legal clout as
far a death duties, pension rights and so on.  It’s just a
statement that you’d like to be considered as partners; it’s only
real use is that it does register you as next of kin for the
medical profession.”

She looked at Willow, “You could change your name to Mrs
Carlotta Aspen as there’s an automatic deed poll option you could
opt for.”

Willow smiled, “But if we did register we would be telling the
world that we are now together?”

Sylvia nodded, still looking at the screen as if she couldn’t
believe what she was reading.  “That’s what it’s for, but also
let me tell you that either party can dissolve the partnership
without the agreement of the other and when dissolved it can only
be reinstated once.”

Henry rubbed his hands, “So we could register the partnership
now and get formally married on Friday?”

Sylvia nodded, “Though if you intend to do that I wouldn’t go
for a name change now as it would make the marriage certificate
look decidedly odd.”

Willow leant back and looked at Henry, “I’d rather like
partnership and name change now and marriage on Friday.  Am I
being greedy?”

“Not the least.”

Willow looked at Sylvia, “And I’d rather be Mrs Willow Aspen,
Carlotta makes me sound like an Italian ice-cream.”

Sylvia nodded and looked at Henry. “I must formally ask you: Do
you wish to enter into a registered partnership with Mrs Carlotta
Constance Maryanne Valerie Montenetano?”

“Yes, most definitely.”

Sylvia looked at Willow, “Do you wish to enter into a registered
partnership with Mr Henry Aspen?”

“Yes.”

“Do you also wish to change your name to Mrs Willow Aspen?”

“Mrs Willow Maryanne Aspen.”

She looked at Henry, “Maryanne was my mother’s name.”

Sylvia tapped a few keys, “Very well: Do you wish to change your
name to Mrs Willow Maryanne Aspen?”

“Yes.”

Sylvia swiped both the cards and handed them back. 
“Congratulations, you are now registered as partners.  That
will be £207.63p please.”

Willow pulled a bank debit card from out of her handbag and
handed it over, she smiled at Henry, “You can pay for the
marriage.”

Sylvia took the card, “And the rings, I hope, you’ll need
rings.”

Willow leant back, “And a bouquet, and a new dress, and…”

Henry held up his hands, “I get the idea.”

Sylvia swiped the card.  “I should have said that you could
go for a joint bank account if your registered partners.  It’s
the only financial benefit and relies on European law, but the
account must be with European National Girobank, nothing else
counts.  Funds in it up to twenty-five thousand Euros are not
counted as part of an estate should one of you die.”

She handed the card back to Willow with a small thin leaflet,
“That option is really designed to stop disgruntled families
claiming that money as under the European law it passes to the
registered partner first even if there is a will stating the
opposite.”

Willow stood up, leant over the desk and shook Sylvia’s
hand.  “Thank you and as they say in all the best movies,
‘We’ll be back.’”










Chapter 25
Building Bridges


Angela breezed in halfway through lunch, which today was thick
soup and crusty bread or a salad and rice selection.  She
gazed around before announcing, “I believe we have more good news:
Henry and Willow have decided to register a mutual
partnership.”

Henry and Willow stood up and took a bow.  Henry smiled at
Ben, “Don’t worry Ben, I’m due to make an honest woman of her on
Friday morning.  You are all most welcome to come.”

Willow sat down and crossed her long legs, not a male eye in the
room failed to watch.  She also smiled at Ben, as if he was
giving her a conscience.  “Has to be a registry office, been
married too many times for a church wedding.”

Ben nodded, “You could opt for a service of blessing
afterwards.”

Willow seemed momentarily startled before turning to Henry,
“Would you like that?”

He nodded eagerly.  She smiled at Ben again, “Thanks for
the idea, vicars do have their uses after all.”

For some reason Roberta made a sort of huffing noise, Angela
waved her hands to regain some control.  “That means another
cake.”

“Almond and coconut,” interjected Willow.

“Which will arrive for tea, I hope.”  Angela finished.

She consulted her clipboard, “This afternoon we have a different
kind of exercise, which we will have to do indoors as it has just
started raining.  However, the forecast is for fine weather
once we’ve had a thunderstorm.  So if Riona and Cameron go to
the library, Ben and Roberta go to the snooker room – that’s Yucca,
Henry and Willow go to Polianthus, that’s the large lounge, and
Derek and Gwen go to the Internet room, that’s Ruscus, you’ll find
your task waiting for you.  Any questions?”

Riona thwacked her sandals together, “What’s happening
tomorrow?  According to the schedule it takes all day and is
just called ‘excursion,’ are we going somewhere?”

Angela flashed a dazzling smile, “All will be revealed.”

Riona scowled and Angela quickly departed before Riona could ask
another question.

 


           
Roberta opened the door of the snooker room and walked in. 
The snooker table was covered by a concertina type wooden top on
which was a cardboard box, a sheet of paper and two red lines drawn
about three feet apart.  The room smelt faintly of cigars and
she walked to the window at the end and threw it open.  She
picked up the piece of paper on the snooker-top and read its
contents while Ben peered into the box.  She pursed her lips
in disbelief.  “It says, ‘Together you are to build a bridge
that spans between the two lines to a height of six inches in the
centre where it must be able to bear the weight of five hundred
grams, there is a suitable weight and building bricks in the
box..  The couple to be judged as building the most aesthetic
bridge will win a prize of £150, to be donated to a charity of
their choice.”

Ben tipped the box upside down and a mass of Lego bricks tumbled
onto the wooden surface, plus a brass weight and a six inch
ruler.  Roberta peered at the bricks, “Where on earth do we
start?”

Ben moved a few bricks around, “Let’s sort these bricks,” he
suggested.

They started dividing up the bricks into types, Roberta by
colour and Ben by the number of locking pimples on top.  They
looked at each other, laughed, and started to sort them by type and
by colour.

As they sorted Ben started to consider the outcome.  “Which
charity would you choose?”  He asked.

“The St Cedd’s Rehab unit, they were wonderful to me even when I
got completely stoned on my second week with them.  I really
would like to do something for them.”

He nodded, “Sounds fine to me.”

After half an hour they had a number of piles of different size
bricks, none of which were curved.  Roberta peered at the
bricks, then at Ben.  She then looked at him more
closely.  “You OK?  You’ve gone a funny colour.”

He wiped some sweat from his forehead, “I think I’m getting a
migraine headache.”

She felt his forehead, it was hot, but then the room was hot and
oppressive as well.  “Thunderstorm weather,” she announced,
“brings it on in some people.”

He half-smiled, “Possibly, but I would suspect cheese, and
especially cooked cheese.  I did tell the agency that I can’t
eat cheese, but there could have been some in the soup.”

He was becoming greyer by the second.  “You got any
medicine?”

“In my room?”

“Does it work?”

He gave another half-smile, “Sometimes, but you’re supposed to
take it an hour before the migraine appears for it to be fully
effective.”

She took his hand, “Bed for you I think.”

He tried to be macho, “Let’s keep on with the bridge for a
minute or two, I would like to help you win the prize.”

“No way,” she replied firmly.  “We had girls at school who
had migraines; it’s medicine, bed and a darkened room for
you.  And there’s no argument.”

She led him upstairs to his suite, poured a glass of water for
him, watched him take his tables and pulled the curtains.  “Do
you mind if I check in on you later?”

He gave a slight nod.  She frowned, “Is it getting
worse?”

“About six on the migraine Richter scale.”

She had no idea what a Richter scale was, but six sounded
reasonable.  She left him sitting on the edge of the bed.

 


           
Once downstairs she did not go back to the snooker room, rather she
found her way to the kitchen.  Inside was a tall handsome man
who she vaguely recognised.  He seemed very busy.  She
knocked on the door and he turned round, expressed a look of total
horror and snapped, “Just don’t come any further, with hair like
that I could spend weeks picking it out of nooks and crannies.”

She bristled slightly.  “Did you prepare lunch?”

He shrugged, “Of course.”

“Was there any cheese in it?”

He furrowed his brow, crossed his arms and tapped his fingers
against his elbow, “Of course, cheese gives a soup wonderful
body.  The bread also had a thin cheese coating.  Why
ask, didn’t you like it?”

Me friend did and now he’s ill.  Didn’t you read the
dietary requirements list?”

“Huh, “he said giving a broad shrug, “Not cooking with alcohol
due to some sad dipsomaniac, but cheese never made anyone ill, it’s
all in the mind.”

Her eyes narrowed and she took three paces towards him. 
“It’s not in his mind, it’s in his head and you,” she stabbed a
finger, “have made him ill.”

He gave her a scornful look, “He didn’t have to eat it.”

“Did you label it,” she retorted swiftly.

She glanced at the ingredients laid out on the spotless
stainless steel worktop, there were at least three varieties of
cheese.  “And is that for tonight?”

He re-crossed his arms and looked down his nose, “Look lassie,
run back to wherever you’ve come from and do whatever you do. 
Leave cookery to those who understand.”

She saw red.  She crossed the kitchen, picked up two of the
cheeses and hurled them down the full length of the kitchen into a
sink at the far end.  “Cook what you like,” she screamed, “But
no cheese, do you hear me no cheese.”

For a few seconds he was speechless.  He was just about to
make some smart reply and physically tackle this crazy red-haired
woman when, as if by magic, Angela appeared at the door.  One
glance told her all she needed to know.  “Tom,” she snapped,
“Don’t.”

He simmered as Angela walked into the kitchen, thinking that
Roberta was drunk.  “What’s a matter Roberta?  Ben not
for you?”

Roberta tossed a third lump of cheese the size of a grapefruit
from hand to hand.  “Your chef didn’t see fit to tell us that
there was cheese in the soup and now Ben is ill.”

Angela rolled her eyes and sniffed, there was no trace of
alcohol on Roberta’s breath, so this was just anger.  That was
good, anger she could deal with.  “I’m very sorry about that
Roberta and I promise that if there is any cheese, cooked or
otherwise, in any future meal it will be clearly stated.”

Roberta threw the third cheese straight at Tom, “Good.”

She flounced out as Tom skilfully caught the cheese.  He
turned to Angela, “You didn’t have to intervene.”

She took a pace towards him and said softly, “Oh yes I did, I
know what you’re like in the kitchen.”

She kissed him on the cheek and walked out.  Tom dumped the
cheese in the waste-bin, which was lucky to survive.  He
grimaced and picked up a long red hair from his worktop; his
comment on the presence of the hair was unprintable.

 


           
Treasa handed George another sandwich; she had raided the kitchen
while the others were eating lunch.  He peered at it, “It’s
another cheese.”

“It’s all the chef would do.”

She passed him a sachet of pickle, which he duly spread on his
sandwich, and started eating.  “Lovely cheese though.”

“Hmm,” she said, “Think he said it was camel.”

Horror crossed his face and she burst into a tinkle of
laughter.  “You minx,” he half laughed, “You little minx.”

 


           
Derek put his hands under Gwen’s armpits and picked her up to sit
her on the table-top.  She read the task out to him while he
peered into the box.  “Wonder if this is obligatory?”  He
mused aloud.

Gwen turned her nose up, “Never been a fan of Lego, wonderful
stuff, but it’s not for me.”

Derek dropped the sheet of paper into the box and closed the
lid.  “That’s settled then.”

Gwen shuffled to get more comfortable, “So now what?”

Derek stroked his chin, he had a cunning plan, least he thought
he did.  “How about we sneak into the cinema and watch a film
together.”

“Sounds good to me.”

They walked down the corridor and into Techophilaea.  Gwen
poked about it the DVD cupboard while Derek picked up two seat
cushions from a settee, piled them on top of one another and placed
them on a second settee.  Two cushions, he reckoned, would put
their mouths at about the same level.  Gwen pulled out a DVD,
“How about Love Story, I’ve heard about it, but never seen it?”

Derek internally grimaced, he had seen it and felt it was
overacted, over-scripted and over-sentimental.  “Sounds
fine.”

Gwen loaded the DVD and walked to the settee, she grinned, “Oh I
see, this is a trap.”

“Not a trap,” he said helplessly, “I just thought…”

She jumped onto the pile of cushions, “Well it was a good
thought.”

Derek turned out the lights and sat down. Gwen tucked her feet
under her to her right and automatically leaned to the left where,
conveniently, Derek was sitting.  He put his arm around her
and they settled down to watch the film.

 


           
Roberta carefully opened Ben’s door, tiptoed across the sitting
room and peered into the bedroom; he wasn’t there.  She
frowned and looked in the bathroom.  Ben was sitting, stark
naked, on the tiled floor of the shower cubicle.  His skin was
the colour of mouldy parchment and his face haggard and drawn, as
if he was enduring internal agony.  For a brief moment she was
perplexed at what to do.  Concern overcame inhibition and she
squatted next to him.  He opened one eye.  “Is it
bad?”  She whispered.

He almost jumped off of the tiles, “Ten on the Richter scale,”
he said hoarsely.  I just needed to be cold.”

She felt his forehead, it was unbelievably hot considering where
he was sitting.  She realised that his hair was cold and
damp.  “You given yourself a cold shower?”

“Yes, it sometimes helps.”

She felt his arms, they were extremely cold and clammy. 
She got a towel and tenderly patted him dry.  “I can’t leave
you here,” she said quietly, “Time for bed I think.”

He smiled weakly and allowed her to help him into the bedroom,
he could barely stay upright.  She laid him on the bed,
covered him with a spare sheet, and kissed him on the
forehead.  She noted that even the lightest of kisses made him
wince.  She crept out.

Ben relaxed as she left.  He liked being looked after, in
fact he really liked being looked after, but he needed peace, quite
and nothing, absolutely nothing, touching him.  On the other
hand, he managed to muse, the thought behind the kiss had been very
agreeable.

 


           
Roberta went back to the snooker room and looked at the pile of
bricks.  She really wanted to win that money for the rehab
unit.  She closed her eyes and tried to picture every bridge
she had seen, but it was no help.  Then she remembered a crime
novel she had read.  It had been set in a mediaeval English
village and had concerned murder amongst a group of bricklayers who
were building a hump-backed bridge.  She recalled that they’d
built a wooden former to lay the bricks on and once the cement was
dry removed the former to find a dead body embedded in the bottom
of the bridge.  She ripped a side off of the large box, took
some drawing pins out of a small notice board and made a cardboard
arc by putting the pins in each of the drawn lines and then bending
the cardboard between them.  She surveyed the Lego and, using
the smallest of the available pieces, started to lay them side by
side as if laying bricks.  Once she’d completed one layer she
laid a second layer on top, this time using a reverse pattern and
fastening the top layer to the one below.  It was slow and
tedious work, but she just ploughed on.

 


           
Treasa peered out from under the eaves of the outhouse and decided
that the rain would pass in a minute.  “Tell me about your
wife,” she asked.

George, who’d been poking about at the back of the outhouse,
looked up.  “What do you want to know?”

“Everything.  Was she tall, was she pretty, was she
sexy?”

He pulled out a pair of old deck chairs as if by magic and set
them up in the wide doorway.  “Beth was shorter than me, she
came up to my nose, but then I am over two metres tall.  She
wasn’t pretty like you, more homely.  And yes she was
sexy.”  He shuffled in his deck chair.  “In fact she was
rather a flirt, it was her nature really, she didn’t mean anything
by it.”

He closed his eyes in memory, “She wasn’t a policewoman, she
worked in the control centre as a data operative, boring work I
always thought, but she liked it.  We met at this party, I
turned up late and she…”

 


           
Henry parked his car, a silver Aston Martin, in the city-centre
car-park near the payment kiosk.  He and Willow had decided to
skip the bridge-building task and go shopping.  Shopping that
is for rings.  They walked hand in hand through the tunnel
from the car-park to the shops and exited just in front of a huge
jewellers.  Willow glanced in the window and turned up her
nose.  Henry got the message and they walked on.  Eight
jewellers later, just as Henry was beginning to despair, she tapped
the glass and pointed.  “Those.”

He glanced through the glass at two thin plain bands of gold
that had an ovoid cross section.  “I thought you were looking
for an engagement ring?”

“I am, but aren’t those lovely?”

He took her inside and they were measured for ring-sizes. 
The jeweller made a ‘possibly’ gesture with his head by rocking it
from side to side.  “The ladies' fits. But the gents' is one
size too small.  I could have one that is large enough over
from my other shop in an hour or so.”

“Fine,” said Henry, glad that half of the problem had been
solved.

Willow bent almost double and peered into the glass
counter.  She pointed with a long finger that was topped by an
immaculate fingernail, “Is that an engagement ring in that
box?”

“Certainly is,” replied the jeweller, “With a single matching
ear-stud.  They’re all the rage and if I may say so the stud
would grace madams ear most favourably.”

Henry glanced at the box and almost died of shock.  The
ring had a single octagonally cut ruby that was about half an inch
across its centre.  The ear-stud had a similarly cut ruby
about half the size.  The price tag was unbelievable.  He
swallowed nervously, he wasn’t poor, but this was exorbitant. 
“Thought you wanted a diamond,” he murmured.

“Love rubies,” she said longingly.

He closed his eyes as if he were in pain, still this only
happened once.  “If you like it we’ll buy it.”

Willow slipped the ring on, it was a perfect fit.  “Made
for you,” murmured the jeweller encouragingly.

She went off towards the window to see it in the light and Henry
leant towards the jeweller, “Is that really £16067?”

The jeweller blinked in disbelief, and studied the price
tag.  “Oh no sir, that’s its stock number.  It’s a mere
£2,500.”

Henry sighed with relief.  The jeweller moved his finger
along the glass counter and tapped it with his fingernail. 
Henry peered through the glass.  Lying under his finger was a
gold bracelet with eight octagonal rubies, it was a perfect
match.  “Make a fine wedding present,” the jeweller said
softly, “it’s only £1,100.”  He smiled conspiratorially, “Tell
you what sir, buy it with the ring and stud and I’ll sell them to
you for £3,300.  I believe that is a saving of over £12,000 on
your original expectation.”

Henry nodded and the Jeweller whispered, “Want to keep it a
secret?”

“Yes please.”

The jeweller extracted the bracelet, shut its box and slid it
over the counter for Henry to pocket.  Willow returned from
the window and smiled at Henry, “It’s lovely.”

He bowed, “Then you shall have it.”

He got out his bank card and Willow wandered down the shop to
look at ankle bracelets.  After he had paid she returned and
dropped a fine gold ankle bracelet on the counter.  Henry
offered his card again and she waved a finger at him, “Mine this
time.”

She offered her card and Henry wandered over to look at some
watches.  Willow half watched him.  The jeweller passed
her a slip to sign and whispered, “He must love you very much, he
thought that ring cost £16,000 and he would have paid it.”  He
turned the label over so that she could see the stock number. 
To say that she was impressed would be an understatement.

 


           
Riona and Cameron, both being engineers, albeit not mechanical
ones, started their bridge building by taking stock of what they
had and then making a few drawings on the back of the piece of
paper.  Cameron tapped one of the diagrams, “We’ve only got
straight bricks, so curved structures are out.”

Riona nodded and crossed off a diagram.  “This ‘V’ shaped
structure is no good either.”

She crossed it off.  They studied the third diagram of a
long straight bridge and both knew it wouldn’t work.  Riona
smiled and drew a couple of towers at each end and a suspension
wire.  “Got some 16 gauge copper wire in the car, should do
nicely.”

Cameron looked at her drawing, “Only need to suspend it in the
middle, after all it’s only got to take the weight once and there
won’t be any wind.”

She nodded and it was decided, they were going for a suspension
bridge.

 


           
George finished his eulogy on his wife and fell silent. 
Treasa had heard enough to know what had really happened. 
Elizabeth, or Beth as he called her, had been the office
flirt.  She’d got him drunk at a party, made herself pregnant
and wheedled him into marriage.  After that she’d been a
volatile spendthrift and the great lummox couldn’t see any of
it.  Rather he cherished her image and gained comfort from the
fact that she had married him after, he felt, he had defiled
her.  She decided on one check-it-out question.  “Would
you have married her if she hadn’t been pregnant?”

He creased his brow and shrugged, “Who knows?  Life is full
of what-ifs and maybes.  She hadn’t crossed my path till the
party and then fate took a hand.”

She went to comment on fate when he sat upright.  “That’s
enough about my boring past.  What about you, what’s happening
in your life?”

She had no hesitation.  “Contracts, currently I’m worried
about renewing my contract.”

“Why?” he asked.

She sighed, “We’ve got this new producer who…”

 


           
Roberta finished the second layer of bricks and furrowed her
brow.  If she pulled out her cardboard former she knew the
structure would instantly go flat, she needed something to stop the
ends spreading out.  She remembered her mediaeval story again;
they had built brick buttresses at the ends, that’s where the
second body had been bricked up.  She glanced around and
spotted the oblong lead weight that was used as a doorstop. 
She picked it up and placed it at one end of the bridge.  Next
she hunted down the corridor until she found a match and brought
that back for the other end.  She drummed her fingers on the
wooden surface, she was still not confident.  She made her way
upstairs.  Checked on Ben, he was sleeping, and went to her
suite.  She rummaged in her suitcase until she found the small
bottle of super-glue that she kept in case a heel came off one of
her shoes.  She headed back to the snooker room and glued the
doorstops to the wooden surface.  Then, with her heart in her
mouth, she carefully slid out the piece of cardboard; the structure
remained intact.  She carefully placed the brass weight in the
middle and waited.  There was a slight plasticy creaking noise
and then nothing, the structure worked.  She felt unbelievably
proud.  She’d made it by herself and it worked.

 


           
Once outside the jewellers Willow announced that the next thing she
needed was a dress.  She watched Henry’s face and then patted
him on the shoulder.  “Don’t worry,” she purred, “I know men
don’t like clothes shopping, why don’t you go and shop for whatever
men shop for and meet me here in an hour?”

The relief on his face almost made her laugh.  He kissed
her on the cheek and jauntily walked off down the road.  She
crossed over to a women’s clothing shop, watched him disappear into
a computer store and re-crossed to the jewellers.  She already
knew where she was going to get her dress as she’d seen a beautiful
long silk wrap-around dress in the window of the Oxfam shop earlier
on; meanwhile she had a watch to buy.

 


           
The film came to an end, not that Gwen noticed.  She’d fallen
asleep about half an hour into the film and remained asleep ever
since.  Derek wondered if she’d been sleeping properly at
night as once she’d gone to sleep it was obvious that she was more
than dozing.  Once he’d realised she was sleeping he’d turned
the sound down, after that he’d lost interest in the film and had
let his mind drift, and drift onto thoughts of him and Gwen. 
He’d been honest when he’d told her that he’d not much experience
with women, though he would have been far more honest to say that
he really had no experience of women.  He had taken a few
women out for the odd evening, but there had never been any
rapport, so much so that a few years ago he’d wondered if he was
really heterosexual.  Gwen had cured him of all such thoughts
from the moment he’d seen her.  Roberta had been sullenly
sensual, Willow intriguing and Riona showing that indelible slice
of aristocracy, but in his eyes Gwen outshone them all.  He
knew that there was a touch of the jolie laide about this in that
somehow her sheer ugliness had initially made her fascinating and
attractive, but he knew that he’d moved on from that.  Now the
more he got to know her the more he couldn’t get her out of his
mind.  She moved slightly under his arm and he knew that he
had some decisions to make, decisions which may forever send this
tiny woman from his life.










Chapter 26
Thunder


Ben was lying in cotton wool and feeling absurdly comfortable
when he realised that there was a draught.  He tried to fight
it, to stay warm and comfortable, but the spell had been broken and
he emerged from a deep and dreamless sleep to see a fuzzy
red-haired form peering down at him.  He licked his lips, as
usual when he woke up in this post-migraine state his mouth felt
dry and his eyes sticky.  He gave a tired smile, “Am I
dreaming?”

“You were certainly snoring.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, “How are you?”

He realised that he was stark naked under the thin sheet. “OK, I
think.  Headaches certainly gone, well mostly gone.”

He groped around on the bedside cabinet for his glasses. 
She handed them to him, she came into full focus.  “What time
is it?”

“Seven.  Diner is in an hour, that is if you want it.”

He tried to get his brain together.  “Thought dinner was at
seven?”

“I got them to put it back in case you woke up  In any case
Treasa’s bringing a guest and Angela’s having forty fits.”

Memories flooded back to Ben, recent memories concerning the
shower.  “Did you find me in the shower?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

She tickled his chin, “Don’t worry, I won’t broadcast the fact
that your chest does a good imitation of a sheepskin rug.”

He turned red.  She stood up, “Do you want to come to
dinner?”

“I’ll try.  I’ll know how I really am when I get up.”

She kissed him on the forehead, “Then I’ll give you half an
hour.”

 


           
On the way to dinner Roberta proudly showed Ben her bridge. 
In his eyes it had a beautiful shape, but was totally mechanically
unsound.  There were wedge shaped cracks indicating that the
bricks were not properly mated and it probably had no lateral
strength to speak of.  However, it fulfilled the original
specification in that it proudly supported the brass weight and the
fact that she had accomplished it alone made them both absurdly
proud.

 


           
Dinner was dominated by two things.  Firstly Willow flashing
her engagement ring around and showing off the ruby in her ear and
secondly talk of the morning’s bonding exercise with the questions
on the wooden tiles.  Angela breezed in just as they were
pouring coffee.  She helped herself to a cup and pulled a
chair up to the table.  Her eyes glanced down the length at
the now solid pairings with Treasa and George at the end.  Ben
gained her attention and thanked her for moving the dinner. 
She accepted his thanks with diplomacy, but did not, Roberta noted,
apologise for the cheese in the food earlier on.  Angela
pulled out an envelope.  “We’ve had a look at the only two
entries to the bridge building contest and superb as Cameron and
Riona’s suspension bridge is we are giving the reward to Ben and
Roberta.  Never in four years we have been running this
exercise have we had a self-supporting curved structure as an entry
and certainly not one that could support the weight.”

Everybody clapped and Roberta almost swelled with pride. 
Angela consulted a small piece of paper.  “Tomorrow’s
exercise, as Riona pointed out, is called Excursion and will
commence immediately after breakfast; that is at ten-thirty.”

She looked down the table, “Do you two wish to join in? 
George would be a most welcome guest.”

George gave a wrinkled smile, “If it’s no trouble.”

“None at all.”

She stood up and looked at Roberta, “By the way Roberta, your
father phoned this evening, he said that he’d pick you up on Friday
morning as he’d be passing by and you had plans to make for next
week.”

Angela swept out leaving Roberta looking as if she’d been
pole-axed.  Once again a brief moment of joy had been
overshadowed by the spectre of her family.

 


           
After coffee everybody lazily made their way to their suites. 
Cameron and Riona to Riona’s suite, Willow and Henry to Willow’s
suite and the other’s to their individual suites.  Derek
kissed Gwen goodnight on the stairs while Ben tried to console
Roberta, but she had withdrawn into herself and become
uncommunicative.  He managed a kiss on her cheek, but there
was no feeling in it.  It was as if her life spirit had been
extinguished, totally snuffed out by the mere mention of her
parents and her father’s imminent appearance.

 


           
Treasa said goodnight to George in the front of his Morris
Minor.  He was still remarkably physically hesitant; however
it seemed that he had decided that practise would help him overcome
his inhibitions.

 


           
Riona and Cameron sat in the settee side by side looking out of the
window into the dark night and chatted for about an hour.  On
the face of it, it had been a wasted afternoon, however, as far as
their relationship was concerned it had not been wasted time for
they had chatted while they had worked on the bridge.  Chatted
with no purpose in mind other than talking to one another. Their
talk now followed the same pattern.  They mainly talked about
their pasts.  Riona got Cameron to talk about his home; of the
little shop near Stornoway.  Then about his fisherman father
and of his fears over his brother’s intention to disinherit him as
he had, in their eyes, forfeited any hereditary rights by leaving
the island.  Cameron got Riona to talk about her schooldays;
she firmly stuck to life at her final school in Suffolk and her
involvement in the hockey team.  Eventually she stretched and
kicked off her wooded high-heeled sandals, Cameron picked one
up.  “Don’t know how you walk in those things anyway, don’t
you ever wear anything else?"

She suddenly became anxious, “Do you think I should wear
something else?”

He gave her a hug, “You wear what you’re most comfortable with,
I wasn’t criticizing.”

She picked up the other sandal and looked at it.  “I got my
first pair when I was sixteen, although that pair had smaller
heels.  My step-mother hated them, she told me that they made
me walk like a slut.  I ordered three more pairs and when I
was about twenty I got a dozen pairs of the type I have now. 
At first I did it to annoy her, but now I don’t really want to wear
anything else, I find them comfortable and in a way
reassuring.”

“Then you keep wearing them; I like you wearing them.”

“You do?”

“I do, but don’t cripple your feet over me.”

They sat in silence for a few moments and then Riona said
meekly, “I’m off to bed.”

She rose and lingered by the bedroom door, Cameron could see
uncertainty written all over her face.  He said gently, “I’ll
wait, when your ready you come, but until then I’ll wait.”

She tiptoed back and after a second’s hesitation lightly kissed
him on the forehead, he wasn’t quick enough to give a return kiss,
but the one kiss was enough for each of them to know that they were
on the right track.

 


           
The promised storm broke shortly after midnight with a tremendous
crack of thunder followed by a series of lightening flashes and a
barrage of deafening thunderclaps.  Cameron woke up with a
start at the first peal of thunder.  He was then totally
astounded as Riona sprinted from the small bedroom and literally
flung herself into his arms.  With every progressive
thunderclap she tried to get closer to him as if by melding into
his very being she could escape the storm.  Each flash of
lightning caused a tremble and each clap of thunder a violent
shudder.  Cameron just held onto her.  The storm passed
over quickly, but it left Riona and Cameron in a close encounter of
the physical kind, each holding on to the other and each gaining
comfort from the feel of the other.  Eventually physiology and
the release of suppressed sexual desire took over.  Cameron
kissed Riona, she kissed him back.  He kissed her more
passionately, she returned the passion.  Eventually, after
much inept fumbling and awkward groping they made love.  On
the scale of love-making the act probably hardly registered, it
certainly didn’t make the earth move, or even cause a ripple in a
teacup.  But for Riona and Cameron the landscape changed from
sterile desert to abundant pastures, from legal matrimony to
consummated marriage.  The fear of thunder had been greater
than the fear of physical contact and they both knew now that
contact had been made it would be continued without the necessity
of external.

 


           
The gathering storm also had its effect on Ben.  Although he’d
got ready for bed he wasn’t tired due to his afternoon of
sleep.  In any case he had other things on his mind, really
one other thing on his mind; Roberta.  Ben knew that he was
naturally a cautious person and that given time, and the right
conditions, he would have wooed Roberta for perhaps a year or two
before making any major decisions.  Truly he could not
understand either Riona and Cameron or Willow and Henry, maybe
because it was as a vicar he’d seen too many marriage
break-ups.  The words ‘Choose in haste and repent at leisure,’
were almost ingrained into his soul.  But Roberta was a damsel
in distress and he did not have time to dither.  He’d thought
that she was paranoid about her parents, but now he knew
otherwise.  He remembered that Angela had apologised to him on
arrival that he hadn’t received written confirmation of there being
enough people to run a ‘Soulmate Session’ as the letters had been
placed in the wrong out-tray.  He assumed that the same had
happened to Roberta and that her parents had opened her mail, there
could be no other explanation for her father’s accurate knowledge
of her whereabouts.  Ben made himself a cup of tea and sipped
it.  Could he make a rapid decision here?  Did he have
enough information?  What did he feel?  Did he love her,
or could her grow to love her?  In the end he did what he
always did when in a dilemma, he prayed.  He poured his heart
out to God, told God of his feelings, his fears, his uncertainties,
by the time he had finished he knew the course of action he should
take.  He got up from his knees at the first peal of thunder,
changed back into jeans and sweatshirt and set off down the
corridor for Roberta’s suite, he had the full length of the
corridor, South to North, to walk and plenty of time to change his
mind.  It never occurred – his mind was set.  Once at her
door he waited for a peel of thunder to die away and knocked
gently.  The door opened almost immediately.  She looked
dreadful, she hadn’t changed since he left her, had obviously been
crying and had all the elegance of a defeated baboon.  She
surveyed him with tired eyes and managed the ghost of a fraction of
a hint of a smile.  “It’s OK Ben, I’m not afraid of
thunder.”

As if to emphasise her words there was an almighty peel that
seemed to roll across the top of the house.  “I’m not here
about the thunder, I’m here about us.”

She shrugged, “They know.”

He felt a fool standing on the doorstep so he moved forward,
entered her room and closed the door behind him.  He tenderly
put his hands to her face and moved the hair aside to gaze into her
azure eyes.  “I’m here about us.  I know that this is
swift and that you don’t really know me and that you’d be taking an
almighty risk, but would you marry me?”

She didn’t move, she didn’t respond, she didn’t do anything; she
just stared at him with lifeless eyes.  It was as if the words
had never been spoken.  There was another window frame
rattling peel of thunder, they both ignored it.  Eventually
she blinked, swallowed and said, “Pardon,” as if in total
disbelief.  “Can you say that again?”

He took a deep breath, “I know that this is swift and that you
don’t really know me and that you could be taking an almighty risk,
but would you marry me?”

She turned her eyes downwards, “You don’t really want me, you
just want a wife, any wife.”

“Yes I want a wife, but not any wife.  There are at least
two women, perhaps three, in my congregation I could get to be
a wife, but not the wife I want.  I want
that wife to be you.”

There was a brilliant flash of lightening and an almost
simultaneous thunderclap, neither jumped.  She was still
almost unable to slough herself out of her self-induced
despondency.  “Really?”  She mumbled disconsolately, “You
want an alcoholic who’s as thick as two short planks for a
spouse.”

He tenderly massaged the tears away from her cheeks with his
thumbs while tenderly holding on to her cheeks and gazing into her
eyes.  “That’s your parents speaking.  You’re not an
alcoholic, you’re a reformed alcoholic who’s decided to walk away
from booze, that takes courage.  You’re not thick, I could
never have built that bridge, you understand interior design,
you…”

He paused, “You are the one I want, you’re the one I’m beginning
to love.  I’d have liked more time, but then I’m normally too
slow to grasp the golden opportunities.”

His voice took on an even more tender cadence, “And you’re my
golden opportunity.  Only once in a lifetime could I have met
anybody like you and I don’t intend to let you go.”

He paused, “That is unless you don’t think that you could live
with me, or,” he hesitated further, “or love me.”  He paused
again.  “Or put up with the church.”

Life began to return to her eyes, she licked her lips, and said
huskily, “Ask me again.”

“Will you marry me?”

A tremendous peal of thunder drowned out her words, but the
follow up kiss conveyed the appropriate message.

 


           
Treasa lay in bed and listened to the thunder.  She wasn’t
exactly frightened, but she wasn’t comfortable either.  She
tried to think of something, anything, that would blot the thunder
out.  Inevitably she started thinking about George.  Was
he really suitable for her?  Could he cope with her six days a
week six hours a day – or more – filming schedule?  And all
the public appearances, what about them?  The thunder rolled
around while she considered him.  He was far taller than she
would have liked, with him she looked like a midget, with a short
man she could look reasonable.  He had an occupation that
would give her worry; policemen died all the time in high speed
crashes; one had even got shot last week stopping a drug
dealer.  He was friendly, but not gregarious, so how would he
cope with her show business friends?  She rolled over;
perhaps, she thought to herself, it’s me that’s got to
change.  Be content with a big man, be content with…  She
fell asleep as the last grow of thunder died away in the West.

 

Henry and Willow, unbelievably, slept through the thunderstorm
entwined in each other’s arms.  They had celebrated their
partnership registration in an energetic and sexually fulfilling
manner, now they slept the sleep of the contented.

 


           
Gwen, on the other hand, was not asleep, but she was temporarily
trapped.  She’d discovered as soon as she investigated the
files she’d obtained from the office computer that she had chosen
the wrong computer.  It had been a choice of two and she’d
chosen the one nearest the filing cabinets, she’d been wrong, it
only contained letters and documentation of exercises etc. 
Thus she’d had to return to the office on the third floor, again
dressed in black, to investigate the other computer.  She’d
spent ten minutes trying to guess the password and then given
up.  She opened the CD-ROM drawer, dropped a CD into it and
re-booted the computer.  It restarted, looked to the CD drive,
thought about it and started copying files to her little box. 
This was a much slower method of copying using something called
MSDOS.  She actually had no idea how it worked, but the
technicians always said it would work and it obviously did. 
The copying took nearly ninety minutes and she had serious trouble
in staying awake.  Once it had finished she opened the CD
drawer, extracted the disc and let the machine shut down.  She
had just performed that task when the first peel of thunder
assailed her ears, closely followed by the corridor lights coming
on.  She squeezed herself under the back-to back tables and
waited, heart in her mouth.  The office lights came on with
Angela voice muttering about something indistinguishable. 
Then a man’s voice boomed out, “Just stop moaning and pull out all
the computer plugs, including the telephone lines.  We haven’t
got any lightening surge protection and you know what happened last
time.”

Gwen heard the sound of plugs being extracted and prayed that
none of the things that had to be disconnected were under then
table.  After a couple of minutes Angela announced that all
the plugs had been pulled out.  The lights went off and the
door closed to the sound of rolling thunder.  She sat
quivering for ten minutes before she extracted herself and dusted
herself down.  She tentatively opened the door onto a darkened
corridor and waited for a peel of thunder to cover the noise of her
closing the door and fleeing towards the stairs.  She did not
have long to wait.  By the time she’d reached the landing on
the first floor the thunderstorm had almost passed over.  She
stopped by the large window to look out at the lightening as it
flashed across the sky.  She had no idea how long she had
stood there when she became aware of someone standing beside
her.  She almost wet herself.  Derek moved closer to her,
“I wondered where you were, once the storm started I went to your
suite to see if you were all right, but you weren’t there.”

She swallowed, had he seen her come down the stairs?  “How
did you find me?”

“Checked all the ground floor rooms, I was coming back up when I
saw you standing here.”

She relaxed, “Love lightening, it’s all about the power of
nature.”

She put her arm round his waist, “Nice of you to think of
me.”

They stood watching the lightening with Gwen hoping that Derek
would not wonder why she was dressed in black with a leather bag
round her waist.

 


           
Cameron awoke sometime around 7am with Riona snuggled up beside
him.  He lay for a while looking at her deriving pleasure from
her closeness and experiencing an emotional thrill from what they
had achieved the night before.  As he gazed at her, her
eyelids rose and she slowly focused her eyes on him.  He
whispered, “Morning beautiful.”

She smiled and murmured something like ‘say that again.’

He kissed her cheek, “I said good morning beautiful.”

She kissed him and they made love again, this time more slowly
and this time deriving pure pleasure from each other’s touch and
this time without fear of failure.

 


           
Thus breakfast was taken late and with both of them in dressing
gowns.  Just as Riona was finishing her toasted fried egg and
sausage sandwich there was the distant growl of thunder and she
went to the window.  She sat on the window seat gazing out
across the gardens and in a half matter-of-fact and half abstract
voice started talking.  “It was my second term at boarding
school, I guess I’d just reached seven. The school worked on a
house system so the dormitory was filled with girls of all ages and
with each dormitory having a head girl.  I guess I must have
been one of the youngest.  We had a thunderstorm and I told
the head girl that I didn’t like thunder.  Instead of giving
me sympathy she and a couple of cronies took me up to the attic and
pushed me out onto the flat roof, she said that there was
absolutely nothing to be afraid of and if I stood out in it I’d see
that.”

She turned and gazed at Cameron.  “It was the worst
thunderstorm in years and I must have been out there for nearly
half an hour when one of the staff heard me screaming between
thunderclaps.  I was only wearing a nightdress, soaked
through, scared to death and freezing cold.  The staff phoned
home, but my father was abroad and my step-mother, rather than come
herself, sent Blanche, who was then a maid.  When Blanche
discovered what had happened she threw a wobbly and sought to have
the head girl punished, if not expelled.  However, the school
wouldn’t listen to Blanche, after all she was only a maid, and
sought my step-mother’s advice.  You know what?  She said
that the girl had probably acted out of the best of intentions and
shouldn’t be punished or reprimanded in any way.  Looking back
it would have been convenient for her if I had died that night, the
flat roof had no edging and I could easily have just walked off of
the edge, although actually I was rooted to the spot in fear.”

She walked back to the settee and flopped down next to Cameron,
“Ever since then I’ve hated thunderstorms.”

Cameron put his arm round her, she did not shudder. “I’m not
surprised, it must have been terrifying.”

Riona nodded, “I messed myself and I wet the bed for weeks, you
can imagine what my fellow dormitory dwellers thought of that.”

“How long were you there?”

“Two months.  My father came back from abroad and Blanche
told him what had happened and he immediately had me moved to
another school.  Lady Hardcastle has never forgiven Blanche
for that and if Father hadn’t made her my personal maid I doubt she
could have stayed on.  She rested her head on Cameron’s
shoulder, “Since then Blanche has been like a mother to me: she’s
always been there for me even when my true family haven’t.”

Cameron inwardly blessed his own parent’s for their love and
felt his heart melt for his wife.

After a while Riona stood up and went into the shower. 
Cameron followed a minute or two later. 

 










Chapter 27
Excursion: Mr & Mrs Aspen


Breakfast was a straggly affair with different people eating at
different times and two couples opting for breakfast in their
rooms.  However, by ten-thirty everybody, except Riona, was
gathered in the lounge.  Angela arrived dead on time. 
She laid out five envelopes on a small table.  “Today you
leave the hall in any pairing you choose.”

She pointed to the envelopes, “The idea of today is that you do
something unusual together, something you would not normally
do.”

“Oh I see,” interjected Gwen, “You want to get us stressed to
see how we react.”

Angela pursed her lips in disapproval at the interruption. 
“Not necessarily, you should actually enjoy the experience.”

She shuffled the envelopes around, “You’re all grown ups and I’m
sure you can decide amongst yourselves who does what, each envelope
has a map in it for the driver, so please don’t mix the maps
up.  The only stipulation is that you’re back by seven. 
It’s a formal dinner this evening at eight with an after-dinner
speaker.  Any questions?”

There weren’t and she swept out like a galleon in the
mistral.

 


           
Willow walked over to the envelopes and opened them all, nobody
questioned her right to do so.  She gazed at the contents, “We
have Rock climbing, Circus skills, Archaeology, Helicopter
aerobatics and Bungee jumping.”

The silence that followed was deafening.  Eventually she
turned her nose up, “Actually Henry and I have other things to do,
so you can choose from all five.”

Ben, who seemed to be remarkably happy rubbed his hands
together, “Us to, so that leave five choice for three couples.”

“Two couple,” Cameron intoned, “Riona and I have other agendas
today.”

Derek and Gwen looked at each other.  She grinned, “Always
wanted to be a trapeze artist, but I think we’ll give that a
miss.”

Treasa turned to George, who was still trying to come to terms
with the situation he was in.  “Rather do something less
physically adventurous today.”

They broke up and went their separate ways; not one envelope got
picked up.

 


           
Henry and Willow walked to the car-park round the back of the
building.  “Whose car do you want to use?”  Henry asked
praying for Willow to request the Aston Martin as he hated being
driven.

She giggled, “We can use mine if you like, but I rather feel
yours would be better.”

She pointed to a sad old gold Vauxhall.  Henry stared in
disbelief, “You drive that?  Does it actually move without
falling apart?”

She shrugged, “Where I live in London is OK, but park anything
remotely acceptable near where I work at it will either disappear,
or be stripped down for parts, in the twinkling of an eye.”

By mutual consent they climbed into the Aston.  Henry
showed her the seat movement buttons, so that she could get
comfortable.  He started the engine and then turned it
off.  He reached inside his coat and extracted a small
case.  “Was going to save this as a wedding present, but
seeing we are registered partners I’d rather like you to have it
now.”

He handed it to her and she extracted the ruby bracelet. 
She stroked it, “It’s wonderful.”

She attempted to put it on her wrist, but the clasp was too new
and Henry ended up fastening it for her.  She kissed him on
the cheek, “And you’re wonderful.”

She hesitated, “Would you really have paid £16,000 for an
engagement ring?”

He laughed, “Only if I could suppress the heart attack.” 
He looked her in the eyes, “Actually yes, if it had been what you
wanted I guess I would.”

She kissed his cheek again and extracted a small package from
her shoulder bag.  “Was going to keep this till tomorrow, but
seeing as were exchanging presents…”

She handed it to him and watched his eyes.  He opened it
and pure pleasure crossed his face, she relaxed.  He examined
the watch closely, “This is one of those automatic self-winding
jobs with a proper mechanism, not a battery driven one.”

He turned it over and smiled when he saw the simple word
‘Willow’ engraved on the back.  Willow watched, she knew that
the old watch he was currently wearing had ‘Sally’ engraved on the
back.  He slipped the old watch off and adjusted the stainless
steel strap of her watch around his wrist.  He kissed her,
“It’s just what I needed.”

He hesitated, “And it will remind me of you every day.”

He did not add ‘just as the old one had reminded me of Sally
every day,’ but he didn’t have to.  He sat looking at his
wrist, slipped the old watch into his pocket and murmured, “A new
start.”

He leant over, kissed her, started the engine and headed up the
drive.  As soon as they swept out of the gate Willow wanted a
cigarette.  She’d bought new nicotine patches and was
carefully following the prescription, but it wasn’t the nicotine,
it was what to do with her hands.  In the end she clutched
them together on her lap.  “Where are we going?”

Henry carefully turned left onto a trunk road.  “Our
house.  It’s only about an hour from here and I thought that
you might like to see it.”

She fiddled with her fingers, “Sorry, I thought you lived by the
south coast.”

He shook his head, “Used to, moved up to Suffolk when I started
the business.  Most of my imported juices come via Felixstowe
Dock, so it seemed sensible to be close by.  So my main
Factory is at Bury St Edmunds, that’s about an hour from Felixstowe
and an hour from the M11/A1 interchange.”

She absorbed this piece of information as Henry turned onto the
A140 and headed towards Ipswich. 

She got him to tell her all about his factory.  Not too
much later they turned onto the A14 towards Bury St Edmunds and
Henry glanced into the car-park of a transport café and executed a
smart left turn.  “Mind if we make a slight detour? 
There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

They pulled up in front of the transport café and Henry turned
off the engine.  Willow surveyed the café, “My,” she said,
“You sure know how to treat a girl.”

Henry looked around as they entered and led her over to a table
at the rear where there was a thin man with a shock of grey hair
and a face like a cracked walnut reading a book.  He looked up
and smiled, “Henry!  Checking up on me?”

The accent was East European and as thick as pea soup. 
Henry turned to Willow, “Willow, this is my good friend Jakob,
Jakob meet my fiancée, Willow.”

Jakob held out a huge thick-fingered hand and Willow shook
it.  Henry pulled out a chair for her.  “Jakob and I go
back a long way, he was my first employee when I started the
company.”

Jakob waved a finger, “Second employee, you’d already taken on
Sarah.”

Willow raised an eyebrow, “Sarah.”

“My chemist,” said Henry, “she does all the blending.”

He looked around, “Tea?”

She nodded and he wandered towards the counter.  Willow
turned to Jakob, “So you know Henry well?”

He nodded, “Used to work all the hours we could together, him,
me and Sarah.  Later Pierre joined us to help with the
marketing.”

He looked back into the past, “Sarah and I came from the Ukraine
and we couldn’t get employment.  Henry met us at Mass one
Sunday and by Wednesday we were building a do-it-yourself bottling
plant in a rented warehouse.  Once it was up and running I did
the deliveries, Sarah made the juices and Henry ran about selling
the stuff, doing the accounts and worrying about us all.”

“And you’re still delivering?”

Jakob laughed, “Yes, but I shouldn’t be.  Four years ago
one of those female TV cooks recommended Aspenolli juices on her
programme and our sales went through the roof.  Since then the
big boys send their trucks to us, something about just-in-time
stocking.  The rest of the market are served by a warehouse
distribution company, they also pick up the stock they need. 
These days Stefan and I just do the special runs.”

“Stefan?”

“He became our second driver after six months.”

Willow glanced at Henry, who was happily chatting to the girl
behind the counter, she felt slightly irritated, was he chatting
her up?  She turned her attention back to Jakob.  “What’s
special about your deliveries?”

He grinned, “All charity stuff.  My current load is for
three children’s hospices and Stefan is taking a load down to an
Emergency distribution centre.  Henry says it’s better than
them merely taking bottled water out to disaster areas.”

Willow blinked, “You mean he gives the stuff away?”

“Tons of it.  He says life has been good to him, so he
wants to make it good for others.”

He glanced across café.  “He’s a good man, a little odd in
places, but a good man.”

Willow was intrigued.  “A little odd in places?”

Jakob laughed, “He keeps the bottling plant spotless.  I
read in one of those magazines that he employs three times as many
cleaning staff as any other juice manufacturer.  You could eat
your dinner off of the floor of the Bury plant any day.” 
Jakob grinned, “And he will also not allow smoking anywhere on the
premises, if you want to smoke you have to go outside the factory
gates.”

Willow mentally congratulated herself on her early decision to
give up smoking.  Jakob’s eyes watched Henry picking up three
cups of tea.  He lent forward conspiratorially, “And he’s
always walking the factory floor.  Says it’s important to know
what’s really going on.”  He gave a lopsided grin and, of
course he…” he leant forward as Henry approached the table, “Look
after him miss, he looks after us all like a mother hen, it’s about
time somebody looked after him.”

Henry arrived and planted a cup of tea in a bone-china cup in
front of Willow.  She eyed it suspiciously, “Though mugs were
de rigueur in a place like this.”

Henry grinned, “Special just for you.”

He turned to Jakob, “Didn’t know that Joseph’s daughter worked
here.”

“Only during the holidays, she says it pays better than being in
a boring office.”

Henry laughed and winked at Willow.  “He means my boring
office and if they pay more than me I’m in the wrong business.”

 


           
Half an hour later they climbed back in the Aston and drove
off.  Willow stretched her legs, “He’s nice.”

Henry manoeuvred around a container lorry and the Aston
accelerated forward like a guided missile.  “He’s a good
friend.”

“And Sarah?”

Henry guffawed, “Don’t worry, his sister married the local
dentist.”

“And Pierre?”

This time there was no laughter.  “He went back home to
Rwanda, haven’t heard from him since.”

She detected pain in his voice and did not follow up the
subject, not that she had much time to anyway.  All of a
sudden he pulled into a lay-by and turned off the engine while
keeping his eyes straight ahead. “I don’t want you to get the wrong
idea,” he said nervously.

“I want you to see our house, but I do realise that you have
your life in London and that you probably won’t want to give up
your job there.”  He shrugged, “If that means you work in
London during the week and only come here at weekends that’s
fine.”  He turned to face her.  “If you’d rather I moved
down to London that’s fine too.”

“But your factory is up here.”

He shrugged, “One must prioritise and you are my priority.”

It could have been a cold logical statement, but he said it like
a love poem.  She curled her bottom lip under her top teeth
and sucked for a moment. “Actually”, she said gently, “I’d like to
give up work.”

Henry’s eyebrows rose, “But I thought you liked your job.”

“I did, no I do, but I also don’t.”

Henry’s face took on a confused state.  “Can you unpack
that?  You did.  You do and you don’t?”

She gazed at the countryside, “I did love my job to such an
extent that it took over my life and that it gave me a jaundiced
view of the world.  I do love my job in that if I have to work
I don’t think I’d want to do anything else.  I don’t love my
job in that a lot of it is remarkable false because show-business
is remarkably false.”  She turned her eyes onto him, “To be
honest I’d rather like to have a go at being a housewife, that’s if
you…”

He reached out and touched her shoulder, “It would be more than
I could have hoped for or dreamt of.”

He became pensive before blurting out, “The house: it may not be
quite what you expected.”

“I’m sure it will be lovely.”

He stroked her shoulder, “If you don’t like it we’ll buy
another.  I had it renovated a few years ago, but it is still
basically a Victorian house even if it does have a Jacuzzi.”

He sighed, “It’s also got a housekeeper, Mrs Wood, her and her
husband live in the gatehouse.”

“You’ve got a gatehouse?”

“Don’t kid yourself, it’s a two bedroom cottage that used to be
a farm-hand’s cottage.”

He squirmed in his seat, “It’s also got neighbours.  My
sister-in-law lives next door.”

He squirmed again, “She may not take too kindly to you.”

Willow frowned, “Why not?”

“Because she firmly believes that I should leave my ill-gotten
gains to her children.”

“What about your brother?”

“He’s more phlegmatic, but then he’s so laid-back he probably
doesn’t care.”

“What does he do?”

“Nothing.”  Henry chuckled, “Well that’s not true, he works
in PR and thinks up advertising slogans.”

“Your advertising slogans?”

“No.”

The flat ‘no’ told her everything.  He did not think his
brother really worked at his job and he did not wish to give his
sister-in-law any leverage to claim Henry owed his sales to his
brother’s efforts.  She rubbed his knee, “Let’s go and
look.”

He started the engine and pulled back into the stream of
traffic.  “Looks nice around here,” she said.

He nodded, “Wonderful place to bring up children.”

She smiled to herself; her future was set, up here in Suffolk
raising his children.  It made her feel very content, so
content she temporarily forgot all about nicotine.

 


           
As they passed a couple of slip-roads off to Bury St Edmunds she
began to wonder how far out of the Town the house was.  They
drove about three miles and then there was another exit labelled
‘West Bury’, as Henry turned off on this slip road she admired a
pink-painted farmhouse that appeared to stand in grand isolation
across a couple of miles of fields.  It dawned on her as Henry
made progress down a country lane that this might be the
house.  They came to a T junction and Henry turned right, on
the corner was a square brick-built house that could have been
lifted of off any 1960s housing estate.  Willow surveyed it as
they passed, “How on earth did they get planning permission for
that in the middle of the countryside?”

He shrugged, “Don’t ask me, it was here when I arrived. 
It’s a 1960s house, built by a 1960s builder who was more concerned
about profit than quality.”

She made a guess, “It’s your brother’s?”

He nodded, “They moved up two years after I did.  He says
that he can commute from anywhere, she says it’s good for the
children.”

They were still driving.  “Just how far are you apart?”

“1.1 statute miles and a yawning gulf.”

“Yawning gulf?”

“They’re agnostics.  He’s renounced his faith and I doubt
that she ever had any.”

There was that tone in his voice again.  A sort of muted
tolerance mixed with a guilty intolerance.

They turned right round a small farm cottage with a thatched
roof and into a cobbled courtyard bounded by the farmhouse a stable
block and a small wooden barn.  He turned the engine
off.  She looked around at the buildings.  He waved a
careless hand, “Barn is used to store the cars and Bert, that’s Mrs
Wood’s husband, uses it to repair odds and ends.  Stable block
has my office.”

She wrinkled her nose, no office smelt like that.  “But
there are horses?”

He nodded, “Two, they’re in the paddock at the moment. 
They’re not mine, one’s a pony that’s being reared by the Wood’s
daughter and the other is a horse that’s used by a Disabled Riding
School.”

They climbed out and he made for the front door.  At the
door he fumbled for a key.  “Normally go in the kitchen door,
but today…”  He opened the wide door, picked Willow up in a
traditional bride-across-the threshold mode and staggered through
the doorway.  He almost made a comment about her weight, but
diplomacy overcame rashness.  Once inside he kissed her.
“Welcome home,” he whispered in her ear and he kissed her
again.

The hallway was not huge, but it was inviting.  Broad oak
beams ran across the ceiling and mellow colours allowed the walls
to be welcoming.  She looked at the beams, “Thought you said
this place is Victorian.”

“It is, they used more than red bricks you know.  This was
built in the fifth year of the reign of Queen Victoria; there’s an
engraved stone over the kitchen door.”

To the left of the hall there was a huge lounge, it ran from
front to back and was so large the three triple seated settees that
were grouped around the magnificent fireplace at the far end looked
lost.  He gave a knowing smile, “Probably was originally a
stone barn attached to the house, at sometime it’s been turned into
part of the dwelling.”

She went back into the hall and out the other side into the
kitchen.  It was laid out like a traditional farmhouse kitchen
with a large ceramic sink under the window and a scrubbed table in
the middle. However, all similarities to basic farm kitchens ended
there.  The ceramic sink had two large bowls with a small
preparation bowl in-between and an expensive looking swinging
tap.  The cupboards were all modern and made out of light-oak,
the appliances all stainless steel and the cooker a double oven
affair with a built-in dual-fuel hob next to it.  The kitchen
was also unusual in that it had a door in the middle of ever
wall.  Henry murmured in her ear, “Door to right leads into
the courtyard.  Door opposite leads into the old lobby and
there’s the old front door on the other side.  Used to be a
utility room off to the right, but I turned it into a walk-in
WC/shower; you can then come into the house without making things
dirty.”

Willow realised that the whole place was spotless.  “Mrs
Wood cleans this?”

“She currently cleans everything and does my food shopping. I
usually cook myself, when I’m here.”

She walked through the door to the left and into a large dining
room with an oblong light-oak table with eight matching chairs and
a Welsh-dresser of the same wood that was laden with Spode
china.  By the look of the room it was never used.  She
was getting the feel of the house now, it was an L shape with the
kitchen in the crook of the L.  She walked through the kitchen
and into the final downstairs’ room.  This was painted a pale
shade of blue and had a TV surround sound system emanating from a
large plasma screen that hung on the wall.  Set before it was
an old leather armchair and a small coffee table.  The whole
place extruded loneliness and desolation, she should know she had a
room exactly like it in her flat.  “How many bedrooms?”

“Four and a box-room.”

He took her back to the hall and up the wide staircase. 
“There’s stairs from the old lobby as well, but their mighty
steep.”

He paused by the door to the room over the large lounge. 
He stepped back, “Master bedroom.”  He announced
solemnly.  She took a deep breath, opened the door and stepped
inside.  She stopped dead.  Many things she had expected,
this she had not.  The room was bare, completely bare.
 Bare floorboards, bare plaster walls with a magnolia wash,
unvarnished beams, high unpainted ceiling and curtainless
windows.  The room seemed equally as enormous as the lounge
beneath, particularly as the only flat ceiling was no more than a
metre wide and high up in the semi-pointed roof of the old stone
barn.  The only piece of furniture was a small prayer desk and
the only splash of colour came from an Icon of Mary propped up
against the far wall.  She turned and raised an eyebrow, he
shuffled from foot to foot and became hesitant.  “I didn’t
know how to furnish it, I’m not sure I wanted to use it, alone that
is, and it seemed a sort of waste.”

He glanced down the room, “There’s an en-suite and a walk in
wardrobe at the end, both never used.”

She kissed him on the cheek, “At least it saves me the trouble
of reorganising your bedroom.”

His bedroom turned out to be a small single room with minimal
furniture, the next-door single bedroom he’d converted into a
walk-in wardrobe complete with a pigeon-hole type clothes rack that
had a Perspex door on ever storage slot.  She also noticed
that every piece of clothing that was hanging up on the moveable
clothes rails was covered with the sort of thin plastic dry
cleaners use.  The third bedroom was equipped as a spare
double room, it had obviously been the master bedroom of the old
house and was suitable large.  The bathroom was a palace of
luxury and the final box-room had a locked door.  She frowned,
“Box room,” he said.  “Now want to see my study?”

His whole manner had become evasive, so evasive that she began
to worry.  What did a man keep in a locked room?  Why did
a man keep a room locked in his own house?  She swallowed and
said huskily, “I’d rather like to see in here.”

His eyes said it all, they were full of apprehension.  He
fished out a key and he held in near the barrel lock, “Promise you
won’t laugh.”

She promised and he turned the key and threw the door
back.   Willow did not know what to expect, but what she
saw was nothing like fears she had imagined.  The room was
lined with bookshelves and on them were children’s annuals. 
She cast her eyes round the room: Beano, Dandy, Dennis the Menace,
Eagle, Noddy and Blue Peter all caught her eye. Henry sort of
shrugged, I started collecting them when I was at school and
somehow…”

Willow ran her fingers along the spines of the books, “Are the
collections complete?”

“Not quite, some are easier than others.  I’m still missing
a 1954 Beano and the 1965 is almost impossible to find.”

“Tried the Internet?”

Henry shook his head, “Definitely not.  The fun is not just
in having them, but also in seeking them out.  It wouldn’t be
the same if I could do it from an armchair.”

Willow was mystified, but didn’t say so.  What possible
pleasure could a grown man get from owning children’s books? 
She leant on the armchair to read some more titles and then stopped
having realised what she was doing.  “This armchair matches
the one in your TV room – you don’t sit up here and read them do
you?

Henry looked like a man caught in a rat-trap.  “Well it
seems pointless to have them and then not…”

Willow went and put her arms round his waist, “My mum always
said that men were little boys grown tall, and now I know what she
meant.”

Their conversation was cut short by the ring of the doorbell and
Henry rolled his eyes, “Thought it wouldn’t take her long.”

“Mrs Wood?”

“No my sister, Mrs Woods got a key and she comes when I’m not
here.”

They went downstairs and Henry opened the front door to reveal a
short thin mean looking woman with a hard face, thin orange painted
lips, heavily shadowed blue eyelids and thick black eyebrows that
were at odds with her absurdly short blonde hair that was cut back
to a mere fuzz.  She was wearing some sort of thin white
cotton dress that revealed too much of a pert bosom while not
revealing what must have been a true hour-glass figure as her hips
were wide and bony.  She entered without being invited to do
so and looked at Willow as if to ask what she was doing in Henry’s
house.  Henry didn’t smile.  “Susie, would you like to
meet Mrs Aspen.”

Willow noted that to Jakob she’d been his fiancée, to Susie she
was Mrs Aspen with the plain implication that they were already
married as he could have introduced her as Willow, or his partner,
or something else.  Susie’s mouth became thinner and meaner as
she compressed her lips.  “Mrs Aspen?” She barked in a pure
Essex accent

“Yes,” replied Henry without any further explanation about
marital status.  “I was just showing her round our house.”

Her eyes went up and down Willow as if she’d just crawled out
from under a loathsome slimy stone.  “You going to live
here?”

Willow tried for a smile, but the woman’s aggressive attitude
was beginning to irritate her.  “Yes, seems a nice place to
bring up children.”

Her eyebrows rose and curled at the ends, “You have
children?”  The question was spat out as if any children she
might have had were unworthy brats.

“Not yet.”  Willow hoped she’d judged the delivery with
just enough ire to warn her off.

Henry retreated into the kitchen and put the kettle on. 
Willow didn’t open the lounge door.  “So,” Willow asked
silkily, “What brings you here apart from insatiable
curiosity.”

Susie’s eyes narrowed dangerously, “After his money are
you?”

Willow put on her best double-edged tongue.  “Actually my
dear I love him and if he gives away all his money to a dog’s home
and we have to live in a cardboard box I wouldn’t really care,
which is more than can be said for you.”

Susie took a step forward, “Don’t think you can come here and
deny my children their inheritance.  I’ve seen your sort
before.  Marry the guy then take all the money and run.”

Willow inspected her fingernails, she could choose to verbally
shred this woman or try, for Henry’s sake, to build bridges. 
To her own surprise she chose the latter course of action. 
She said quietly, “Let’s not go down this road she we?  We are
going to be neighbours and it would be silly to have a family rift
before we even start.” 

She hoped her tone of voice was conciliatory and reconciling,
she needn’t have bothered.  Susie scowled, “Won’t be a family
rift because you’re not family.”

Willow internally seethed, “Well you we’re exactly born into it
either.”

She snarled back, “But I was here first.”

Willow smiled down from her superior height, “I wasn’t aware it
was a competition.”

Henry appeared holding a teapot.  Willow smiled and her
voice became warm, “Why thank you dear, we’ll take tea in the
lounge.”  Her voice hardened into a cold as ice delivery,
“Susie isn’t staying.”

She reached over Susie’s head and opened the front door. 
Susie glowered fit to bust and walked out. Willow gave her a
show-business smile, “Goodbye. Thanks for the welcome.  Come
again when you’ve got a civil tongue in your head.”

She closed the door before Susie could reply.  Henry stood
in the doorway opened mouthed.

 


           
They took tea in the lounge.  “What now?”  Asked
Henry.

Willow mentally decided that whatever tea Henry used it would
not stay in the pantry for much longer.  “Shopping. 
Shopping after you’ve shown me around the rest of the place. 
If I’m going to move in we’d better make the current double room
acceptable and I am definitely not sleeping under blankets.”

His eyes moved upwards, “What about…”

“Too large, a bedroom needs to feel cosy, not as if you’re
sleeping in a barn.”  She flashed him a smile, “Make a
wonderful children’s playroom though.”

Henry relaxed, he’d tried sleeping in the large bedroom and she
was right, it had been horrid.  He watched her sipping her tea
and felt almost at ease.  She’d seen the house and not thrown
a wobbly at its peculiar design.  She’d met Susie and had not
been frightened off, indeed he had no doubt she could manage Susie
with ease.  She had yet to meet his brother, but he was sure
she’d take that in her stride.  That left just one thing he
had to reveal, but now was definitely not the time.  She
needed to enjoy making her plans for the house and buying whatever
she wanted to buy.  On the other hand he knew he should
disclose all to her before they were married.  He knew he had
to disclose it before then, but when and how he had yet to work
out.  She put her cup down and he lifted the teapot,
“More tea?”










Chapter 28
Excursion: Ben & Roberta


Ben and Roberta drove to the nearest city – Norwich. 
Throughout the journey neither talked very much, it was if they
both feared that by speaking they might not go through with what
they had decided on the in the early hours of the morning. 
After visiting a couple of jewellers and buying two chunky bands of
gold and an engagement ring that had a single small diamond they
discovered at first-hand why Swifties were universally
unpopular.  The ceremony, if you could even call it that, was
conducted in a bare room with nothing but a few chairs, a desk and
a computer terminal.  They sat down.  The registrar
plugged their ID cards into two small purpose built holders, took
£300 from Ben and announced then married.  The actual process
took less than three minutes of which two were spent with the
registrar tapping the keyboard to boot up the computer.  Ben
wrinkled his brow at the registrar’s statement.  “I’d rather
like a marriage certificate if you don’t mind, and a couple of
copies.”

The registrar, a woman from the Brunhilda School of looks and
diplomatic skills, tapped her finger on the table in displeasure,
“What do you need one of them for?” She demanded.  “Your new
ID cards show that you are married and the various agency computers
will be updated overnight.”

Ben leant forward, “Nevertheless I would like one.”

“Cost you extra.”

“How much?”

“£30 pounds for a certificate on watermarked paper and £10 for
each certified copy.”

“Then I’ll take a certificate and two copies.”

Roberta sprang into sudden life, “Three copies, and while I’m
here I’d like my card altered to show that I am now not normally
called Bobbie, but use my first name.”

The registrar glanced at the clock, “That’ll be another £10 as
it’s what’s called extraneous data, you can call yourself what you
like you don’t have to get your card altered for such a trivial
thing.”

Roberta slapped down her card, “It’s not trivial to me.”

Ben offered his bank card and the Registrar snapped, “I’ve got
your bank details already,” at him.

She glowered at Roberta, “Would you like your name altered
before I print the certificate?”

“Yes please.”

She plugged their cards back in, printed off the certificates
and then shut down her computer to show that she’d tolerate nothing
else.

 


           
They emerged into the sunlight and Ben groaned, “That was
awful.”

Roberta looked at him, “Marrying me or the ceremony.”

He put his hand through her arm, “The ceremony of course.”

He steered her across the road towards a coffee shop.  She
giggled, “Are we going to have a celebration drink?”

They toasted each other in coffee and ate a pair of toasted
teacakes.  Ben, after a moment of sheer extravagance when he
ordered two more cups of coffee, gazed at her.  “I meant what
I said, the ceremony was awful, but I’m glad I married you.”

She paused with her lipstick stained cup near her red lips, “We
could go for a marriage blessing ASAP if you want to.”

“No, I’m happy with what we agreed, Swiftie now and a marriage
blessing back with my, sorry our, own congregation.”

He gazed at her radiant face and wondered at the difference
twelve hours could make.  “Do you really want to change to
Roberta?”  He asked lazily.

She stretched her legs out and kicked him in the process,
“Yes.  I’m starting a new life and so I want to be Mrs Roberta
Williamson not Mrs Bobbie Williamson.  I want to be an adult
not a child.”  She sipped her coffee, “So now what? 
Where do we go from here?”

Ben studied the floral design on the hideous pink teacup and
Roberta’s divine elegance in Willow’s seersucker skirt and Riona’s
blouse before announcing, “Your needs first, so I guess it’s a trip
to Kent.”

She savoured the idea that anyone would put her needs
first.  All her life she’d been pushed around and forced to do
what she didn’t want to, now he was saying her needs first, she
dared to hope it would last.  “Not Kent, they live in Kings
Lynn.  They were in Kent, but he needed to be nearer the
Midlands, but couldn’t bring himself to have a Birmingham
postcode.”

Anxiety crossed her brow, “What if my parents are there?”

He touched her hand, “Then I’m with you and you’re my wife, they
have no hold over you now.”

She closed her eyes and sighed, ‘They have no hold over you
now,’ could this possible be true?

 

They walked back to the car hand in hand and Ben began to fret
about what would happen when night fell and they had to sleep
together.  Marrying this gorgeous redhead that had walked into
his life was one thing, sex was quite something else.  They
arrived at the car and Roberta looked at it as if for the first
time, “I can’t believe,” she announced, “that any man would buy a
lilac car.”

He shrugged, “With this model it adds a couple of hundred to the
resale value.”

She raised an eyebrow, “What is it?”

They climbed in and she put the passenger chair right back as he
answered.  “It’s a Daihatsu Charade, does over sixty miles to
the gallon and it suits me fine.”

She reached over and placed a hand on his arm, she didn’t have
far to reach as in reality the car was tiny even though the space
inside was more than she’d expected.  “I wasn’t criticizing,
just curious; we’ve got a lot to learn about each other.”

He momentarily placed his hand on hers before starting the
engine.

 


           
As they travelled on the road west from Norwich Roberta rifled
through the glove box and inspected Ben’s collection of CDs. 
She muttered as she looked through, “Eric Clapton… Eric Clapton…
Eric Clapton… Eric Clapton…Chris Rea… Eric Clapton…Ottilie
Patterson and Chris Barber…Dire Straits…Vivaldi…Bessie Smith…Tom
Rush…Robert Johnson…BB King.” She glanced at him, “Like the Blues
do you?”

His mouth twitched into a nervous smile, “Do you.”

She stretched her legs, “Prefer Country and Western, the gloom
and doom is far better.”

He chuckled at the concept and they began to talk.  He told
her of his University life and his three probationary years as a
social worker, she told him of the finishing school in Switzerland
and how they had spent a whole term on the etiquette and
entertaining guests of different nationalities.  All too soon
they swung off of the A road and then into a country lane. 
Her home turned out to be an eight bedded double fronted mansion
set in a couple of acres of ornamental grounds with a swimming pool
in the conservatory.   As they pulled up she announced
that her parents were away, he turned off the engine, “How do you
know?”

“Shutter on the bathroom vent is open and the window is
closed.  They’re creatures of order and habit; if you’re going
out for the day you close the window, for more than that and you
open the vent to prevent the build up of smells.”

They climbed out and stared at the windows.  “Got a key?”
he asked.

She gave a small smirk, “Of course; I kid you not when I say I
nicked it when I was 21.”

She opened the massive walnut covered front door and then sped
down the ornate hall to turn off the bleeping burglar alarm. 
When it fell silent she sniggered, “Well at least they haven’t
changed the code.”

The house intrigued Ben; it was part designer mausoleum, part
minimalist chic and part empty.  She wandered back from the
rear of the house.  “Definitely gone away, the swimming pools
drained.”

Ben frowned, “Suppose you’d called them to say you wanted to
come home?”

She laughed, “I said gone away not out of touch, the phone and
fax will be diverted and the post sent on by the cleaner.”

He decided to get down to work, “Show me where this bureau is
and I’ll get cracking.”

She took him into what was obviously supposed to be a study, but
there were few books and nothing of note except a large red
mahogany roll-top bureau.  They pulled it from the wall and
she left him to go and get some clothes not wanting to spend any
unnecessary time in the house.  Ben inspected the rear of the
bureau and went to the car for his tool kit.  With the aid of
a Stanley knife and a bit of brute force he’d slid the plywood at
the back of the bureau down far enough to get his arm into the
inside.  He fished around for the top left hand drawer where
Roberta had said her documents were stored.  Within two
minutes he had her passport, cheque book and bank-card, plus a
couple of bank statements, a birth certificate and a baptism
certificate, lying at his feet.  He glanced at a bank
statement and raised his eyebrows before picking it up and giving
it a closer inspection.  He gave a low whistle and returned to
his allotted task.  He struggled to slip the back into place
and skinned his knuckles in the process.  But he was
triumphant.

 


           
After pushing the bureau back into place by himself – no mean feat
– he went upstairs to find Roberta’s room.  When he did and
walked in he stopped in amazement.  In general it was a girl’s
bedroom with pinky expensive looking wallpaper and matching
curtains.  The furniture looked both feminine and well made,
however, what captured his view were the books.  The room must
have originally been the size of a giant double bedroom, but it had
been reduced to that of a large single room by a huge pile of
paperback books.  They went from wall to wall and floor to
ceiling and if the end window was meant to be in the centre of the
wall then the pile was well over six feet deep.  She glanced
up from stuffing clothes into a black plastic bin-liner, “Told you
I read crime novels.”

He wondered about the floor loading before croaking, “How
many?”

She tossed her fiery hair, “No idea, suppose I’ve been reading a
book a day for a couple of years, maybe more.  I originally
started to try and improve my concentration, took me three months
before I could even read a couple of chapters without
backtracking.”

She saw the amazement on his face and sniggered, “Don’t worry I
won’t bring any and I promise to be a good girl and give any old
ones I read from now on to the church fête.”

She tossed the overstuffed bin-liner at him.  “There’s two
more downstairs and I’ll bring the shoes separately.”

He surveyed the overstuffed bin-liner.  “I thought you said
that you’d sold your clothes.”

“Only the ones I could take away with me, mainly expensive
topcoats, two of which were fur.”

They crammed three overstuffed bin-liners, an empty jewellery
box, twelve pairs of shoes and sandals, a vanity case, four
handbags, two coats, one weatherproof and a pair of lightweight
fleece jackets into the rear of the car.  Ben muttered that he
was glad she hadn’t bought everything and she playfully punched him
on the arm.  It hurt like hell.  Once they’d closed the
car doors she looked at the house, “One more thing before we go,”
she said huskily.  She picked up a copy of the marriage
certificate and marched into the house, Ben followed.  She
strode into the dining room where there was an immaculate giant
walnut veneered dining table surrounded by twelve chairs.  The
surface was so smooth and so polished it was almost like a
mirror.  She placed the certificate in the middle of the
table, took of her sandal and hammered a thumbtack straight through
the certificate into the table.  Ben winced at the thought of
the crushed veneer.  She put a tack in each corner of the
certificate, it was a statement; ‘I’m married, I’m gone, you have
no more control, goodbye and good riddance.’

They went back to the car, Roberta carefully locked up the house
and they drove away.  Ben noted the time.  We’d better be
getting back for Angela’s formal dinner, if that’s what you
want.  Or we could just opt for a hotel.”

It was there again, that ‘what you want,’ she savoured it as
before.  ““We’ve paid our money, so why not go back, but can
you stop in Kings Lynn first, I need to see a man about some
jewellery.”

She giggled, “Actually it’s a pawnbroker’s, it where I pawned my
jewellery.  I’ve done it before and he always keeps it as he
knows that father usually redeems it sooner or later.”

 


           
The pawnbroker was true to Roberta’s description.  She went in
clutching her bank card and emerged half an hour later with a
polythene bag full of jewellery.  She sat in the car and
started to put ear-rings in.  Ben marvelled at just how many
rings she seemed to be using.  He watched closely.  One
very large gold ring in each ear lobe with a smaller one
behind.  Then a series of rings going up the edge of the ear
with each one smaller than the one before.  He counted four
rings above each lobe, a ring in the gristle near the left ear-hole
and a final ring in the top of her right ear.  The final touch
was a small bobble ended stud that she pushed through the end of
her right eyebrow; she noticed him watching and froze.  She
said hesitantly, “Mum says that all these rings make me look like a
whore, do you want me to…”

He reached over and stroked her eyebrow, he had assumed that the
piercing had been a slight scar, “You wear a million rings if you
want to, I’m not complaining.”

She licked her lips, “I’ve had them so long I sort of feel
undressed without them.”

“Well I couldn’t have you walking about undressed could I?”

She giggled and slipped a plain ring over her right thumb and a
small signet ring on her right little finger.  “There, she
said, “I’m dressed.”

She dropped the polythene bag, with whatever else it contained,
into the jewellery box and leant back in the seat just before Ben
drove off.

 


           
They had gone about a quarter of a mile while driving through the
town centre to get back onto a trunk road when she said softly,
“Ben, will you park the car please?”  He diverted into a
dismal and expensive pay-and-display car park and found a vacant
spot.  He glanced at her as he turned the engine of and then
shuffled round in his seat.  She was looking apprehensively
out of the window at a small family as they went shopping. 
She turned to face him, apprehension in her eyes.  “I know we
said last night that we’d take things step by step and not rush
anything and consider our options and all of that,” she took a deep
breath.  “But I’d like to amalgamate our bank accounts sooner
rather than later.”

Ben reached over and held her hand.  “Is this because
you’re afraid of your father?”

She chewed on her bottom lip, “Partially and it’s also about
trust, isn’t that what we discussed yesterday morning?  I want
you to trust me and I want to trust you.  I know that I’m
asking for you to take a big step in trusting me with your money,
especially with my track record, but it really would mean a lot to
me.”

Ben couldn’t help himself, he burst out laughing.  He
sobered up when he saw the hurt in her eyes.  He held onto her
for fear she would get out of the car and run away.  “Sorry,
it’s just when you said that you were asking a lot for me to trust
you with my money.  At close of play last night I had the
princely sum of £1350 in my bank account, that’s been reduced
somewhat in the last few hours.  I fear that the trust would
be on your side of the equation not mine.”

She blinked and Ben watched her eyelid’s unequal progress. 
He tried for an explanation, “Look I’m just a poor vicar, this car
is three months old and I didn’t expect to have to buy a car for a
couple of years, but my old Ford dropped a set of valves and
mangled the pistons.  I was determined that I wouldn’t get
into debt so I used my savings and…”

She squeezed his hand and he stopped talking.  They stared
at each other until he stroked her hand, “You really are beautiful
you know, I’m a lucky man just to have you and I don’t want you
to…”

She placed a finger on his lips and then leant across and kissed
him.  She whispered, “A bank, you get half my money and I get
half of your car.”

“Do you drive?”

“Not since they took my licence away.”

He was still reluctant, “But I’ve seen your bank account, you’re
worth night on £25,000.”

She giggled, “Used to drive mum mad all that money in a current
account.  That’s how come father locked away my bank card and
chequebook, they were afraid I would drink it all away.  It
came from an inheritance from my gran and mum’s been determined
that I should plough it into their company, but I’ve always managed
to resist.  She did try to get me drunk enough to sign once,
but I passed out before she brought the pen.”  She giggled
again at the thought.

She let go of him, opened the door and turned to look at
him.  “I really want to do this, it’s important to me.”

He smiled at her, “Well if it’s important to you, it’s important
to me.”

As they walked to the bank she pondered his words, once again
he’d been concerned about her and not cheating her and doing what
was important to her.  It was still a new experience.

 


           
For once the ID Cards proved useful; a quick fingerprint scan and a
check of the card confirmed who they were and that they were
entitled to alter their respective bank accounts.  The only
slight hiccup was that Roberta wanted a virtual cash transfer, not
an electronic transfer of funds.  Ben realised that this was
so her father could not track where the money was going and began
to wonder if she was slightly paranoid on the matter.  The
bank clerk didn’t seem to mind and she closed Roberta’s current
account as if she was taking out cash and them paid the ‘cash’ into
Ben’s account, which she converted into a joint account.  It
was all easy and swift.  Once completed the motherly looking
bank clerk smiled at Roberta, “And what about your savings
account?  Do you want to leave it as it is or close that as
well?”

Roberta looked blank for a moment and then realised what she was
talking about.  “Oh that,” she exclaimed, “I haven’t used it
for years.”

The bank clerk’s brow furrowed and her eyes peered at the
screen, “Says here that it has regular transactions, been money
going into it every month for years.”

Roberta looked bewildered and ran her hands through her hair,
“Dad used to put my allowance in there when I was at finishing
school.”

She turned to Ben, “I told you they forced me to go; one of the
incentives was a £1000 monthly allowance so that I could have a
flat at the school and a bit of independence.”

She turned back to the clerk, “You don’t mean it’s been paid in
for the last seven years?”

She nodded, looks like it, at the moment there is £82,623 in the
account.” She frowned again, “And there’s a note in the electronic
file saying that payments are being transferred from a
high-interest account in the Maldives and that you have given
permission for your father to access the account on your behalf and
that bank statement should be sent to him.”

Warning bells rang in Ben’s brain and he anxiously interrupted,
“Excuse me, was there a similar note on Roberta’s old current
account?”

She tapped a few keys, “Yes, indeed there was.  It says
that either of her parents may operate the account on her
behalf.”  She looked up from the screen, “I must say that is
most unusual and really is only a facility that should be employed
for the under sevens or those detained under the mental heath
act.”

Perhaps my wife deserves to be paranoid thought Ben.  She
bit her bottom lip and became agitated, “There’s no way he could
get at our new joint account is there?”

The clerk gave a reassuring shake of the head, “Absolutely
impossible, though if you’re worried that they might try a bank
transfer I can always attach a note saying that there are never
ever to be any transfers to account bearing either of their
names.”

Roberta swallowed and Ben both noticed her throat muscles
contract in and out, and the way her neck muscles were standing
out.  It dawned on him that she was under great stress and
took hold of her hand while turning to the clerk.  “Would you
mind doing just that and I know it sounds paranoid, but can you
change the account number on the savings account?”

Roberta squeezed his hand adding, “That is before you change it
to joint names.”

The clerk pursed her ample lips and flexed them.  “That
would mean any future payments from the Maldives would be
lost.”

“So be it.”

She was not to be so easily put off, “I could leave to old
account open and bounce the money into your new account?”

Roberta’s eyes widened, clearly she was terrified at the idea,
“No, A clean break please and no electronic connection between the
two accounts, I don’t want it tracked.”

The clerk tried to give a reassuring smile, “Madam I can assure
you that…”

Roberta gave her the full azure blue eye stare and part implored
and part croaked, “Please.”

The clerk nodded and spent a few minutes pressing keys. 
Finally she looked up, “New bank-cards and cheque books will be
sent to your home address in a few days.  That is ‘The New
Vicarage, Lower Level, Undercliff Road, Eastburgh, IP11 7ZP.’ 
Until then I could modify your ID Cards to give you access to the
accounts via cash-machines, would that be helpful?”

Ben thought that this might be a good idea, but before he could
say so Roberta shook her head, “No thanks, I take it Ben’s card
will still work and I wouldn’t want to lose my ID Card into a cash
machine, or have it cloned.”

The matter settled that walked out into the sunlight.  Ben
steered her towards a tea shop, “I’m not sure about the ethics of
hanging onto that £82,000.”

She stopped dead, “What’s £82,000 for 27 years of my life?” She
demanded.

He decided that, perhaps, now was not the time for ethical
arguments 










Chapter 29
Excursion: George & Treasa


George balanced his body against the swaying train and put down
two coffee cups and a couple of wrapped biscuits before sliding
into the seat opposite Treasa.  “Not been on a train for
years,” he said as he took the top off of his coffee cup.

She selected a shortbread biscuit.  “I use them all the
time, trains and taxis.”

He glanced up, “Don’t you drive?”

He followed this by slapping his forehead, “Of course you do,
you’ve got a yellow Lotus.”

She giggled and wagged her finger, “That’s a studio car, you
really must learn to separate reality from television.  Do you
ever see me really drive it?”

She giggled again, “If you see it moving then it has somebody
else driving, somebody who can reach the pedals.  If you see
me getting out of it, I’ve probably only just got in it and if you
see me at the wheel the scenery is moving by back projection.”

She decided to let him off the hook.  “But I do have a car,
it’s an MGF.  MG kindly built me a special after I did a
children’s Christmas party for them.  It has a raised front
seat so that I can see, a smaller steering wheel with beefed up
power steering and they moved the pedals closer to the seat, you
can wind them back and forth using a little handle.”

He gave her a sideways look, “You kidding, or is this one of
your jokes?”

“Straight up, a modified MGF, bright red with a two-litre
engine.”

“Use it often?”

“Hardly ever, but it’s nice to have and know that I can be
independent if I have to be.”

They rattled over some points and Treasa wondered if this was a
good idea.  He’d diplomatically asked her what she’d like to
do and she’d offered to show him her flat.  Now she was
desperately trying to remember what sort of state it was in. 
His place had been pristine, she feared that hers would look like a
tip.

She inspected her tiny bracelet watch, she had at least an
hour’s more worry before she got to the front door.  The train
gave a lurch and coffee slopped over his cup and down his
shirt.  He mopped himself down and headed for the
toilet.  She carefully replaced the lid.  Ten seconds
later a middle aged woman with kind eyes and a worried frown sat
down in his seat.  “Excuse me butting in dear,” she said in a
Hertfordshire accent, “but do you think you’re being wise?”

She glanced towards the toilet door, “It may be exiting to run
away with him, but it’s probably not a good idea.”

She gave a benevolent smile, “And won’t your parent be
worried?”

Treasa internally cringed.  She’d done her very best not to
look like a child and obviously failed.  She said carefully,
“Thank you for your concern, but you are mistaken, I’m an
adult.”

The woman peered at her and then became wide-eyed and held her
hand over her mouth, “Oh I am sorry, you’re obviously not a child,
it’s just that from across the aisle you look like…”

Treasa reached out her hand and touched the woman’s arm. “I
understand, it’s an easy mistake.  However, I could have been
under age and he could have been luring me away, in which case you
would be doing exactly the right thing.  Thank you for your
concern.”

She nodded, “Oh my, what a fool I must look.”

“Not a fool, a vigilant adult.”

She gave a half-smile and went back to her seat; once again
Treasa wondered once again if this was a wise move.

 


           
An hour later she swung open her front door, “Welcome to my
palace,” she said grandly, if somewhat falsely.

George stepped inside and looked at the higgledy-piggledy pile
of tiny shoes just inside the door.  He moved on to the
kitchen and immediately noticed the lowered worktop and the absence
of any wall cabinets.  The loo had a raised wooden step in
front of it and the hand basin was low down.  The bedroom was
normal, if somewhat untidy, and the lounge/diner full of peculiar
Danish furniture that offered more style than functionality. 
She rubbed the back of a curvaceous dining chair, “Present from
Danish TV.”

She hopped up into a chair, she fitted perfectly.  “Made to
measure,” she announced.  It has slightly longer legs and a
smaller seat.  All the other chairs are normal, try one. 
He gingerly sat down, it was surprisingly comfortable.  He
gazed at her across the table for a minute or two as if cast in
stone and thinking hard.  Eventually he lent back, almost
toppling the chair over.  “I see why you’ve brought me here,
you’re trying to say that my height would add complexity to your
life.”

Actually she’d be trying to say the exact opposite, namely that
her height would add complexity to his life, for a start he kept
all his cups in high wall cupboards.

“Something like that.”

He drummed his fingers, “So what?  People manage, must be
much the same if you have a partner in a wheelchair.”

Having ascertained his attitude to the material physicality’s
she set about part two of her investigation.  She hopped off
her seat, “Coffee?”

“Tea if you don’t mind.”

“You go and sit in the armchair – the big one – and I’ll bring
it in.”

He ignored her and followed her to the kitchen and watched her
make the tea.  As he watched his mind remembered a Jewish
household he’d visited, the kitchen had been split down the middle
and was in effect two kitchens.  They’d done it for religious
reasons, but the idea was still valid.  “Always have a split
kitchen,” he said, “half your size and half mine.  Then you
wouldn’t have to stand on tiptoe and I wouldn’t get a crick in my
back.”

She paused from poring out the coffee and set the kettle
down.  “It’s more than that,” she said softly.  “There’s
no point in wall cupboards if only you can get the stuff in
them.  I can’t reach the standard height rail in a wardrobe
without a real stretch.  I can work in a normal kitchen, but
often I can’t each the taps on the sink as they are usually at the
back of the sink.  It’s a real pain.”

“Oh come on,” he said, “stop being so impracticable.  There
are such things as step-stools and who cares if the wardrobe rails
are lower, I don’t.”

She went to speak and he wagged his finger, “And I saw you with
my double fridge freezer, so I know such tall appliances are out
the question, but who cares?  Life is too short to get hung-up
over trivialities.  These things can all be overcome or
circumnavigated.”

“If you went out with a normal woman you wouldn’t have to
circumnavigate them.”

“You are a normal woman, he replied, “just a bit shorter than
most.”

She took the tea into the lounge and put it on the coffee table
as he sat in the armchair.  She paused, put the teapot down
and climbed on his lap to sit astride his legs, his eyes proclaimed
his surprise at this manoeuvre.  “you said I’m a normal
woman.”

“I did, and I meant it.”

“Did you?”  She asked earnestly.  “Did you?  I
may have a child’s body, but I am a woman inside and I want to be
treated like a woman, as an adult woman.  I don’t want to be
patronised like a child, treated like a child or regarded as a
child.  I want adult conversation, I want adult equality I
want…”  She hesitated for a moment wondering how he as taking
this.  “I want a full and normal sexual relationship and
emotional fulfilment, is that too much to ask?”

He sat for a few seconds as if mesmerised.  He looked into
her eyes, “If I have patronised you I’m sorry.  I don’t want
to patronise you, but it’s difficult.  You’re almost exactly
the same height as my niece and it’s difficult to swap mindsets
especially when you’re so…”

“When I’m so what?”  She asked.

He moistened his lips.  “So delicate, so fragile, so
alluring.  I’m worried that if I squeeze you your eyes will
pop out.”

She sat on his lap and laughed at the image he’d
portrayed.  He looked away, hurt.  She tickled his chin,
“I’m not laughing at you George, I’m laughing at the idea. 
How can I be alluring when most people mistake me for a child?”

He looked back, “But I know you’re not a child.  I know you
are an adult.  Grief if I had the intentions towards a child
that I have towards you I’d book myself into counselling.”

He reached out and put a hand on each side of her hips.  “I
know that if we go into a full-blown relationship it’s not going to
be all plain sailing, but we can tackle the obstacles
together.  That’s if you want to.”

He shifted position slightly, but he kept hold of her
hips.  “Let’s just do one of your imagination thingies. 
You imagine you’re my height and I’ll imagine I’m yours. 
Would you still want to continue seeing me once your holiday is
over?”

It was a good question, and one she hadn’t considered.  She
closed her eyes, was George the man for her?  She knew
wealthier men, handsomer men, men with broader conversation, men
with ambition, men with…  “Yes,” she said definitely. 
“Yes I would.”

He sighed with relief, “And so would I.  Forget the size
thing lets try and have a normal relationship.”

She looked into his eyes, “Can you?”

“I’ll give it a damn good try.”

She moved forward and put her arms around his neck, he gently
held her to his chest.  After a few moments they kissed, not a
gentle touching of lips, but a stimulating caress of the mouth.

 


           
When they parted she wriggled off his lap and poured the tea, she
noticed that her hands were trembling.  Much more of this and
here in-built physiological responses would take over, and that was
not what she wanted, for the moment at least.  She handed him
his tea and gazed into his eyes.  “You could help me cope,” he
said softly.

“How?”

“If you did something to your looks that defined you as an
adult, anything would do.  I know what the lady on the train
said to you as she apologised to me in the corridor.”

She cackled in frustration, “What could I possibly do if make-up
and adult clothes don’t work?”

She suddenly held her hands up, “OK, I confess my looks aren’t
all natural.  I’ve had a few wrinkles removed, had an eyebrow
job and a tuck under my chin, but my looks are my life.  If I
can’t work as Molly Mint I probably can’t work anywhere.”

She flopped to sit sideways on his legs.  She sipped her
tea.  He sensitively murmured, “Don’t do yourself down. 
e

She sighed, “I must admit I’m fed up with being taken for a
child, stupid isn’t it?  I spend a small fortune to keep
looking young, enjoy the attention TV gives you and then resent
being mistaken for what I strive to pretend to be.  Maybe I’m
just a female Peter Pan, always wanting to be the child.”

He nervously horizontally rotated his saucer.  “How about a
nose-ring, children don’t usually pierce their noses.”

She narrowed her eyes, “You’re asking rather a lot.”

He shrugged, “Just an idea, anything would do.”

She squiggled round to be between the arm of the chair and
him.  “You’re wrong,” she moaned, “some children these days do
have their noses pierced, I’ve seen plenty of them on the
show.”

She licked her lips, “Maybe I should get a facial tattoo, don’t
se any children with them, least not in this country.”

She glanced at him, his face was aghast at the idea.  She
giggled and kissed him on the cheek, “Joke, my studio would kill
me.  Covering up the odd piercing is easy, tattoos are
difficult, besides my contract forbids me to have tattoos, use
henna or have cosmetic enhancement, apart from my freckles that is,
the real ones faded years ago.”

She sipped her tea, “Always have a boob job.”

“Don’t even think about it,” he said firmly.  “Let’s deal
with each other as we are.”

She made a couple of swift decisions, she might regret them in
the future, but she felt they were right for now.  “Good
idea,” she said as she wriggled off of his lap after a quick peck
on the cheek.  Now drink up, we’ve got some shopping to do and
a dinner at Minton Hall to make.”

He drank his tea like a lamb.










Chapter 30
Excursion: Gwen & Derek


Derek dumped the cool-box he had been carrying down beside the
wooden bench that faced across the fields towards the front of
Minton Hall, which must have been just over a mile
away.   The previous night’s storm had cleared the air
and the day was fine and sunny with just enough cumulus to prevent
instant sunburn.  Derek was in deep mauve jeans with a
matching short-sleeve shirt, Gwen had chosen a tennis outfit with a
pleated skirt that fell halfway between knee and thigh, on anybody
else it would have been absurdly short, on her it was the modicum
of decorum. They sat down and stretched out their legs, “You
sure this is what you want,” he asked, “We could have gone out like
everybody else.”

“No,” she said firmly, “You’re right, we need to talk.”

He reached into the cool-bag and pulled out a couple of chill
Coca-Colas and handed her one.  “Got diet?”  She
asked.

“No, and you don’t need it anyway.”

She opened the can and watched a wedding party drive up to the
hall, she mentally started counting.  “What’s in the bag?”

“A few Cokes; some crisps, Black pepper and sea salt or Parsnip
or Beetroot or Cheese; some cheese rolls and a couple of pieces of
cake plus a thermos flask full of ground coffee.”

She gazed at him, “How did you get that?”

“I asked Tom.”

“Tom who?”

“Tom Clarke the chef, Angela’s husband.  He used to be a TV
chef and I dubbed a couple of programmes into French and German for
him.”

“You speak French and German?”

“My mother was Swiss and spoke both, when she died it sort of
seemed right to keep up with both languages.”

Gwen smiled, “Tom Clarke, wasn’t he the cheese chef?”

“Indeed he was.”

They sat looking at the view and sipping their drinks with Gwen
wondering why Derek had been fairly insistent about the need to
talk.  Still she wasn’t complaining, from here she could keep
an eye on what was happening at the hall and in any case she too
knew that she had some things to talk about.

 


           
Derek put his arm round Gwen’s shoulders, thought about it and
withdrew it while turning on the bench to half face her.  “I
rather thought,” he said seriously, “That I needed to say a few
things. As I don’t want to mislead you.”

Gwen eyes became mere slits, “Is this the ‘we can be good
friends, but’ bit?”

Horror crossed his face.  “Certainly not, I rather thought
that you knew by now that I am rather endeared to you and that the
endearment is growing every day.”

He groaned, “Why does it always come out wrong?  That
sounded like something from a Noel Coward movie.”

She reached out and grabbed his hand.  “I get the idea, so
if it’s not ‘lets part and be friends’ what is this all about?”

He looked away, “I rather thought that we, no I, needed to clear
the air a little. And try to bring a bit of reality into what is
frankly a dream-like situation.”

She giggled, “As long as it’s not a nightmare.”

“No, but I’m worried it might turn into one for you.”  He
paused to gather his thoughts.  “I’ve been told,” he said
almost carelessly, “that going out with me is rather like having a
diet of Cream Crackers with no butter.  In other words I’m
boring and hard to digest.”

“Who told you that?”

“Brother of an actress I took to the theatre and a
restaurant.”

Gwen went to speak, but he squeezed her hand.  “Look, I’m a
trained rat.  I read phonetic English and I say the words out
loud for the Great British Public, end of story.  I’m not an
intellectual wonder, probably have little small talk and I don’t
want to you be under any illusions.”

Gwen rubbed his hand, “You’ve also published two books, your
novel A Kenyan community and a textbook, Extensions to
standard phonetic English to incorporate Japanese, Arabic and
Slavic pronunciations.  And you’re a co-author of a
software programme that converts written English into Phonetic
English.”

His eyes widened, “However do you know that?”

“Internet.  The BBC keeps rather succinct résumés for all
their news announcers.  It also said that you are now their
first port of call on all matters to do with correct
pronunciation.”

He nodded, “But it hardly makes for scintillating conversation
does it?”  He put on his best announcer’s voice, “When
pronouncing the name of the Solar system’s seventh planet does one
adopt the current Americanised form or revert to the once widely
accepted English form.  Is it ‘Uran-us’ or ‘Your-anus?’”

Gwen laughed.  “You’ve managed fine with me so far.  I
don’t think you’re like eating Cream Crackers with no butter, more
like…”  She thought.  “More like a rich Arabian
banquet.”

He gave a half-smile.  “I’m also told that I’m rather
obsessive about my hobby; I suppose that’s because it’s all I have
to talk about.”

“Hobby?”

“Kenyan history.”

“Are you writing a book?”

“Not yet, just collecting information.”

She picked up his hand and kissed it, “Your fine by me, I’m not
exactly the conversationalist of the month either and I’m sure,”
she gazed into his eyes, “really sure, that we can find things to
do together.  For a start I’ve never been to Kenya.”

He relaxed slightly and took a pull on his drink.  Gwen
wondered if he would get round to telling her of what she had read
in his file.  If he didn’t then maybe their relationship was
doomed; if he couldn’t tell her, she couldn’t trust him.  She
shuddered, if the relationship was to be doomed there was a bigger
potential fly-in-the-ointment and it came from her nocturnal
activities.

 


                       
She watched a third wedding party go up the drive to Minton Hall
and took a deep breath.  “Actually there is something I
haven’t told you.  I didn’t mean to lie to you, but I’m in a
difficult position.”

Derek remained silent.  She moved and sat on the grass in
front of him.  “I’m here under false pretences.  I work
for the Inland Revenue Investigation Department, not Ipswich
Hospital.  I did start a job there, but the responsibility of
it became too much.”

She waved her short arms around.  “I’d gaze at this slide
of a segment of somebody’s lung and be expected to pronounce
whether or not they had cancer, or some other dreadful decease, and
get it right 100% of the time.  I’d had a bad day, well a bad
month actually, and I saw an advert in the paper for a job that
required the applicant to have a degree, any degree, and be willing
to have excitement injected into their lives.  So I
applied.”

She shielded her eyes against the Sun for a moment before
shuffling into Derek’s shadow.  “It never said that it was for
the Inland Revenue, but it was.  Basically I’m an undercover
agent.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?”  Derek asked.

“Not normally, it’s not criminals I deal with, normally it’s
companies that believe their outside the tax-laws of the land.”

Derek pointed towards the Hall, “And you’re investigating
them?”

She nodded, “You should see their tax-returns.  High
turnover, large cashflow, virtually zero tax.  They claim an
enormous amount for tax-fee expenses and an even bigger amount on
tax-exempt stately home maintenance.”

Derek nodded and Gwen blurted out, “Everybody at the office
thought it was a huge joke, ‘Let’s send Gwen off to a dating agency
as an undercover agent, might be worth a laugh, might be a blind
midget there.’”

She gazed up at him, “I never expected to find a potential
partner here, why should I?  After all I’ve never found one
anywhere else and frankly it’s why the boss sent me.  He told
me in my briefing that he didn’t want the operative he sent here to
have any distractions or end up with divided loyalties and that’s
why he was sending me, as I was the person most likely not to
appeal to any of the men present.”

She closed her eyes and rocked back and forth, “And then Treasa
turned up.  I’ve always had a thing about being short, meeting
here rather alters that perspective.”  She turned and looked
at Derek, “And then you chose me on the first day.  At first I
thought you were merely being polite and keeping your options
open.  You know go with Gwen to watch the others.  But
it’s not like that, least not for me.  You’ve walked into my
life and turned my carefully guarded world upside down.”

He reached down, held her hands and led her to sit on his
lap.  “I did wonder what you were up to.  I saw you
coming down the staircase all dressed in black.  For a moment
I thought you were some sort of journalist.  These places
always attract undercover journalists, especially places that might
be attractive to the rich and famous.”

She tickled his chin, “And are you rich and famous?”

“Definitely not.”

He kissed her and they spent a good few minutes undergoing
intensive lip massage.

 


                       
When they did break they attacked the contents of the
cool-bag.  Gwen munched her way through the first roll. 
“What sort of cheese is this?”

“Tom wouldn’t say.”

They ate the other two rolls, a packet of crisps each and
enjoyed a cup of coffee.  Gwen looked at her watch. 
“It’s only just gone one and there have been six weddings since
eleven o’clock.  That’s an average of one ever twenty
minutes.”

Derek watched as a wedding party left.  “They’re not all
the same.  There were four weddings between eleven and twelve,
then a five-minute wedding, that is if they could get married in
that time, followed by a fifty minute wedding.  That is if you
can time between going in the side door and coming out on the steps
to have your photos taken.”

Gwen stood up for a better view.  “And it’s always the same
photographer.”

Derek chuckled and pulled a leaflet out of his pocket. 
“Minton Hall photographs”, he read drolly, “We take your picture
and then transmit them to our studio where we print them for your
collection or for us to courier to your reception.  It’s all
part of the Minton hall experience.”

She gazed at him in disbelief, “You’ve got one of their wedding
leaflets.  I couldn’t find any.”

“I asked the young lady in the wheelchair for one, she was most
obliging.”

Gwen gave a huff, “Well I couldn’t do that or she’d assume it
was wishful thinking or I was on some sort of drug induced
trip!”

He said softly, “Don’t do yourself down, beauty is more than
skin deep.”

He went to drink some of his coffee and stopped halfway. 
He swallowed as if digesting something uncomfortable. 
“Actually,” he said miserably, “it may be me who’s on a drug
induced trip.  Tripping into fantasy land on the drug of your
kisses.”  He swung his eyes up to look at her.  “I have a
little problem.”

He paused, Gwen waited.  Was he about to tell her the
secret she already knew?  He gave a shallow cough.  “A
few years ago I got to thinking about children.  Maybe it was
the male ego wanting to seed his genes around, I don’t know. 
Anyway I signed on as an artificial insemination donor.  I
knew you could do it confidentially and so I wasn’t worried about
publicity.  They wanted a blood sample, actually five blood
samples, and a seamen sample before they would register me.”

He looked away.  “They turned me down.  At first I was
worried that I had some nasty blood disease I didn’t know about,
but it wasn’t that.”  He turned a pair of sad eyes onto her,
“My sample had a zero sperm count.  As they delicately
explained, a zero count made it less than useless.  I thought
it must be a mistake and paid a vast sum of money to have another
sample checked out at a private clinic.  They didn’t say zero,
but said it was so close to zero as to be a good
approximation.”

His voice dropped to a whisper.  “So if it’s children you
want, I’m not your man, not now, probably not ever.”

Gwen relaxed, he was saying the words she wanted to hear. 
She didn’t say a word, instead she remounted his lap and sat on his
legs with one of her legs each side of his while half-kneeling on
the bench.  She kissed his nose. “When you find mister right
you stick with what you find.  I came here expecting nothing
and met mister wonderful, I’m not about to walk away because mister
wonderful thinks he has a flaw.  I said before that the
thought of having children frightened me.  Now I know that if
we do, by adoption, if will be a conscious choice. The main thing
is that I’ve got you.”

He threw his arms around her and held her close, she suspected
he was crying.

 


                       
Later, she fished in the cool-bag and took out a small carton of
drinks.  She felt his eyes on her as she drank.  She laid
the drink to one side.  “There’s this French Surgeon,” she
said without preamble.  “I met him at Ipswich Hospital when
he’d come over to rebuild a young boys face after he’d fallen three
stories onto it.”

She shuddered at the memory of the boy’s face.  “He reckons
that he can do me a face job without any drastic bone-splitting
surgery.”

She flicked her eyes to Derek and then away.  “He thinks he
could fold my cheekbones slightly back and reduce the hollowness
around my eyes.  Then it’s just a matter of rounding off my
lower jaw, rounding off my upper skull, chiselling away some of the
bone across my forehead and lifting my eyebrows to further enhance
my eyes, giving me a nose job, thickening my lips and bingo, I’ve
become oriental.”

She took a deep breath, “He thinks that he can use the flatness
of my face as an advantage rather than a detriment, that is if I
don’t mind looking non-European.  Once he’s rounded my skull
I’ll also be able to wear a wig.”

“Wig?  Why wear a wig?”  he spluttered, “Your hair is
a lovely blonde colour.”

“Haven’t you noticed the bald patches?”

He stroked her hair, it felt silky smooth, but she was right it
was thin in places and he noticed that even the lightest of stoking
cause a fair crop of hairs to dislodge themselves from her
skull.  Her eyes flicked back to Derek, “Says once he’s
finished, and with a decent black wig, I could pass off as a Geisha
Girl.”

Derek grinned, “Rather think your accent would give you
away.”

She managed a smile, “Welsh Geisha Girls are all the rage,
didn’t you know?”

It all sounded horrendous to him.  He put his arm around
her, “You don’t have to do this for me, I met you as you are and I
like you as you are.”

She gazed at him, “But could you live with me if I changed my
face.”

He had the sense to realise that whatever was driving her ran
deep, very deep.  He stroked her chin with his index
finger.  “It’s you I love, the real you, the inside you. 
If you want to change your face I’d support you every step of the
way.”

She leaned against him.  “How many operations?” He
asked.

“Five or six over a couple of years, it depends how fast I heal
and the swelling and puffiness heals.  Between operations he
said that I’d look worse, so it’s all or nothing.”

“Six,” exclaimed Derek in horror, “That many?”

“One to move the cheekbones, one for the jaw reshaping, one for
the skull reshaping, one for the removal of bone above the eyes,
then the nose job and finally a little cosmetic surgery to give me
typical oriental lips, almond shaped eyes and flap my ears out
slightly.”

She made it sound like a cake recipe.  “Sounds
painful.”

She lowered her eyes, “He said that’s the downside, apparently
bone reduction is absolute bloody misery.”

He squeezed her slightly, “Then why do it?”

“Because I look in the mirror every morning and realise what an
ugly bitch I am.  No make-up helps.  As I told you, my
oldest brother told me the best thing I could do would be to move
to Arabia and wear a burka, I recall his words every day.”

She moved round so he could fully see her.  “People stare
at me a checkouts, laugh at me in pubs.  Can you honestly say
you find me attractive?”

“Yes.”  The answer was swift and unequivocal.

He stroked her chin again, “But if you want to go through all
that I’d stand by you.”

“I…,”  she hesitated, “I might also ask for a little breast
reduction, if I’m going to look oriental then I might as well
finish the job.”

He briefly kissed her on the lips and put his hand over her
heart, “It’s what’s in here that matters.  If it’s important
to you I’ll stand by you.”

She sat silently for a while and then took a deep breath, “But
it’s a risk.  He wants to do a series of operations, not one
big job, more operations increases the risk of infection.  If
I got an infection I’d have to pause so I could end up looking
worse for years, maybe for ever.”

He gazed into her eyes, “You can’t put me off.  I’ve found
you and I intend to keep you.”

She burst into tears, “I never expected this, I was not prepared
for this, I’m afraid that I’ll wake up from a dream or you’ll go
back home and see one of your beautiful show-business friends and
realise what I really look like.”

She sniffed, “Think about it.  Can you imagine walking into
a restaurant with me?”

“Trouble is,” he said wistfully, “I can’t imagine walking into a
restaurant without you, not now.”

She sobbed and he held her.  She was ugly, small,
mis-proportioned and sounded like an advert for the Welsh Tourist
Board, but she was his and he wasn’t about to let her go, not now,
not ever.










Chapter 31
Excursion: Cameron & Riona


“I still can’t believe they told you by text message!” 
Exclaimed Cameron

Riona flicked him a glance as she drove the bright yellow BMC
Mini Cooper as if she were riding an Arabian Hunter.  “They
didn’t.  That was my solicitor telling me when the reading of
the will was.”

He shook his head, “That means your family didn’t even tell you
he’d died, isn’t that worse?”

She shrugged, “My family all over, get the matter over and done
with and then tell Riona.”

He shook his head in disbelief again, “And to read the will
before the funeral, that’s obscene!”

She licked her golden teeth, “Won’t be a funeral, Lord
Hardcastle left very clear instructions.  His body was to be
donated to medical science and after that no funeral, no memorial
services and absolutely no obituaries.”

Cameron wondered, not for the first time, about Riona’s
aristocratic family.  He then nearly screamed as Riona changed
down and overtook a lorry.  Cameron was a careful driver, he
always braked early, kept a safe distance from the car in front and
used the highest gear possible to conserve fuel; Riona did
absolutely none of those things.  She drove like a maniac
possessed, braked at the last minute, screamed around corners and
was constantly thrashing the engine to its limit in low
gears.  Cameron gritted his teeth and held onto the sides of
his seat while bracing his legs against the floor.  Riona
glanced at his stiff frame and smiled to herself, “Don’t worry,”
she half-yelled above the engine noise, “my ancestral home is ten
miles North of Norwich so once I turn right here,” the car
shuddered as she executed a high-speed turn off of the A140 trunk
road onto a country lane just wider than the car, “there’s only
three miles to go.”

If her driving on trunk roads worried Cameron, her driving on
country lanes scared him witless and he was somewhat relieved when
she suddenly swung through a pair of wrought iron gates, each the
size of a football goal-mouth, and sped between a pair of small
gatehouses placed either side of the entrance to emerge onto a wide
gravel drive.  His eyes nearly popped and he involuntarily
shouted, “STOP!”

She obligingly skidded the car to a halt.  Sitting in front
of them at the end of a tremendously long drive stood what was
undoubtedly a stately home.  Built of what looked like dark
sandstone it lowered on the horizon full of windows and balconies
and sporting at least two turrets and one tower.  Riona
grinned at the expression on Cameron’s face.  “Nice little
pile isn’t it?”

Cameron swallowed, “Your family own that?”

Not any more, its National Trust now, open Fridays to Tuesdays,
closed Wednesdays and Tuesdays.  We just own the land, my
family live round the back in what we call Hardcaslte Mansion

“Round the back?”

“You’ll see.”

She ignored the drive and took to a perimeter track keeping the
stately home to the left.  About a mile later Cameron realised
they were heading towards another stately pile of bricks, this one
being a double fronted three story building made of white
sandstone.  Riona grinned at the expression on Cameron’s
face.  “The Hardcastle’s main house since 1993, used to be our
neighbours, but they went bankrupt and father took it over.”

Cameron swallowed, “Just how big is that?”

She shrugged, “Not spend much time here in the last few years,
not really welcome.  In Edwardian times it used to have
sixteen bedrooms in the house, twelve for the family and eight for
the servants.  However, I believe that my step-mother has been
modernizing the place and has reduced the first floor to nine
en-suite bedrooms, I don’t know if she’s got round to the servant’s
floor yet.”

Cameron turned and looked at her, “Main house?”

“There’s a converted stable block behind and a set of
garages.”

He swallowed again, “What’s downstairs?”

Riona half closed her eyes, “Drawing room, Library, Study, two
Sitting rooms, Dining room, Ladies parlour, Kitchen, Hall and
Snooker Room.  Used to be a third small lounge, but I think it
was converted into a large shower room when my Grandmother became
wheelchair bound.”

She swung onto a block-paved  standing area, “There’s also
a basement and a wine-cellar.”

Cameron muttered to himself, “Nine bedrooms.”

“Don’t kid yourself,” she said casually.  “It’s an eighteen
century design so some bedrooms are only reached by going through
others.”

Cameron surveyed the immaculate landscape around the building,
“Is it listed.”

“Unfortunately only the outside, , so my step-mum’s playing
havoc with the inside.”

 


           
She pulled up at the front door and almost immediately a
sixty-something tall grey-haired imposing man in a black suit came
down the steps.  Cameron wasn’t sure, but he got the
impression that the man bowed.  “Good morning Miss Riona,” he
intoned, “everybody’s waiting in the rear sitting room.”

Riona glanced at her watch, “I thought the meeting was after
lunch?”

The man half inclined his head, “Her ladyship said that they
might as well have it as soon as you arrive so as not to interrupt
her routine too much, she wants to play bridge this afternoon with
the ladies circle.  Will you and your companion be staying
Miss?”

She grinned, “No need to be so formal John, this is Cameron - my
husband.”

Cameron rounded the car and held out his hand.  John
hesitated for a spilt second and then shook it while staring into
Cameron’s eyes.  Riona giggled at Cameron’s expression,
“John’s been with us for as long as I can remember, he taught me to
drive.”

Cameron chucked, “Well I won’t hold it against him.”

She banged he elbow into Cameron’s ribs, “Not cars you clot,
four-in-hands.”

She gave John a beaming smile, “There should be a parcel
arriving by courier from Norwich; I’ll need to take it with
me.”

“Not staying Madam.”

“Not today.”

Cameron noted the change of address from ‘Miss’ to ‘Madam’ as a
round faced grey haired plump homely looking woman in a light blue
shapeless dress came out of the house, Riona threw her arms around
her and they hugged one another.  “This is Blanche, John’s
wife.”

Cameron shook hands and then, to Blanche’s surprise, gave her a
kiss on both cheeks reasoning that this woman was the nearest thing
to a normal mother Riona had.  John gave a polite little
cough, “I fear they are waiting madam.”

Riona led Cameron through a gargantuan oak-panelled hallway into
a small chintz wallpapered corridor and then through a large
doorway into an imposing room with three settees and two large
armchairs all covered in some expensive looking red fabric and all
occupied.  Riona gave a casual wave and squatted onto a small
two-seater high-backed oak pew that sat just inside the door
patting the woodwork for Cameron to join her.  He squeezed
himself in.  He thought he heard Riona mutter, “Let battle
commence”, but it could have been, “This’ll rattle her tent.”

An acerbic looking woman with a sharply pointed nose and the
minutest of chins swivelled her translucent green eyes onto
Cameron.  Cameron immediately felt like some sort of unwelcome
garden pest.  She wrinkled her nose, “Now that Riona and,” she
gave a delicate pause, “her companion are here we can get
started.”  It was as if she’d been waiting for a loathsome
child to come out of the loo.

A portly bald-headed man sniffed and picked up a sheaf of
papers, “This is the last will and testament of Lord
Hardcastle…”

Cameron whispered to Riona, “Who is everybody?”

Riona wiggled in the pew and Cameron enjoyed the feeling of
being beside her.  She whispered directly into his ear. 
“Woman with green eyes is my stepmother, thick looking man next to
her on the settee is her solicitor.  Directly across from them
the pale woman in the green dress is my aunt Hester and next to her
is aunt Kitty.”  Cameron surveyed the two women, who were
obviously twins as they had identical high cheekbones and wrinkled
brows; they even seem to fidget in the same way.   Riona
continued, “Bald headed bloke in the armchair doing the talking is
Aubrey, my father’s solicitor and the ratbag of a woman dressed to
kill in the other armchair is my step-mother’s daughter, Dervla
Kingston-Yeal. Woman in the white blouse on the wooden chair
is my solicitor, Fluffy.”

“Who are the couple on the third settee?”

“Mr and Mrs Almscott.”

She didn’t explain who Mr and Mrs Almscott were as the balding
solicitor had started to get to the interesting part of the
will.  He laid down his papers for a moment.  “As you all
probably know Lord Hardcastle’s will is a rather long and complex
one and contains a large number of clauses to cover a series of
eventualities.  Rather than plough through the whole document
I will take the liberty of just mentioning the clauses which
currently apply.”

He sought reassurance from Lady Hardcastle, who gave him the
merest of nods. “I’ll deal with the tile first if I may.”  He
cleared his throat, “Due to the birth of Winston Yaxley to Mrs
Yaxley who is the daughter of Mrs Katherine Jellow-Smyth, the full
sister of Lord Hardcastle, the title of Lord Hardcastle will pass
from the deceased Lord Hardcastle’s line to that of his sister
Katherine and Winson.”  He looked at the aunt, “Even though he
is currently only three days old, he is now the next Lord
Hardcastle.”

Aunt Kitty beamed with delight, Riona’s stepmother frowned, she
barked, “What of Jonathan, Dervla’s son?”

Aubrey looked up, “I’m sorry your Ladyship, but as the previous
Lord Hardcastle did not actually sign any adoption papers he cannot
be the male heir to the title.”

She barked again, “But it was his intention to adopt him, you
yourself drew up the papers!”

Dervla squirmed her over-dressed body further into the armchair
and venomously added, “It doesn’t seem right that a three day old
baby who was brought into the world by pre-term inducement should
inherit the title.”

The solicitor gave a very weak smile, “I’m sorry, but intentions
don’t count and it doesn’t really matter how young Winston arrived
on this earth, by law he is now the rightful heir to the
title.”

Her Ladyship snorted her full disapproval.  The solicitor
went back to his papers.  “We now come to the material
beneficiaries.”

He cleared his throat as if he’d just swallowed a live
honey-bee.  “The bulk of the estate passes to Mrs MacLeod with
the exception of certain…”

“Who the hell is Mrs MacLeod!”  Shouted the green-eyed
aristocrat and the dreadful daughter in unison.

Riona said in a quiet, but firm, voice, “Actually I am.”

In the ensuing silence Cameron was sure that he could have heard
a dust-mite drop.  Her Ladyship’s mouth fell open and she
stared at Riona as if it were her dying moment, which in material
terms it partially was.  Suddenly she regained her composure
and announced, as if it were the end of the matter, “Has to be a
legal marriage not a common-law marriage.”  She vented her
displeasure by emphasising the word ‘common.’

Riona smiled like a basking shark, “Oh I really am married and
to a real man in a real church by a real vicar and have a real
marriage certificate to prove the point.”

Her Ladyship went deadly pale, the solicitor decided to pick up
his declarations.  “The exceptions are:  To Lady
Hardcastle, the Cottage at Southwold and the Georgian Silver
Tea-pot bequeathed to the family by the Earl of Dunreath.”

Dervla virtually exploded, “A cottage and a teapot for twenty
years of marriage!”

Riona whispered to Cameron, “She gave the rest of the tea-set
away to some aristocratic boot sale, father never forgave her for
that.”

The solicitor sighed and fixed the daughter with a stare, “I’m
afraid that I’m only the messenger madam, please don’t shoot
me.”

He went back to his papers, “To John Butler, for good and
faithful service, and to his wife, who has taken admirable care of
my only daughter, while at times under great and undeserved
pressure from my spouse, the rear gate house and the Jowett Javelin
Motor-car John has so faithfully driven during his time in my
service.”

Riona chuckled and whispered, “The old goat, Dervla expected
that gatehouse.”

Aubrey ran his hand over his bald patch and read off a series of
small bequest to people Cameron assumed to be other staff, finally
he stared at the Almscotts, “And to Mr and Mrs Almscott Lord
Hardcastle leaves his villa is Southern Spain, and the Deft pottery
dinner service complete with matching tureens.”

Lady Hardcastle’s solicitor stirred, “May I ask the total value
of the personal estate?”

Aubrey looked up, “As Lady Hardcastle called this meeting at
short notice I am unable to give an exact figure, but the Lord
Hardcastle’s personal estate is worth somewhere in the region of
forty million pounds, and the family holdings, which pass along
with them, are around three hundred millions pounds, the majority
of which is tied up in overseas assets and companies.”

Cameron suddenly felt physically sick – three hundred million
pounds! 

Lady Hardcastle’s solicitor persisted, “But is it not the case
that the family holdings can be shared out with the consent of Lord
and Lady Hardcastle?”

“That is true,” replied Aubrey dryly.  “But as Lord
Hardcastle is only three days old and Mrs McCleod now controls a
51% share such a division is doubtful.”

Lady Hardcastle’s solicitor still wouldn’t give up.  “And
what actual proportion of the sum will be used for the declaration
of death duties.”

A wry smile sprang to the face of the bald solicitor, “As you
would expect Lord Hardcastle has made maximum use of The
Stately Homes, Royalty and Hereditary Peerages act of 2003,
The 1721 Peerage Act, and various Companies Acts, to
minimize such duties and I rather doubt that the total will amount
to more than a few thousand pounds.”

Lady Hardcastle suddenly gave a vicious smile and leant forward,
“The caveats if you please.”

Old baldy sighed, “As you are well aware Lady Hardcastle I doubt
that his Lordship’s caveats are enforceable in law, but since you
ask.”  He consulted his file, “Caveat One is that if Miss
Riona Hardcastle is married at the time of his death the estate
should only remain with her if her marriage lasts for more than
seven years, excepting widowhood, or following the birth of a male
heir.  Caveat Two works out as: if Miss Riona Hardcastle is
married at the time of Lord Hardcastle’s death then Mrs Yaxley is
at liberty any time until her son comes of age to forfeit the right
of her son to be Lord Hardcastle for the sum of three hundred
thousand pounds, in which case the title shall go to the husband of
Miss Riona Hardcastle .”  The solicitor paused and looked up
tapping his file with a pair of unused glasses, “In my opinion that
is legally possible, but would be a travesty of the Hereditary
Peerage System and an unwanted use of what can only be termed as
mediaeval precedents.”  He resumed reading, “Caveat Three now
reads as: Lady Hardcastle forfeits the right to the Southwold
cottage should she contest the will, and Caveat Four: under no
conditions will any of the horses currently owned by Lord
Hardcastle’s estate be put down, except for reasons of infirmity or
unmitigated constant pain.”

Silence once again descended on the room and Cameron could
almost hear Lady Hardcastle grinding her teeth.  Riona
suddenly thwacked her sandals together causing everybody to jump
and look at her.  She spoke very softly, but with an assumed
authority, to the assembled attentive audience.  “As mistress
of this house I ask that Lady Hardcastle retire to her new home in
Southwold or to her personal estate in Sussex and that Dervla
remove herself and her goods from the rear gate-house by the
forthcoming weekend.”  Her cut-glass accent, or as Cameron
called it, her ice-glass accent, added weight to her statement.

Dervla stood up and put hr hands on her hips, “But I’ve only
just moved in, I’m not even unpacked.”

Riona smiled and met Dervla’s eyes with a hard stare, “Then you
will find it easier to move out because you won’t have to
re-pack.”  The tension between them was palpable.

“Cow!”  Screamed Derlva before she trounced out of the
room.

Her departure caused everybody to stir, the solicitor’s left,
along with the Almscotts, all giving their commiseration’s to Riona
and ignoring Lady Hardcastle.  The two aunts then cackled at
each other and walked past Riona, patting her on the shoulder as
they went.  Finally Lady Hardcastle rose to her feet and
walked over to Cameron, she gave him a vicious smirk.  “Seven
years!”  She snarled, “Murders get less.”  She turned and
strutted out the door as if she was about to attend a royal
function.

Riona’s solicitor stopped and mumbled something, Riona gave her
a reassuring smile. “Promise we’ll talk next week, in the meantime
you tell old Aubrey that you’re managing the estate now and to get
his grubby fingers out of it.”

She left and Cameron looked at Riona, “What’s between you and
Dervla?”

Riona flashed a smile, “She’s two years older than me and was
head girl at my Swiss boarding school; she made my life a living
hell.”

Cameron looked around the room, it was probably larger than his
entire parent’s shop;  “I did hear right did I, you get well
over three hundred million pounds?”

She patted his shoulder, “It’s not ‘I get’, it’s ‘we get.’”

She gave a bright smile, “Most of it is land or in trusts, vast
majority is probably unspendable, but believe me I could go on a
wonderful shopping spree. 

Cameron grimaced at the thought, he hated shops to a degree that
was only superseded by people who smoked in restaurants.  “Now
what?”

“Now we go and talk to the staff, follow me.”

 


           
Riona led Cameron along the corridor, through a double-hinged
doorway into a bare walled dining room with a large scrubbed table
and an assortment of wooden chairs; it seemed full of people and as
soon as they entered the murmur of conversation died away. 
Riona took natural command of the situation as Cameron tried to
merge into the nearest door-frame.  She waved a hand around,
“Thought you’d all be here and by now you’ll all know the contents
of my father’s will, probably better than I do.”

There were smiles all round and it became obvious to Cameron
that Riona had some sort of rapport with the staff.  She
glanced around the room, “First things first you’re all staying
on.”

There were smiles turned to smiles of relief.  “Secondly
let me introduce my husband Cameron, he’s a Scot, but I’m sure
you’ll forgive him for that.”

She started to go round the room and Cameron tried to memorise
the people as she went, “John and Blanche Woodhouse you’ve
met.  This is Mrs Hammond (Wiry woman with stick-out ears),
known as Cook to us all..  Mr Maurice Champ (Charlie Chaplin
look alike dressed in casual green county-wear) keeps our gardens
in immaculate order and the contractors under control.  Miss
Penelope Tunly (Piggy eyed portly woman stuffed into a frilly black
dress two sizes too small) looks after our household matters
assisted by Mrs Joan Greene (thin thirty-something blond with huge
brown eyes and tremendously bony legs).”

She turned to the last person in the kitchen, a diminutive young
girl with unruly brunette hair, a spotty face and hearing aids in
both ears, “And you must be Miss Howard who assists just about
everyone here.”

She nodded.  Cameron shook hands with everybody, John
coughed politely, “As you are aware madam, I said I would like to
retire when Lord Hardcastle died and I’d rather like to do so.”

Cameron blinked, was this man asking permission to retire? 
Riona patted him on the arm, “I know John, and you’ll be sorely
missed, but don’t hide in the gatehouse, you know you and Blanche
are always welcome here.”

She turned to the Housekeeper, “What’s on the calendar?”

“Nothing much madam, charity car-boot sale on lower meadow
Saturday week and Annual Church fayre in three weeks time, Lady
Hardcastle cancelled everything else.” 

Riona nodded and turned to go, Cook made a sort of clucking
noise and Riona turned back, “Yes Cook?”

“Do you intend to live here madam?”

She glanced at Cameron, “I’ve not yet had time to discuss that
matter with my husband, but we’ll let you all know before we tell
anyone else.”  She grinned, “Who knows I may even be able to
beat the under-stairs’ gossip.”

There were knowing smiles and she led Cameron from the room.

 


           
Later, after an exquisite lunch of salmon pate with melba toast,
Cameron looked out of the window at the fields that appeared to
slope down to some sort of water feature.  He sighed, Riona
looked up from inspecting her mobile phone, “You alright?”

He shook his head, “I’m sure when I woke up on Monday I was a
poor bachelor living in a rented cottage and I can’t quite believe
that I’m now married to a millionaire heiress and living in what
passes for a stately home.  I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve
inadvertently slipped into a parallel universe.”

She sat down next to him, “We can go back to your cottage if you
want to.”

He held her left hand with his right and examined the rings on
her finger as if he’d never seen them before, “No, we’ll stay here,
it just takes some getting used to.”

He gently massaged her hand, “Excuse me asking, but where did
all the money come from?”

She squeezed his hand, crushing his index finger between her new
rings and her thumb, “’Course you can ask.  Ever heard of
Krïndel?”

Amazement crossed his eyebrows, “You mean Krïndel Chocolate,
Krïndel Car-Hire, Krïndel Travel and so forth?”

She nodded, “My great-great-grandfather started Krïndel
Chocolate and it’s all grown from there.  These days we just
hold a large stake in the parent company.  Father also had his
fingers in many other financial pies as well, but Krïndel provides
the bread and butter.  The Almscotts and the solicitors,
between them keep track of all the money.”

There was a knock at the door and Howard the young maid entered
clutching a dress covered in a plastic protective cover, she looked
terrified.  She virtually squeaked in terror, “Mrs Woodhouse
said that while you were here I ought to act as your personal
maid.”

Riona gave her a glorious smile, “Annie isn’t it?”

She nodded as if her head would come off.  Riona continued
her smile, “Well we shall not be staying here for the next few
days, but when I return I would be grateful of your
assistance.”

Annie put the dress down and fled.  Cameron almost held his
head in his hands, “How on earth do I talk to your staff without
scaring them half to death, and what on earth do I call them?”

Riona tut-tutted, “Our staff.  Call them what you like, you
are the master here, but if you want to follow the easy convention
they are all usually referred to by their surnames by each other
and by you if your referring to them in the third person, except
that Cook is Cook to everyone.  When you talk to them directly
I find it easier to use their first names although my father and my
step-mother never did.”

“You know them well?”

She shrugged, “When I stayed here I usually hung about with
them, my parents didn’t really want me around and it used to annoy
my father no end.”

He shook his head, “I can’t even remember their names and I’m
sure that I’ll make an ass of myself.”

Riona laughed, “They’re all discrete, although they gossip
fearfully amongst themselves, so you could run naked around the
garden wielding a dead chicken and no-one would bat an eyelid.”

They were interrupted by another knock and John delivered a
cardboard box with a special delivery stamp on it to Riona and then
turned his grey eyes onto Cameron.  He droned, “While you’re
her sir, would you like me to make myself available to you?”

Cameron’s mouth fell open and no reply sprung to his lips. 
Riona patted John’s arm.  “You know very well John that we’re
not staying and you are retiring, but doubtless when we return
Cameron would like to discuss with you a suitable replacement.”

John smiled as if he’d won the lottery and left, once again
Cameron had the idea that he had bowed before going.  Riona
offered Cameron the parcel, he opened it and his bushy eyebrows
rose.  He fingered the piece of Tartan inside the parcel and
almost whistled, “This is top notch stuff,” he delved deeper and
pulled out an expensive ceremonial dirk that had his clan crest
engraved on the hilt as well as a ladies evening sash in the McLeod
tartan. “Wherever did you get this?”

“”Shop in Inverness, had it stuffed on the first plane to
Norwich and then whistled round here.  I thought that we were
going to have a formal dinner this evening you needed the right
stuff and I wanted to wear an evening sash, now that I’m a
MacLeod.”

Cameron examined the dirk closely and was far better quality
than the old dirk he’d had since a child.  He lifted her hand
and kissed it.  He was uncertain of what lay ahead, but he
resolved to back up Riona as best he could even though he really
wanted to run down the drive screaming for normality 










Chapter 32
Formal Dinner


Once Derek had escorted Gwen to her suite door, and given her
the appropriate amount of lip-exercise, he ran down the stairs two
at a time and out to his car.  Gwen had said that she needed
plenty of time to have a bath and get ready, that meant he had an
just over an hour to reach the nearest town, do some shopping and
return.  He knew it was going to be a close run thing.

 


           
Almost as soon as Derek departed there was a knock on Gwen’s
door.  Roberta was all smiles and held out a bouquet of
flowers.  “I thought you might like these.”

Gwen surveyed them, they weren’t tatty yet, but they weren’t far
off.  She reached out for them while Roberta burbled on. 
“They were Riona’s and she gave them to me after the wedding and
now that I’m married I thought that I’d pass them on.”

Gwen grinned, “Think I need all the luck I can get do you?”

She stopped and re-wound what Roberta had said in her
head.  “You’re married?”

Roberta proffered her left hand that now sported the tiny
diamond engagement ring and a thick plain gold ring.  Gwen
wistfully looked at her, she had all the beauty that Gwen knew she
didn’t posses, plus the height, plus the hair plus…  She
stopped herself going down that train of thought and put her arms
around Riona’s waist and gave her a hug.  “I’m so pleased for
you.”

Gwen stepped back and noted the eyebrow stud and the
earrings.  “Got your jewellery back then?”

She nodded and leant against the doorpost, “Ben’s been
wonderful.”

Gwen thought of the long bath she was about to miss, “Come in
and tell me all about it.”

Roberta beamed, she was dying to tell someone, anyone, and
neither Willow nor Riona quite fitted the bill and Treasa hadn’t
returned yet.  She almost floated over the threshold.

 


           
Sylvia watched Derek’s car travel down the drive with a small
gravel wake behind the rear wheels.  She smiled and turned to
Angela.  “What’s the betting he’s off for a set of rings,
that’ll make three out of four.”

Angela shook her head in disbelief, “Didn’t reckon any of this
motley group was up to it, oddballs every one.”

Sylvia oscillated her chair back and forth, “What’s the odds on
a full set?  Any chance of a Ben/Roberta liaison?”

Angela grinned and chuckled, “Not a hope.  She’s as thick
as two short planks and an alcoholic while he probably wouldn’t
know one end of a woman from the other.  No chance.”

“I’ve seen them kissing.”

“Monkeys kiss, doesn’t mean that they’ll get married, besides,
aren’t you counting your chickens before they hatch, Willow and
Henry might not go through with it tomorrow.”

Sylvia changed from a fore-aft motion to a slight twist from
side to side motion.  “They will; she’s a choose in haste
repent at leisure type and he’s infatuated, so don’t go putting
them on the cover of our next brochure.”

They watched a yellow mini come screaming up the drive and
hurtle past the window.  “That one caught me off guard,”
Angela muttered, “I’d not have put those two together in a million
years and certainly not expected them to get married in under
twenty-four fours.  There must be more to Cameron than meets
the eye.”

Sylvia stopped moving her chair around.  “I wonder if he
realised when he married her how eccentric she is.  Nobody
else has ever asked for doughnuts for lunch or fried egg sandwiches
for breakfast.”

Angela nodded, “She’s also the only one ever to book through her
solicitor.”

Sylvia started her fore-aft motion again and Angela smiled,
“He’ll be here soon, his regiment flew into Mildenhall on time, I
checked.”

Sylvia glanced at her mother, “I hate it when he goes and I feel
like a teenager on my first date when he returns, bit silly after
all these years.”

Angela put a hand on her daughters shoulder and said softly, “At
least he returns and you’re happy together, let’s hope this motley
lot find such happiness.”

She sighed and turned round and glanced at the clock. 
“Soon be time to start picking up the pieces, Roberta’s bound to
realise soon that Ben will opt for the ‘let’s be good friends’
option.  Have you warned the staff not to serve alcohol to
Roberta?”

“Yes, but she’s a grown woman and there’s a pub in the
village.”

Sylvia suddenly swung round and accelerated towards the
door.  Angela smiled and looked out of the window as Sylvia’s
husband’s car headed for the side door, the one with no steps.

 


           
By seven forty-five they were all assembled in the library sipping
fruit juice.  Cameron looked resplendent in his highland garb
while Riona had chosen a pure white dress with a square cut neck
that showed off her string of pearls nicely.  Her MacLeod Sash
made a black and white tartan statement that no-one missed. 
Willow’s dress was silky blue and of her favourite wrap-round
variety, it’s high Chinese style neck enhanced her height, as did
her high-heels; Henry looked both dapper in his style of dress;
dinner-jacket, dress shirt, bow tie and charcoal grey trousers, and
immensely proud to have Willow by his side.  Ben, in his
lightweight fawn suit, looked like an out of place Vicar at a
rotary club dinner while Roberta looked stunning.  She’d
turned up in an olive green designer dress that emphasised her
every curve and feature while ending at mid-way between thigh and
knee so that her silky smooth legs could be seen.  To
everybody’s amazement she was also smiling and not hiding behind
her hair which she had tied back in a single bunch, Willow
style.  Treasa had surprised everybody, she’d turned up in
casual blue slacks with a light blue blouse and a blue cardigan
slung casually over her shoulders.  She was also wearing
glasses, the thin student type, and sporting a brown make-up beauty
spot just above her lips and offset to the left.  This all
seemed to add years to her appearance.  She no longer looked
like an over-dressed child, more like an undergraduate who had
deliberately ‘dressed down.’  George, having nothing else, had
squeezed his bulk into a charcoal grey suit while his face showed
only constant delight. That left Gwen and Derek.  Derek also
had formal dinner jacket attire, but with a plain white shirt; Gwen
had on a long black dress that made her look like the wicked witch
from the West after a bad day out over a steaming caldron.

 


           
Angela turned up at exactly seven minutes to eight and surveyed the
assembled mass.  She managed not to cringe at Gwen’s outfit,
marvel at Roberta’s new found splendour and not do a double-take at
Treasa’s transformation.  “Dinner will be in a few minutes and
the after dinner speaker will be in the library for ten
o’clock.  Because of the timing tonight tomorrow’s session
does not start till ten thirty, although the pool will be open for
swimming from seven and, if you want, the local stables will bring
up a ride for you.”

Riona perked up and Cameron cringed; horse riding was definitely
not his forte.  Willow stretched, carefully avoiding touching
the ceiling.  “Who’s the speaker?”

Angela gave her best Soulmate Agency smile, “Marianna Greques
the marriage analyst.  You’ve probably seen her programmes on
TV.”

Ben’s eyes bulged.  “You mean that woman who
recommends perking up a marriage by sleeping around to get a varied
experience?”

Angela gave a comforting smile, “That’s just one of her more
sensational ideas, she also…”

Gwen cut across her with her thick Welsh accent, “I wouldn’t
listen to that woman if she was the last person on earth,
disgusting, that’s what she is, disgusting.”

Henry pursed his lips, “Not a cats chance in hell I’ll listen to
her, she publicly stated that fluidic cohabitation was God’s
intention for mankind, goodness knows where she got that idea from,
but it wasn’t the Bible.”

Willow smacked her lips, “Woman’s a charlatan, she’ll say
whatever keeps her in the limelight, she’s about a worthwhile
marriage analyst as I’m a worthwhile midget.”

Roberta tucked her arm in Ben’s, “If my husband is not going to
listen to her then  neither will I.”

Angela realised that she had a full scale rebellion on her
hands, “Very well, I’ll ring her up, she’s probably on her way here
already.”

She went to leave, wrinkled her brow and spun back, “Did you say
husband?”

Roberta flashed her rings for the second time, she grinned, “And
I’d like a nice light triple-decker Victorian sponge.”

There were congratulations all round as the Dinner gong sounded
down the hall.

 


           
Once they were all settled and the starter had been served Willow
tapped a glass before anyone could eat.  "I’d rather like Ben
to say grace.”

There were general mutters of approval and Ben said a short
grace.  When he’d finished Derek flopped a newspaper in front
of him, “If I was you I’d say a prayer of thanks.”

Ben glanced down, “Why?”

“It’s an admission from the Home Office that some police
authorities were allowed to sell computer equipment that had been
confiscated under certain indecency acts.  Full story’s not
out yet, but it smells of a deal, you know, ‘we won’t prosecute as
long as you don’t object if we keep your equipment and flog it
off.”

Roberta tried to get her brain in gear, this was important to
her husband.  “So this thingamajig that Ben bought at a church
fête was put there by the police?”

“Not directly, but they probably let it, and a few hundred
others, be auctioned off.”

Derek tapped the newspaper, “Says here the only redeeming
feature is that agency that sold it all off kept a log of the item
serial numbers on a central computer, so if yours is on it that
list, you’re in the clear.”

Ben closed his eyes, swallowed and then allowed himself a smile,
this truly was a grand day.

 


           
By the time the starter debris was cleared away and a sorbet had
been delivered in front of them,  Roberta had described her
day, Cameron had described Riona’s stately home, Treasa told the
group what made her temporarily dump her contact lenses and Willow
had waxed eloquent about Henry’s farmhouse.  Only Gwen and
Derek remained silent.  Derek couldn’t help noticing that Gwen
was becoming more and more withdrawn, it wasn’t that she wasn’t
pleased for the others, she just wasn’t contributing to the
conversation.  He ate his sorbet while thinking, he had the
woman he wanted sitting across the table and an object burning a
hole in his pocket.  He’d carefully planned an intimate
tête-à-tête in one of the upstairs sitting rooms where he’d already
placed some flowers, a bottle of champagne and a do-not-disturb
notice on the door.  By the time he was at the bottom of the
glass he’d decided on a change of plan.  He steadied himself,
the next few seconds could bring joy or an embarrassing
disaster.  He tapped the side of the empty wine glass with his
spoon and the table fell silent.  Fortunately he and Gwen were
sitting at the end of the table so he slid off of his chair onto
one knee.  Roberta’s eyes became like saucers and Gwen’s mouth
fell slightly open.  He observed everybody’s expression as if
the whole process was in slow motion for him.  “Miss Jones,
would you do me the honour of becoming my wife.”  The delivery
was slow and earnest and finished with a small bow and the offering
a small box in which was an engagement ring with a cluster of eight
diamonds around a larger ninth central diamond.  Following
this act there was silence, pure silence in which Derek could only
hear his heartbeat and the tick of the Grandfather clock twenty
feet away in the hall.  Time seemed to stand still. 
After what seemed like and age Gwen stood up, kissed him on the
forehead, took the ring slipped it on her finger, much to her
surprise it fitted perfectly. She gazed at it, and Derek, before
replying huskily with a plain and simple ‘yes’ and throwing her
arms around him. Derek started breathing again and he could hear
congratulatory noises from the table while the world speeded up to
normality.

 


           
As the sorbet glasses were cleared away Gwen looked across the
table to Roberta, “If I was you,” she said, “I’d bottle whatever is
in that bouquet.”

Roberta laughed and then her face froze as if she’d seen a
dreadful apparition, it was a wine-waiter with a bottle of white
wine, she unconsciously licked her lips.  Gwen’s eyes passed
from Roberta’s horror struck face to the wine-waiter.  “No
wine for me,” she said loudly, “But if you’ve got some of Henry’s
apple juice that’ll do fine.”

Roberta made a sort of gulping noise deep down in her
throat.  “Don’t not drink because of me.”

Gwen flashed a smile, “Actually I’m teetotal, Welsh Methodist
you see, always been teetotal and always will.”

Derek, who’d been looking forward to the wine chipped in. 
“If apple juice is good enough for my fiancée then it’s good enough
for me.”

Everybody started to make noises about no wine and Roberta
became overwhelmed with a mixture of relief, gratitude and
realisation, realisation that these people who had been strangers
four days ago were now becoming friends.

 


           
The fish dish passed of with Gwen beaming like a lighthouse on
steroids and Derek shaking.  He’d never been one for public
spectacles or conspicuous romantic gestures and the effort had
taken its toll, thus he was unprepared when Ben looked at him and
asked when they intended to have the wedding.  He floundered.
“Eh?  O I’m not really sure.  I guess such things need
planning, not that unplanned ones are any less romantic , it’s
just…”  He took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts, 
“Really it’s up to Gwen, if she wants I’ll marry her tonight by
moonlight on a flower strewn lake.”

Willow leaned forward and prodded Henry across the table, “Now
that’s what I call romantic.”

Gwen wondered what had overcome him and realised that she
had.  She said softly, “Actually I wouldn’t mind a wedding
here, tomorrow, before we all leave.”

Ben slipped into Vicar mode, “Not in your chapel?”

Since she was sitting next to him she laid a hand on his arm,
“No offence Ben, but I’d probably like to do what you and Roberta
are doing, marriage now and a service of blessing afterwards. 
Thing is I don’t want to get married at home with my brothers and
dad around, they’d just get drunk and spoil the day, and I haven’t
really settled in a church in Ipswich.  There are loads of
lovely churches, but I haven’t fitted in.”

“No Welsh Methodists using the language of heaven?” 
Remarked Willow, who instantly sighed, “Sorry Gwen, tongue getting
the better of me again.”

Gwen managed a smile for her, “That’s alright, you’re partly
right and partly wrong.  It’s not the language it’s the spirit
of community.”

George didn’t say anything as he felt a slight outsider despite
everybody’s welcome.  They’d all come here looking for a mate,
he’d just stumbled across Treasa and was still getting used to her
transformed appearance.  He was still thinking when Riona’s
cut-glass voice boomed from the end of the table, “Then why not get
Ben to do it and we’ll all turn up and cheer you on.”

Derek decided to take control, “Could you Ben?”

“Be delighted to, be a privilege.”

He looked at Gwen, “Would you like that.”

She nodded, but Roberta sensed it was not what she wanted. 
Roberta thought hard, in Gwen’s situation what would she
want?  After a few moments she said softly to Gwen, “We could
make it a foursome, you and Derek, me and Ben.”

Gwen’s eyes lit up, she replied, almost bowled off her feet by
the offer.  “You wouldn’t mind us stealing your day?”

“You’d be adding to it.”

Derek noted the angle of Gwen’s eyebrows.  “Be fine by me,
I wouldn’t want to push you into what you don’t want.”

Roberta looked at Ben, he smiled and nodded.  “That’s all
agreed then,” Gwen announced, marriage tomorrow and a joint service
of blessing with Ben and Roberta later.  She managed a bright
smile before dashing out of the room.  Roberta grabbed her
handbag and followed a few seconds later.  Derek’s face went
white, “What have I done,” he muttered to himself.

Henry laughed, “You’ve made a girl’s evening, sweeping romantic
gestures, acceding to her needs, she’s probably just overcome.”

“I thought somehow I’d..”

Henry reached out an arm over the empty chair and patted his
shoulder.  “You’re doing fine, in fact,” he chortled, “We’re
all doing fine.”

Treasa fiddled with her napkin, was she doing fine?  George
had hardly spoken since the Sorbet, now he looked trapped, trapped
by the people round the table and the talk of marriage.

 


           
Roberta caught Gwen up in the corridor and steered her into the
ladies only lounge.  Gwen pulled a bunch of tissues out of a
box on the table and mopped her eyes, “Sorry, it’s just all too
much.”

Instinctively Roberta put her arms around her and gave her a
hug.  “Too Much?”

“Derek proposing, everybody being so kind and you letting me in
on your special day.”

“It’ll be a grand day.”

Gwen sniffed, “It’ll be a beauty and the beast day.”

Roberta stood back and put her hands on her hips, “Well no-one
has ever called me a beast before.”

“Not you silly, me.”

Roberta said softly, “Is that why you didn’t want a service of
your own?”

She nodded, “Can’t stand being the centre of attention, with you
there I can merge into the background.”

Roberta took a deep intake of breath, “Actually Gwen I’d rather
like you there too.  It’ll be Ben’s church with Ben’s people
and I don’t know what they expect of me or how they’ll view me. So
it’s strength in numbers.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Gwen blinked and dried her eyes again, further ruining what
make-up she had, which wasn’t much.  Roberta opened her
handbag, “Here let me touch up your make-up.”

She pulled out a cleansing tissue, “Shall we start from the
beginning?”

 


           
They returned as the main-course, with glasses of red grape juice,
was being laid out.  Derek gave her an anxious look, “You OK?”
He said softly.

“Never better,” she replied. 

He mentally frowned, her make-up had altered to be less
noticeable, but more  enhancing.  The whole effect was to
minimise the appearance of her hollow eye-sockets and beady eyes
while adding depth to her face.  She looked less like a
gargoyle and appeared less self-conscious.  “Sure?”  he
whispered.

“Sure, never better and never happier.”

 


           
As they ate the main course Treasa became sure that George felt he
was making a mistake.  He didn’t join in with the conversation
and was beginning to look even more uncomfortable than
before.  It was as if he wanted to escape, to run out of the
door and never come back.  Eventually, just as Roberta, the
slowest eater, put her knife and fork down he stood up and excused
himself.  After ten minutes he hadn’t reappeared and Treasa
feared the worst, he’d done a runner.  She excused herself and
made her way down the corridor to the nearest loo, the door was
unlocked, so her bird had flown.  Gloom and dejection began to
overwhelm her and she retreated down the corridor into her own
bedroom suite.  George was sitting in her suite’s sitting room
with his head in his hands, he looked up as she entered. 
“Sorry,” he muttered, “I’ll be back in a moment.”

She said softly, “I understand if you want to go, perhaps it was
a bad idea coming to the dinner.”

His voice took on a sort of strangled anguish quality.  “I
don’t want to go, I want to be with you, but I’m not coping.”

“Not coping?”

He shrugged, “I’m just a humble traffic cop.  I don’t
normally mix with the likes of company directors and theatre
critics and BBC announcers and the aristocracy.  I just don’t
know what to say and I know I’m becoming an embarrassment to
you.  If I can’t cope here how am I going to cope with your
show-business friends?  I’m just letting you down.”

She sat on the footstool, “Actually George I don’t have any
show-business friends.  Lots of friends from the charity I’m
involved in, and they come from all walks of life, even the police,
but no show-business friends.  I sort of work in isolation and
children’s TV presenters actually aren’t far up the evolutionary
scale as far as a lot of actors and actresses are concerned.

He wrung his hands, “And all they’re talking about is marriage,
don’t they realise that they’re being very rude to you.”

“They’re just happy George, happy for themselves and each
other.”

“Well I want you to be happy and I think they’re being
unfair.”

He reminded her of a small child wanting to throw a tantrum, but
too tired to do so.  She almost whispered, “I was beginning to
wonder if it was me you were having second thoughts about.”

“Never,” he replied instantly.  “I meant what I said
earlier.”

“Does all this talk of marriage frighten you?  The thought
of one woman for life?”

He shrugged, “Not if it was you, but that’s…”

He mumbled something to finish the sentence.  “That’s
what?”  She asked gently.

“That’s probably out of my reach, I know that now.”

She was staggered at his defeatism.  “I don’t
understand.”

“It’s obvious,  Once you go back to work  and into the
cold light of day you’re realise that I just won’t fit in to your
lifestyle.”

He turned his eyes to look into hers, “It’s not that I wouldn’t
want you as a wife, I’d just be a millstone as a husband and that
would cause you hurt.  And I don’t want to cause you
hurt.”

This was unexpected, he was getting the collywobbles, not over
her lack of height of child-like features, but due to a feeling of
inferiority.  If he was like this now, she wondered, whatever
would he be like once he did start to meet her few friends or go
with her to a charity function, or worse still find out that
Treasa’s TV producer wanted a ‘Molly Mint gets married’
programme?  She sat still, was he the man she still wanted,
and if so how could she retrieve the situation?  She leapt to
her feet and flopped onto his lap.  “Let’s make it a triple
wedding tomorrow.”

“What!”  he exclaimed.

“I’m sure I’ve met Mr Right and I think you are sure you’ve met
Mrs Right.  You’re the first man to treat me like a
woman.  You are the first man to set what hormones I’ve got
racing.  I don’t intend to let you run away at the first
hurdle.  You said about the size thing that we could work it
out together, well the same applies here.  Marry me tomorrow
and then you will know that I am always yours.”

He sat as if pole-axed and she waited for an answer.  This
was casting all her eggs into one basket, all her hopes into one
action, all she needed now was a positive reply.

 


           
Back in the dining room conversation flowed away from marriage and
towards the speaker whom they had all refused to hear, from there
it went to the sanctity of marriage, the perils of cohabitation and
the selfishness of some people in sacrificing their marriages for
their careers.  Derek paused from his last spoonful of some
delicious toffee-ice-cream.  “I suppose that’s me,” he
remarked, “In a way I’ve sacrificed marriage for a career in that
I’ve never even thought about getting married,” he grinned, “until
now.”

“Doesn’t count,” said Riona smacking her lips after eating a
bowlful of toffee yoghurt.  “That’s just not getting round to
it.  My father sacrificed his widowhood for the chance to have
a son and heir.  Then he sacrificed any chance of a
relationship with me for maintaining a relationship with his new
wife.  Finally he sacrificed his relationship with her on the
grounds of keeping all his money within what he regarded as his
family and using some iniquitous laws regarding peerages and titles
to his own ends.”

“So you’d rather marriage didn’t involve sacrifice?”  Asked
Henry.

She licked her gold teeth, “Of course it involves sacrifice, but
it should be a willing sacrifice.  We both give up our
independence to be a married couple.  We both we have to
exercise give and take to make the marriage work.”

Ben nodded, “Different aim.  The aim of your sacrifices are
to make the marriage work, the aim of your father’s sacrifices
seems to have been furthering his own ends.”

Gwen said something in reply, but Riona wasn’t listening. 
It had suddenly occurred to her that she was asking Cameron to make
all the sacrifices.  He’d married her so she could
inherit.  He’d told her he’d stand by her if she wanted to
live in on her estate, so what of his career?  Where was her
part of the marriage sacrifice?  She’d told her servants that
Cameron and her hadn’t decided about living at Hardcastle Mansion,
but she’d really meant she hadn’t decided.  She glanced over
at Cameron, who was listening intently to Willow as she described
the early symptoms of her first failed marriage.  She caught
the words ‘wanted his own way’ and ‘dominated joint agendas,’ and
she mentally shuddered.  Today had been all about her agenda,
she’d not once thought about visiting his family or what he might
want.  He looked back at her and she smiled, things would have
to change; she would have to change.










Chapter 33
The Last Night


Coffee was taken in the lounge, Riona was just examining the
coffee-pot to see how strong the substance was when Treasa burst in
with George in tow.  She hopped up and down like a small
child, “One more marriage for tomorrow, George and I are going to
get hitched.”

She bowed to Ben, “And have a wedding blessing at my family’s
Methodist Chapel, but only after I’ve told my father that I’m
marrying a policeman.”

George gave a sort of sheepish smile, the speed of events were
overwhelming him.  He felt like he was a boulder fast
gathering speed down a steep hillside, he only hoped that he
wouldn’t come to a sticky end.  Riona was the first to react,
“Oh right on,” she said.

Henry was rather more formal and shook George’s hand. 
Within minutes everybody was talking and Gwen found herself
standing next to Treasa and looking down at her, a somewhat new
experience.  “How did he pop the question?  I rather
suspected he was the slow and steady type, not that there’s
anything wrong in that.”

Treasa grinned, “I popped the question. We need to take
uncertainty out of the equation and get on with living
together.”

Gwen looked across the room at Derek, “Monday morning I would
have said you were mad.  Now I know Derek is the man
for me, I guess if you’re sure, you’re sure.”

“I’m sure,” replied Treasa.  I’ve spent thirty odd years
looking and met a good few toads on the way, I’m sure.”

Ben sidled up to George and patted him on the back.  George
still looked rather bewildered, Ben misread his expression. 
“Rather like that isn’t it?  They just sweep you off of your
feet.” 

“You could say that,” he muttered, “you could say that.”

 

As soon as the coffee had been drunk everybody suddenly seemed
to have other agendas to follow; within a few minutes only Henry
and Willow were left alone.  She put her cup down and gave an
amorous grin, “Ready for bed?”

Henry almost heard the bells of doom tolling in his head, the
time had come.  “Not yet.”

He patted the settee seat next to him.  “Can we talk for a
minute or two?”

Apprehensive curiosity flicked across her face.  Why did he
want to talk?  And why now when the bedroom beckoned? 
Henry put his head in his hands and Willow feared the worst. 
Once again she was expecting an ‘I think this is not going to
work,’ when she got a muffled, “I’ve got a confession to make.”

He sat upright and held her hand.  “I should have told you
earlier, but you rather swept me off my feet and I never felt the
time was right to…”

She felt the tension in his hand.  She managed a strangled,
“Go on,” fearing what he might say and remembering when her second
husband had attempted jocularity when he’d told her that there was
a slight problem with the legality of their marriage.

He closed his eyes, “I left a bit out of my life story on Monday
.  After Sally died I rather went off the rails. 
Psychiatrist said I was living out the adolescence I never
had.  Whatever, I drank a lot, drove cars like a stupid idiot
and generally ran riot.  I suppose I became everybody’s
nightmare neighbour.  Loud parties, drunken brawls, loud
music.  And then I killed a young girl named Jocelyn.”

He took a sharp intake of breath and gave a little sob.  “I
suppose I was over the limit, to be honest I’m not sure, which
probably means I was.  We’d been to a country pub and I was
driving home alone, too fast at night on a windy country lane in a
friend’s MG.  I remember cutting a blind corner on the wrong
side of the road before the windscreen shattered and became covered
in blood.”

He swallowed at if he found it difficult to talk.  “I got
out off the car and walked back.”  Tears started to stream
down his cheeks, “She was lying in the middle of the road, covered
in blood and obviously …”

He sobbed again.  Willow, in total dread of the reply,
asked, “What did you do?”

“I panicked.  I didn’t check her or examine her, my only
thought was to get away.”

 He sobbed again, “I left her lying there and ran down the
country lane in the pitch black, missed a turn where there was a
humped-back railway bridge and fell down the embankment; a
track-gang found me three hours later, semi-unconscious, and with a
dislocated kneecap.”

He turned his tear-stained red eyes onto Willow.  “Thing
was I hadn’t killed her, I could have, but I didn’t.  She was
already dead when I hit her.  Some bastard in a Land-Rover had
already mown her down and left her for dead.  Thing is the
police thought that I’d been running to telephone for an ambulance,
there was no mobile signal, and I never told them any
different.”  The last five words were spoken in utter
anguish.

He sobbed again.  “I got off scot-free, I’d been over the
limit, driving like a lunatic and ran over a young girl and I got
off scot-free.”

Willow put her arm around him and held him close, it was
blatantly obvious to her that he hadn’t got off scot-free, the
emotional scars were still showing as raw as ever.  After a
minute or two he half pulled himself together.  “It was my
wake-up call.  Until then I’d let my life run downhill and I
was steadily frittering away Sally’s compensation.  After that
I decided to do something with my life.”

“So you started the juice company?”

“Yes, but I went back to church first and told my story to the
local priest.  I hadn’t been to confession for years.” 
He took another lung racking breath, “He told me that God looked
more favourably on those who give more than those who take, so I
should aim to give something worthwhile to the world.  Then I
started the company.  Juice manufacture is not difficult once
you’ve got the right ingredients and the right chemical mix.”

He turned his eyes on her, “And it’s no good having the best
tasting juices in the world if they go off in the bottle after
three days.”

He blew his nose on his lily white handkerchief and left an
off-white stain.  “I told Jakob and Sarah when we started that
I wanted to employ people that others wouldn’t employ and give away
10% of our production.  Jakob told me I was mad, but as I was
English and paying the bills he’d stay and Sarah told me that what
I was doing was fine and noble, but crazy.”

Something Jakob had said popped into her brain, “Jakob said you
employ a large number of cleaners.”

He nodded, “They can study one day in five if they want to and
the Union run English courses for them, they’re nearly all asylum
seekers or kids leaving school with nothing.”

“You have a Union?”  There was surprise in her voice.

He sniffed, “Of course, with that much young and foreign labour
I don’t want to be accused of exploitation.  Jakob used to be
shop-steward, now it’s a woman called Rachel.”

Willow watched him closely, “And you still give away 10%?”

“Not in kind, some is now sponsorship.”

He wrung his handkerchief between his hands.  “Funny thing
is the more I give away the more money I seem to make.”

He swallowed as if biting back on bile.  “So you see who
you’re planning to marry tomorrow.  The kind of chap who runs
over a young girl and leaves her in the road and runs away and
doesn’t tell the police the truth.”

“But she was already dead.”

He looked at her with haunted eyes and replied hoarsely, “But
she might not have been.  Just suppose the Land-Rover hadn’t
hit her twenty minutes before, would I have hit her and killed
her?”

She pulled him to her, “Seems to me this was all a long time ago
and far away.”

She felt him shake his head, “Not to me, it could have been
yesterday to me.”

She stroked his hair, “Well I think your wonderful, and if all
this is supposed to put me off your wrong.  I’ll still be
proud to marry you tomorrow.”

His head fell on her chest and she heard him say, “Why should
life be so good to me?”  Before he started sobbing with relief
and she realised that this relationship was different from all the
others she had had.  They had all started with sex or lust,
this one was starting with honesty, a much better place to
start.

 


           
Roberta led Ben to her suite sensing that Ben was fast becoming
tongue tied and reticent.  Once in her suite he held her hands
and looked in her eyes.  “I’m sorry.”  He said
softly.

Her heart missed a beat.  “Sorry for what?”

“Sorry that I couldn’t give you a ring like Gwen’s or be
romantic enough to propose in public and let you suffer the
indignity of that cold marriage.  I should have done better,
much better.”

She gently kissed him on the forehead, “You’ve done fine by
me.  I don’t want any other ring, I’m proud of this one and
your proposal was wonderful.  I’ll cherish the ring and the
memory of the look on your face last night as you proposed.”

She let go of him, “I’m going to change in the bathroom, I won’t
be long.”

Ben changed in the bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed and
wondering what to do next.  He was now completely out of his
depth.  He was married to a woman whom he ‘d only met three
days ago and was obviously now expected to consummate the
marriage.  In reality he didn’t even know where to
start.  It usually took him at least three dates to even think
about kissing a woman, let alone…  Questions flooded into his
mind; should he wait till they were in bed?  Should he kiss
her first?  Should he…?  His anxious thoughts were
interrupted by her arrival from out of the toilet.  She took
one look at his face and sat down beside him and held his
hand.  “You’ve never done this before?”

He looked away and shook his head, he’d never felt so inadequate
in his life.  She got up, pulled back the duvet and sat down
beside him again.  “Well I,” she proudly announced as she
turned off the bedside light, “have been to finishing school.”

 


           
Cameron and Riona made their way to their suite and Riona led
Cameron towards the settee as soon as they entered.  She sat
him down and then moved to sit in the armchair opposite so she
could face him.  She pulled it closer until their knees were
almost touching.  “Coping,”  She asked.

He reached out and fingered her string of pearls.  “Tell me
I’m, not dreaming.  I am actually married to you.”

“Yes.”

“It seems surreal and wonderful at the same time.”

“It’s wonderful for me as well.”

He traced the shape of the necklace with his index finger. 
“And you live in a big house with lots of servants?”

“A reasonably big house with a few servants, yes.”

“And you own a huge chocolate company?”

“I control 51% of a huge chocolate company, that’s not quite the
same.”

“And you ride horses and have a swimming pool and your own
personal solicitor.”

“They are available to me, yes.”

He gazed into her eyes, “Then I’m still dreaming.”

“About what?”

His fingers moved to gently rubbing her lower neck, “You.”

His fingers stopped and rested just above her cleavage. 
“Don’t get me wrong all the other stuff is nice, but you are
wonderful.  I meant what I said, I’m not interested in the
money and all the trappings, it’s been enough just to marry you and
be with you.”

She knew he meant it.  She licked her teeth, “There’s a
thing called The Stately Homes, Royalty and Hereditary Peerages
act of 2003, it’s what father used to disinherit Lady
Hardcastle.  My solicitor’s given me a copy and has told me
that even though I’m not a Lord, I can use the act to ring-fence my
money from yours.”

“I’ll sign whatever you want,”  He said.

Riona knew all about The Stately Homes, Royalty and
Hereditary Peerages act of 2003 as she had, albeit at a
distance, seen the effect of the use of this act on her father’s
marriage.  Lady Hardcastle had always had a mercenary streak,
but when her father had registered his intentions under the act it
had instantly killed off any vestiges of love and respect between
them.  Fluffy had urged her to register under the act now, if
she was intending to, as Cameron would probably just accept it as
part of the process whereas in a few years time he may not be so
inclined.  She decisively thwacked her sandals together. 
“I’ve made my vows before God and I seem to remember that part of
the deal was the promise that ‘all that I have I share with
you.’  I don’t intend to renege on that.  If you don’t
mind I’ll use The Stately Homes, Royalty and Hereditary
Peerages Act to reduce future death duties if I can, but I
want my you to have a joint share of everything and I’ll also tell
Fluffy to draw up a will that says just that in case I die before
we can get everything completed you get it all.”

Cameron blinked, swallowed and croaked, “But I don’t want half,
or even any.  I don’t want to steal your money.”

She put her hand over his and held it to her cleavage. 
“You’re not stealing it, this is a marriage not a liaison of
convenience any more, am I right?”

He gazed into her eyes, “Definitely.  We might have started
out on the wrong foot, but not now.”

She leant slightly forward, “Then we’ll have to discuss where
we’re going to live and what we’re going to do.”

He caressed her fingers, “I rather thought that…”

She gently kissed him, “Discussions are for later, but nothing
is cut and dried.  If you want me to live with you in your
cottage then that’s what I’ll do.  I can’t walk into your life
and take you over like some chattel.”

He kissed her back, “I fear, madam, that my life is already not
my own.”

They embraced passionately and made love on the thick carpet,
life – for both of them – had never been so good.

 


           
Gwen and Derek took a walk in the moonlight.  They didn’t go
far, just down the gravel drive to the small bench by the entrance
gate where they turned and looked back at Minton Hall as it glowed
in the moonlight.  Gwen sighed, “I suppose I should say ‘how
romantic,’ but frankly it looks an uninviting place.”

Derek readjusted his arm so that he had his hand on her
waist.  “Not glad you came then?”

“Course I’m glad I came, wouldn’t have met you if I hadn’t
come.”

“My sentiments exactly.”  Stated Derek firmly.

She slipped her arm around his waist and said softly, “You
haven’t forgotten about my debt have you.  I wouldn’t want you
marrying me under false pretences.”

He gave her a gentle squeeze, “No, I haven’t forgotten and I
don’t care.”

“I’ll pay it off, you needn’t worry about it.”

He bent over and kissed her on the top of the head, “Don’t worry
about it, people pay me an absurd amount of money for talking into
a microphone, your debt’s not a problem.”

They gazed at the Hall before Gwen tentatively asked, “What’s
your house like.”

“Flat”, he said, “It’s a flat near the centre of London. 
Supposed to be two bedrooms, but I’ve had one converted into a
studio.  Be no good for us.”

“But it’s close to Broadcasting House?”

“I can walk if I want to.”

“And the studio must have cost a fortune to install?”

“”The BBC paid half of it.  It is to their advantage as
they can wake me up in the middle of the night if there’s bad news
to announce.”

“So it’s just a lounge and a single bedroom and a studio?”

He wondered where this was going.  “Double bedroom with
en-suite, bathroom, lounge, dining-room, kitchen with a
breakfast-bar and a balcony with views over the river; grief I
sound like an estate agent.”

She rubbed his kidneys, “Sounds fine by me, I’d love to live in
the City.”

“You wouldn’t feel cramped, need a garden or want a walk in the
countryside?”

“Compact is good, my flat’s so small even I can almost reach
from wall to wall in the bathroom.  I hate gardening and we
could always drive to the countryside.”  She paused, “And
there’d be plenty of work for me in London, I’m becoming a little
to well known around Ipswich.”

He held her to his side, “Promise me, when you see the flat,
you’d let me know if you hate it.”

“Promise.”

They started walking back in silence just enjoying each other’s
company.  After a few yards he gently murmured, “Sorry about
children.”

She tried to squeeze his waist, “Rather have you and the
likelihood of no children than anybody else, even if it meant
hoards of them.”

They walked up to the hall.  At the steps, Gwen looked at
his eyes, “Tell me, how did you get the right size ring?”

“Measured your hand against mine.  The tip of my little
finger is the same size as your ring finger.”

“You were wonderfully romantic.”

“You were wonderful in saying yes to the most boring man in the
world.”

She poked him in the stomach, “You are not boring.  Boring
would have been some poky little room with the ring, a bunch of
flowers and a bottle of champagne.  Proposal in the middle of
dinner is not boring.”

He decided that he’d tell her of his original intentions some
other day and took her inside to kiss her goodnight and try and get
some sleep; he still could not believe that tomorrow he would
become a married man.

 


           
George sat at home watching a video of a programme he had recorded
earlier.  Molly Mint was singing and dancing her way across
the screen followed by a trail of children all obviously enjoying
themselves.  The programme had obviously been pre-recorded, or
was a repeat.  He stared at the image before him and wondered
if he’d ever get used to it.  This famous TV personality was
going to be his wife, more than that she wanted him.  Unlike
his previous wife she didn’t need him, had plenty of her own money
and would undoubtedly be his alone.  He still felt he was
dreaming and wondered if, when daylight came, he’d find out that
he’d been a fool.










Chapter 34
Final Morning


Roberta née Bobbie woke up at eight o’clock.  There was
just enough light coming through the curtains to study Ben’s
face.  She studied the long face, pale cheeks and the fold of
skin just above his lips, deciding that she was right, if his
stubble was about four times as long he’d look very handsome,
though it was a shame about the eyebrows, they were far too
bushy.  She thought about the night before; they’d initially
made love, with her taking the lead, in a sort of fumbling manner
that had been fun, but not earth shattering.  Then at 3am
she’d gone to the toilet and when she came back they’d made love
again, this time with him taking the lead.  They were still
physically awkward, but that second time the lovemaking had been
more rewarding and she’d began to see how some of her rehab
companions had likened sex to drink.  She knew they were only
starting out on the road, but she also felt that there was greater
shared pleasure to come.  She rolled on her back and stared at
the ceiling.  When she’d come to the agency she’d been running
away and hiding from her parents, was she still in hiding and using
Ben as cover or was this something different?  She remembered
the fully laden car and decided that if she’d moved out she wasn’t
just in hiding with Ben she was moving in with him.  She tried
to assess how that felt, after all she’d been told at finishing
school to forget the current trend of the single lifestyle and that
the most important thing in a girl’s life was to become a
wife.  Before she could untangle her thoughts he woke up and
stretched.  He smiled at her, she touched his nose, “You
snore.”

“I do not.”

She tossed her head, “And how would you know?”

 


           
Riona rose about an hour before Cameron and sat on the settee
looking out of the window and, as she ate a toasted tomato, bacon
and egg sandwich, she sat thinking.  All her life she’d been
told, and naturally assumed that, the estate and all its attendant
responsibilities would not be hers.  Now in the space of a few
days there had been a complete U-turn and she had the
responsibility of it all.  Trouble was she liked her former
life, she enjoyed designing and building high-class audio
amplifiers; indeed it was an exclusive arena in which she was
regarded as a world expert.  She thought of the hours she had
enjoyed tinkering with the fine-bias tuning of various valves and
began to cry.  She didn’t mean to feel sad, after all she was
a new bride and supposed to be deliriously happy, but the knowledge
that there was now no way back to her former life caused her to
grieve its passing.  Cameron rose from his slumbers about ten
minutes later, went across the room to kiss his wife and found her
sitting in the armchair with a tear stained and haggard face. 
He rested his hand on her shoulder and noticed her shudder as she
turned to look at him.  She spoke in an unusually downbeat
voice.  “Sorry I should have known it was you.”

He assumed she was crying for the loss of her father. “That’s
OK, I guess you’re under a great strain at the moment.”

After a few moments she mumbled, “I didn’t want all this you
know, I didn’t want to own the bloody estate.  I’d been told
I’d never have it and I’ve never prepared for it.  It’s just
not me, I can’t stand the…”

He voice was lost as she made a sort of moaning noise that
seemed to induce liquid output from her eyes.  Handling upset
females had not been part of his education and Cameron felt totally
helpless; in the end he sat down beside her and put his arm around
her shoulders; in an instant she’d buried her head in his
chest.  Time seemed to stand still and he held her for what
seemed like ages.  Then, stroking her right shoulder gently he
murmured, “You can always go back to being a hardware
engineer.  You don’t have to run the estate.” 

He swallowed, “If you wanted you could probably get the marriage
annulled and disinherit the lot.”

She sat up and gazed at him from her tear-ridden face, “Is that
what you want?  To annul the marriage?”

He kept hold of her and looked straight into her eyes, “No
that’s not what I want, I  want to be with you and I certainly
don’t want to try and turn the clock back as far as our marriage is
concerned, but if you want to go back to being a hardware engineer
that’s alright by me, whatever you choose Ill stand by you.”

“We’d be penniless.”

“So what?  Isn’t that better than you driving yourself over
the edge?”

She pulled out a piece of linen the size of half a pillowcase
from one of he dressing gown pockets and blew her nose.  He’d
done it again, he talked about being with her and seeking the best
for her.  All her life she’d been pushed from pillar to post
like an unwanted parcel, now he was saying that he wanted her and
that he’d stand by her no matter what.  Some doubting demon
within drove her to question this, “Do you mean that?  You’re
not just saying it to shut me up?”

He squeezed her under his arm, “I really mean it.  You say
you want to go back to designing amplifiers and I’ll drive you
south like a shot.”

She blew her nose again and tried to wipe her face, she just
made maters worse.  Cameron took the cloth from her and
cleaned the tear stains off of her cheeks as best he could. 
She leant back into the settee.  “Sounds lovely, but I can’t
do it.  I have a responsibility to the servants and the staff
and all the estate workers and the village; can you imagine what we
do for the local economy?”

Now it was Cameron’s turn to question.  “Does it have to be
you?  Couldn’t you turn Hardcastle Mansion into a high class
hotel?  There’s many an American would pay a fortune to stay
there with a bunch of attentive servants.”

Riona’s shook her head, “And turn the servants into performing
monkeys, I don’t think so.”

She placed a hand on his leg, “I’m afraid.  I know I have
an obligation to the estate, but I also have an obligation to you,
and I don’t want to lose you.”

She made eye contact, “But you don’t have any obligation to my
family, I’ll understand if…”

Cameron held her hand, “You’re my wife, where you are I am.”

She closed her eyes, “You have no idea what it’s like.  The
backbiting from visiting relatives, animosity from disinherited
cousins, people willing you to die so that they can get a slice of
the action, constantly putting on a false face for visitors you
don’t really want to see; I’ve seen it all and I hate it.”

Cameron switched to rubbing the back of her neck, “Then start a
new era.”

She abruptly sat up and looked at him, “That’s exactly what
we’ll do, start a new era.”  She became hesitant again, “That
is if you’ll support me.”

“Through thick and thin.”

Without warning she kissed him full on the lips.  The kiss
could not have lasted more than a few seconds, but it electrified
Cameron and considerably increased his pulse rate.  “Seems to
me,”  he said, “that you could find space somewhere in your
little house to set up your own laboratory, so you could work from
home.”

“Our house,” she automatically corrected before frowning. 
“What about your job?”

“Time for a change.  I’ve become too insular.  It’s
more important I support you.”

She gazed lovingly into his eyes, “Do you mean that?  You
won’t join me at Hardastle Mansion and then get withdrawal symptoms
from your heuristic virus analysis, or whatever you called it?”

He laughed, “I doubt it, besides I have the best cure for
withdrawal symptoms known to man.”

She furrowed her brow, “What’s that?”

He kissed her, “You.”

 


           
Once again Gwen answered a knock on her door to find Roberta on her
doorstep.  “Wondered if you wanted any help getting
ready?”

Gwen stepped back, “I could do with some moral support.”

She wandered over to her bedroom and picked up the dreadful pink
designer dress she had worn a couple of nights ago,  “I was
thinking of wearing this, what do you think?”

Roberta managed not to wrinkle her nose.  “Bit fussy don’t
you think, what else you got?”

Gwen rummaged in the wardrobe, “Not much.  Black
dress?”

“For a wedding?”

Gwen wiggled her thin eyebrows, “Suppose not.”

Roberta reached past her, “How about this beautiful white blouse
and…”

They spent nearly an hour finding the right clothes, applying
Gwen’s make-up and chatting; their rapport was such that a casual
observer would have taken them for oddly matched sisters.

 


           
As soon as Sylvia arrived at her little office and opened the door
Gwen and Derek marched in.  He was in an expensive tailored
suit looking like a man of substance and she was in a white blouse
and dark-green skirt and carrying a bunch of tatty flowers as if
her life depended upon them.  Sylvia’s eyes flicked from
Gwen’s face to Derek’s face to the ring on Gwen’s tiny
finger.  “Marriage is it?”

Derek stood behind Gwen and rested his hands on her shoulders,
“Yes, we know your due to marry Henry and Willow in the large
Lounge at ten-forty-five instead of the morning session, but
thought you could give us a Swiftie first.”

Sylvia turned her computer on.  “I could marry you in the
lounge after them, I’ve no other bookings today.”

Gwen shook her head, “We’re having a service of blessing in a
church later and I’d rather make any vows there, you know in the
house of God with him looking on.”

Sylvia grinned, “So God doesn’t look down on my humble
efforts?”

Gwen’s face turned pink, “I didn’t mean that…”

Sylvia chuckled, “I know what you mean and to be honest when I
got married I wanted a church wedding, so I know where you’re
coming from.”  She paused, “Why not wait and have a full
church wedding?”

They both shook their heads, Gwen stated, “Now is the right
time” and Derek nodded.

Sylvia held out her hands while glancing at the clock, “ID cards
please.”

“Can we have witnesses?”  Pleaded Gwen.

“Of course, but they really play no part in the
proceedings.”

Derek opened the door and Ben and Roberta entered.  Roberta
looked stunning in a silky green designer dress and with a radiance
that spoke of happiness.  For a few fleeting seconds Sylvia
envied Roberta and pitied Gwen, then professionalism took
over.  She held out her hand again and they handed over their
ID cards.

Sylvia checked the screen in front of her and furrowed her
brow,  “Says here that you’re an Inland Revenue Investigator,
is that right?”

Gwen froze for a second.  “Yes, that’s right.”  She
didn’t add anything else, so far she’d spent several hours on the
Soulmate Agency accounts and found absolutely no irregularities,
apart from a 30p error in a payment in taxes for Tom.  Sylvia
moved on; time was pressing.  “Derek can you please confirm
that you are a bachelor?”

“Yes.”

“Gwen can you please confirm that you are a spinster?”

“Yes.”

Sylvia nodded and looked at Derek. “I must formally ask you: Do
you wish to marry Miss Gwen Rosemary Jones.”

“I do.”

Sylvia looked at Gwen, “Do you wish to marry Mr Derek David
James Owen Stonne?”

“I do.”

“Do you also wish to change your name to Mrs Gwen Stonne or
retain your maiden name.”

“Mrs Stonne Of course.”

“Would you like to exchange rings?”

Derek placed a fine wavy gold ring on Gwen’s finger and she
placed a thin plain band of gold on his.  They then
kissed.  “Congratulations,” announced Sylvia, “you are now
husband and wife.  That will be £267.42p please.”

 


           
As they left Roberta turned to Ben, “That was different from
ours?”

Ben sighed, “Registrars are allowed to write their own
mini-ceremony if they want to.  We had what you might call a
basic version, I’m so sorr…”

She placed a finger on his lips, “We were married and that’s
what we wanted.  It’s the statement that matters, not the
method.”

They cuddled, but their joy was interrupted as a young girl put
her head round the office door and announced that Roberta’s parents
were waiting in a little side-room called Narcissus.  Ben felt
Roberta stiffen beside him.  She took a deep breath and
shuddered, “We’d better get this over with.”

Ben put his hand on her elbow, “Don’t forget, I’m coming with
you.  They have no hold over you now.”

It was a short walk to the room.  Roberta gritted her
teeth, opened the door and walked in. The sheer terror in her eyes
had already started adrenaline pumping through Ben’s veins and he
was ready for anything.  Before Ben could even enter the room
he heard her mother bark, “We’ve been waiting for over five
minutes, go and get your things and for goodness sake take that
dreadful stud out of your eyebrow, I’ve told you before it you may
act like a slut, but there’s no need to look like one.”

The couple stood side by side as Ben walked in, her father was a
tall man with a receding hairline, he sported a floral open-necked
shirt and what looked like a pair of flared trousers, next to him
stood a hard-faced woman with close cropped hair wearing a skin
tight dress that ended just above her large breasts and just below
her thighs.   Ben almost felt her eyes run up and down
him.  There was no social preamble.  The man looked at
Roberta and almost spat out his words, “So, this time you’ve tried
to run away and hide behind a decent man!”  He turned his
apoplectic gaze onto Ben, “I don’t know how she enticed you into
marriage, but I can assure you that we can get the marriage
annulled.  She’s a dipsomaniac of a woman with low intellect
and loose morals who will let you down at the first
opportunity.  Your best shot of her. Leave it to us and
we’ll get the legal paperwork sorted out and give you a handsome
reward for your pains, say £5,000.”

Ben was staggered at the man’s sheer audacity, he crossed his
arms, “And just how would you get the marriage dissolved?” 
Ben asked as he half heard a short gasp from Roberta.

A smug, triumphant, smile filled the father’s face.  “By
proving that she was not of sound mind when she got married. 
When she’s drunk she’ll do anything.”

Ben shook his head, “But she was sober and I was sober and we
wanted to get married and,” he changed his voice to one of
no-nonsense firmness, “and we want to stay married.  Frankly I
find your approach offensive and can quite see why Roberta is tired
of your attempts at controlling her life.”

It was like water off of a ducks back and the woman picked up
their attempt to entice him into giving up Roberta.  “Look,”
she said in a ‘let’s be reasonable’ voice that didn’t fit with her
stony looks.  “Look, we’ve got a husband lined up for
her.  Once she’s given him a baby you can have her back. 
We’ll make it very worth your while and she’ll benefit from…”

Ben had heard enough of them talking about her like some sort of
commodity; he glowered at her, “Let me say it in words of one
syllable, “I LOVE MY WIFE AND YOU CAN KEEP YOUR HANDS OFF OF
HER.”

The man rolled his eyes, “You may think you love her, but you’ll
soon grow tired of her as frankly she is unworthy of your
love.  She is a living disaster area.  Has she told you
that when she crashed the car she had a passenger?  A married
teacher who didn’t survive and left a widow and two small
children.  Did you know that?”  Did you know that
afterwards she tried to commit suicide by slashing her wrist, but
couldn’t go through with it, and that was only the first
time!”  He stood confidently smirking at Ben as he continued
his diatribe.  “And did you know that, despite a very
expensive education, she only managed one A level and that was
general studies at the lowest possible grade?”  His smirk grew
into a confident ugly sneer, “Or about the fact that when she was
in rehab she made a fool of herself with some Irish pop
singer?”

Bed became unnaturally calm and he said very quietly in a
supremely controlled manner, “Have you finished?”

Her father’s face showed nothing but contempt for his daughter
and the mother seemed to have enjoyed her daughter’s derision as
some abnormal form of enjoyment,. It was written all over her
gloating face.  The man crossed his arms, “Had enough have
we?”

Ben gave them a sorrowful look.  “I really am sorry that
you feel that way about your daughter, but you have to understand
that she is my wife and to be honest I don’t care if she shinned
naked down the Eiffel Tower.  Give her up to you?  I’d
rather die.”

The woman looked up and down Ben and looked at Roberta. 
“Is this what you want Bobbie?  Living in some desolate
parsonage with a penniless parson?  I’m sure he doesn’t earn
enough to buy you decent underwear.  Come with us and marry a
captain of industry, live in luxury and have servants to
command.”

Roberta linked her arm with Ben’s.  “I’m called Roberta now
and I’d rather die in happy poverty than marry any man you
suggested and live in misery as a breeding sow.”

Gloating triumph turned to anger and her father’s complexion
turned from freshly tanned skin to pale beetroot.  “Well you
won’t get one single penny from us and don’t even think about
trying to get any money from your accounts.  You’ve made your
bed and you can lie on it, but,” he added slyly, “when you’re fed
up with that bed and come running to us don’t expect a warm
welcome.”

Ben felt his wife tremble as she thrust her head forward, “I’ve
never expected a warm welcome from you, unless being told all my
life that I’m a useless piece of meat is your idea of a warm
welcome.  But now I realise that you’ve never been happy
unless you’re on top; I pity you and only hope that one day you’ll
find contentment rather than continually be unfulfilled by seeking
wealth and status.”

“You ungrateful cow!” He stormed, taking a step forward and
causing Roberta to quickly hide behind Ben.  Ben, grabbed the
door handle, “I think I’ve heard enough to know that Roberta
deserves better than you, I only hope I can be better for her than
you, but that shouldn’t be hard.”

He closed the door on them.  There was a brief period of
verbal abuse shouted through closed door and then Ben and Roberta
fled to the nearest toilet and locked the door.  Roberta said
resignedly, “They’ll work out a way to get the marriage annulled, I
know they will.”

Ben enfolded her in his arms, “Doesn’t matter how much money
they’ve got they can’t get the marriage annulled.  We had a
Swiftie.  When they became law there was serious concern that
swift marriages would lead to equally swift divorce and extra work
for the courts, so you can’t annul a Swiftie, or apply for a
divorce within two years.  They’re stuffed.”

They stood in intimate physical contact for a minute or so and
Roberta murmured, “Did you mean it, that you’d rather die than let
me go?”

“Every word.”

She held him close and started to cry, “I’m sorry that I didn’t
tell you about the teacher or the Irish singer or…”

Ben kissed her, “It doesn’t matter, I know you would have given
time and so far we’ve only had a few days, there are many years to
come when we can tell each other everything.”

He literally felt the tension in her melt away. “Do you really
mean that?  Many years to come?”  She asked, obviously
still rattled by the meeting with her parents.

“Of course I do.”

The briefly kissed, then Roberta giggled as they heard the
strident voice of her mother pass by, “They can’t have been to the
bank,” she hissed, “just wait till he finds out I’ve already got
the money!”

“Serves them right, said Ben,” as he kissed her again.

She glanced at her watch, “Come on we can kiss later, there’s
marriage number two any second.”


           
The lounge had been laid out church style with a modest table at
the front and with two small rows of chairs facing.  Ben and
Roberta sat in the back row, with Gwen and Derek, while Angela,
Riona and Cameron sat in the front row.  Henry sat next to
them like a man on hot bricks.  Sylvia sat with a laptop
computer in front of her and an old-fashioned register-book that
had been made out in copper plate writing..  A gentle piece of
music started and Willow walked in clutching the same tatty bouquet
that everyone else had used.  Gwen had passed it on, somehow
it had become a symbol of hope.  The service was short, but
much more like a church wedding.  Henry and Willow stood
facing each other and gazed into each other’s eyes as they repeated
the vows after Sylvia.  Riona and Cameron acted as witnesses
and the ceremony ended with Willow and Henry kissing and Angela
producing a proper square wedding cake with the names of all four
couples iced onto it.  It was at that moment Treasa and George
burst in.  Treasa rushed to the front, “Can you do us?” 
she squealed.

Sylvia raised an eyebrow, “Swiftie?”

“Anything so long as we get married,” said George.

Willow tapped Treasa on the shoulder and passed over the now
decidedly tatty bouquet.  Sylvia ran through the same marriage
routine and pronounced them man and wife.  As George picked
her up and kissed her Angela carved their names in the icing on the
cake.  It was a fitting magical moment for them to finish
their time together at Minton hall.

 


           
Later Angela and Sylvia watched them through the window of the
office as they left in their respective cars.  Sylvia grinned,
“Well that’s only the third time that all the couples have left
married, shame it’s never in the pairs you predicted at the
start.”

Angela sighed, “Difficult with oddballs, and it’s the first time
we’ve had an odd numbered group and they’ve still all got
married.”

“Well,” replied Sylvia, “The next lot should make you
happy.”

She looked at a clipboard on her lap.  “Two female twin
trapeze artists from Spain; a professional Elvis impersonator; a
female ventriloquist, she’s bringing her Koala dummy; a member of a
female rock band; two senior policemen, one a twice divorcee; and a
deep sea fisherman.”

She grinned, “What do you reckon, the fisherman and the
ventriloquist first?”

Angela just groaned.










Chapter 35
Ten Years On


The sleek silver Jaguar estate car pulled up at the front door
of Hardcastle Mansion just as Cameron and Riona accompanied by a
large Old English Sheepdog came out of the doorway.  Two tall
children, boy and girl and obviously twins, climbed out of the car
excitedly waving.  Riona kissed them both, “All the others are
out the back.  Can you remember the way?”

They ran into the house as Henry and Willow exited from the car
and stretched.  Riona and Cameron had not changed much in
appearance over the intervening years from their first encounter,
he still looked a little odd, even though his clothes were
immaculately chosen, and she still wore a hessian skirt with large
pockets, her triple string of pearls and those dreaded wooded
sandals.  On the other hand Henry seemed to have aged faster,
while Willow was positively radiant.  They all shook hands, or
kissed, or did both.  “Others here yet?”  Asked
Willow.

“Ben and Roberta are trying to explain to their two that not all
Godparents have servants.  Gwen is in the nursery and Derek is
playing on Cameron’s computer, they came last night, straight from
her brother’s in Wales.”

“How’s her brother?”

“She says the thickness of his skull must be in direct
proportion to his lack of IQ.”

The two women went into the house and Cameron turned to Henry,
“How’s it going?”

Henry gave a tired smile.  “Full scan last week, not a
sign, so perhaps we’ve got it beaten.”

“No more chemotherapy then?”

“Thank God no.  Some people have no side effects, I seemed
to have had them all, apart from hair loss that is.”

He glanced through the doorway.  “Willow’s been marvellous,
she didn’t sign up to be a nurse.”

He paused, “It was good of you to have our kids while I was in
hospital.”

Cameron patted him on the arm, “That’s what friends are
for.”

He glanced at Henry, “You up to giving the speech?”

“Try and stop me.”

 


           
Half an hour later all eight adult were in the lounge where they
could look out onto the large lawn and keep an eye on the children,
not that they needed to as Riona and Cameron’s children’s nanny was
trying to supervise some sort of game involving plastic footballs
and large plastic mallets.  Ben watched his pair of red headed
girls chase around with Henry’s lanky children, both obviously
destined to be tall, and Riona and Cameron’s gawky shy son. 
All were aged between seven and eight, and knew each other
well.  He turned to Riona, “Babies OK?”

“Both asleep and looking like angels.”  She grinned, “Then
you’d expect your son to look like an angel, but our daughter –
never!”

He looked around the room.  All had grown older, some
gracefully like Willow, some after illness like Henry, some just
maturing nicely like Derek.  The only exception was Gwen, her
face and body shaped had changed beyond reason.  She now had a
face that could easily pass for  an Oriental.  It still
wasn’t a beautiful face, but it was a functional face that didn’t
turn heads and that was the way she liked it.  Her body just
seemed to have undergone a supporting metamorphosis to match her
new facial features. 

 


           
Ben’s thoughts were disturbed by Henry, who tapped a glass with his
wedding ring.  “Ladies and gentlemen,”  he said formally,
“Welcome to the biannual reunion of class 87 of the Soulmate
agency.  Firstly apologies: neither Angela or Sylvia, or their
spouses, can make it this year; some nonsense about a round the
world cruse.  I suppose it’s anything to escape Cameron’s
bagpipe playing.”

He gave a brief cough.  “Treasa and George also send their
apologies and greetings.  She's still temporarily running the
International Children's Home Charity in Durban and George is
enjoying himself teaching high-speed anti-terrorist driving
skills.  That tell me that they are blissfully happy and, of
course, we all hope to be with them next year.”

He cleared his throat again, “Now I know we all meet each other
in various combinations from month to month and that Gwen and Derek
recently had a holiday in Durban, but I thought, as usual, I’d
bring us all up to speed on what’s what.”

“Get on with it,” said Riona, “it’s lunch we’re after, not
dinner.”

He gave her a salute.  “Firstly thanks to Riona and Cameron
for hosting the event this year, Willow and I were due to host it,
but as you can guess other matters have taken a hand.  Still I
hope to be well enough for as all to go to Treasa’s and George’s
home in Rutland next year.”

He sat his bottom on a high-stool that Cameron had conveniently
placed.  “First of all congratulations to Ben and Roberta for
little Derek, and to Riona and Cameron for little Willow. 
Congratulations are also due to Riona and Cameron as they have been
awarded a special commendation by the deaf society for the fact
that their whole household has learnt British Sign Language to
accommodate her maid Annie’s deteriorating hearing and her butler
husband Kevin, who is completely deaf.  Riona has also managed
to pick up an American award which was for…”

He looked at Cameron, who explained:  “The best 17.3 cinema
sound system to employ vacuum tube output stages and with an output
power exceeding seven thousand watts.”

“American watts,”  added Riona

“Nevertheless,” interjected Henry, “quite an achievement, though
I shan’t be buying one as I believe they cost slightly more than a
small fortune.  Finally as far as the inhabitants of
Hardcastle mansion are concerned we must congratulate Cameron on
getting the EU directive concerning English chocolate defeated and
for becoming regional curling champion, even if he did have to
build the curling rink at his own expense.”

“Good investment,” said Riona, “we’re already building two more
in Milton Keynes and Rochdale.”

There was laughter and Cameron bowed. Henry looked at Ben. 
“Ben is on the move up the coast to become Rector of Felburgh and
Roberta has, at long last, gained her English ‘A’ Level with a B
grade no less.”

Everybody clapped.  Henry held up his hand, “How she did
that while bringing up two children, looking after her WI group and
knocking off three excellent water-colours I’ll never know.”

Henry glanced at a small card, “Oh and congratulations to
Roberta, I believe it is now seven years eleven months and eight
days since her last drink.”

“Six days,”  said Roberta, “Not that I’m counting.”

Henry grinned, “And of course, since Roberta and Willow made
their pact, Willow has not had a cigarette for the same length of
time.”

“You forgot the sixteen hours,” added Willow drolly.

He went to turn to Derek, but turned back.  “I almost
forgot, Ben is also now a Canon, but I’ll refrain from remarking
that they were looking for someone of the right calibre!”

He turned to Derek and Gwen.  “As you’ve probably read
Derek has received a radio award for having the most recognised
voice on radio, and become an MBE for his work as a news-reader,
especially during the recent time of crisis in China.  Not
many of us could consistently and accurately get our tongues around
such foreign sounding towns.”

“That’s because they are foreign,”  Drawled Derek.

Henry rolled his eyes.  “Gwen, on the other hand has become
a film star as the documentary Dix opérations qui ont changé ma
vie, has finally been released.  That’s ‘Ten operations
that changed my life’ to you anglophiles.  We have got a copy
here, dubbed in French and English by Derek, but don’t watch it on
a full stomach.”

Willow raised an eyebrow, “Ten operations?  I though you
were going for eight?”

“A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do,”  replied
Gwen.  “Had my bum reduced and a chin tuck, but believe me
that’s the lot.”

Henry ploughed on.  “She has also received recognition from
the Medical Council for her work with children who are undergoing
radical surgery, something she’s been doing on the quiet for the
last six years.”

She gave a bow.  “You missed out that I’ve joined Derek in
providing voice-overs, but mine were for the Welsh Tourist Board in
Welsh!”

Henry chuckled, “As for Treasa and George, she has recently won
her court case with the Golden satellite channel and they have
finally agreed to pay her ongoing royalties for the repeats they
show every day and for the copies of her programmes that they have
sold world-wide.  They have also agreed not to reuse the name
of Molly Mint in any other of their programmes.  Gwen tells me
that the Durban children’s home is organised chaos, but the
children love it and are thriving.  As for George, he’s
becoming a good after-dinner speaker to raise funds for the Child’s
Play charity and, as you know, still loves haring about the
countryside in high-speed cars.”

Henry stretched himself.   “As for us, you all know my
battle against cancer and you have all given us superb support,
much of it beyond the call of friendship. The good news is
that they found it early, operated quickly and gave me a superb
cocktail of drugs so it looks like I’m in the clear.”  He
paused, “But thank you for your prayers.”

He paused again.  “On the company front, we’ve just
marketed our new white-current and grape juice and it’s going down
a storm in Denmark, but nowhere else.”

He waited for the laughter to die away and Derek interrupted,
“Bet you weren’t going to mention that you were awarded the
accolade of employer of the year for the third time in five
years.”

Henry gave a slight smile, “It probably slipped my mind. 
However, Willow’s new book, What’s all this hullabaloo about
Hollywood?, has got off to a good start and if it earns as
much as Hollywood’s Hysteria Hype Machine then it will
keep her off of the streets and the kids in pocket money!”

He paused and looked around, “I suppose recent event have made
me reflect on life.  There’s nothing like being told that you
are seriously ill to hone the mind.”

He mopped his brow, “It hardly seems ten years since we first
met and there have been good times and bad times and none of us
have been immune.  Riona had that terrible fall off of her
horse and broke her pelvis, amongst other things. Gwen managed to
break her jaw eating cherries, Roberta nearly died in childbirth,
Treasa managed to stab herself in the eye while pruning roses,
contract one of those nasty antibiotic resistant infections and
lose the sight in her left eye, I got cancer; I could go on.”

He frowned, “What I’m trying to say is we’ve come through it
all, our marriages have stayed intact, sometimes when under
tremendous strain, our friends have stayed by our side through
thick and thin and God’s love has surrounded us all.”

He reached for his glass and Gwen interrupted.  “If we’re
in to maudlin mode.  I’d like to thank everybody for making me
auntie Gwen to their children.  That couldn’t have been easy
as when most of them were born I looked like everybody’s worst
nightmare as my face was being reassembled.  It’s no secret
among us that Derek and I can’t have children and being a proxy
aunt, and sevenfold Godmother, helps considerably.”

Willow raised an eyebrow and Derek stepped in by saying quietly,
“The adoption panel turned us down, something about my high-profile
occupation.”

Gwen tucked her arm through his, “My knight gallant as
ever.  They did mention his occupation, but they were more
worried that I suffered from Munchausen's syndrome, after all what
person in their right mind submits to ten operations when, in
theory, you could do it in one or two.”  She added softly, “So
thanks that we can enjoy your children.”

Riona thwacked her sandals together, “Life wouldn’t be the same
for them without you and without Derek’s pre-recorded bedtime
stories.”

There were cries of here-here and Roberta added, “It’s not just
the children.  Who came to my aid when I was stuck in hospital
and Ben had two children with chickenpox and caught it
himself?”

Annie suddenly put her head round the door and made a few signs
at Riona, who replied likewise.  Henry got the drift, he
tapped his glass again.  “So to the toasts:  To long and
happy marriages!”

“To long and happy marriages,” they all chorused, before sipping
their grape-juice.

“To friends.”

“To friends,” they all replied.

“And,” he said, “finally to:”

There was a pause as everybody got ready:

“To the Soulmate Agency.”
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	Felburgh
(2010)
Felburgh is the story of a vicar (Peter) and his life in a new
parish; one that he has not chosen and that has not chosen him. The
parish is set in seemingly idyllic Suffolk seaside town of Felburgh
somewhere between Felixstowe and Aldeburgh. The parish, like most
parishes, is only normal on the surface and has underlying tensions
and vast social differences. The church itself has a third of a
million pounds in the bank, some of the congregation are downright
antagonistic and quite a few have interesting pasts. The church has
previously seen a rapid succession of vicars, who have been driven
out, escaped or just disappeared, this has left a legacy of
distrust and discontent. Finally, like the Parish, the vicarage
itself also has an interesting history, one which soon impinges on
Peter’s life and not necessarily for the better. All in all it’s a
mixture most vicars would run from, but Peter has no choice but to
stay as he has nowhere else to go, so can he make a success of it
or will history repeat itself once again?



	


Barnabus
Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever.
However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns
how to make him smile.



	


Vignette
(2010)
Brian is a vicar on the edge, the edge of suicide that is. He
has a number of rural parishes and they all contain farmers who are
on the edge, or over the edge, of bankruptcy. It is all out of his
control and try as he might he cannot deal with all the pain and
angst and it has finaly got to him. But he is not allowed to find
relief in the comfort of a cold bullet via circumstances that are
again out of control. However, as his life spirals downwards there
is one chink of light, perhaps, just perhaps it will provide him
with a way out.



	


Barnabus
Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to
hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the
hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.



	


Barnabus and
the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his
church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room
door and finds...



	


Barnabus and
Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides
to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately
...



	


Barnabus
Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and
certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one
Christmas...



	


Barnabus and
the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.

Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an
inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A
Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...



	


Barnabus and
the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church
basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels
really miserable, and then...



	


Barnabus and
the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough
food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the
winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in
trouble, what should he do?



	


Alien
Gel (2010)
Henry is a perfectly normal person in a perfectly normal world,
then he is forced by circumstances to buy a weird hair gel. From
then on his life begins to change as the hair gel starts to
interfere in it's own peculiar way. The question is: can Henry keep
it under control?



	


Barnabus
Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is
until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very
hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him
and his companions in?



	


Wilfred's
Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and
downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse,
but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.



	


Spike
and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days
before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse
has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?



	


Spike
Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has
given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them,
it leads him into all sorts of trouble.



	


Spike
Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog
rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big
mistake?



	


Barnabus
needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus
and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church
the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and
special bird.



	


Boris
the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget
chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is
there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but
Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.



	


Barnabus and
Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as
normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they
do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a
fit.



	


Barnabus and
Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt.
She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of
Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong
place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one
involving sky-diving!



	


Sarah
has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper.
She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get
squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for
keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...



	


Arboreal
Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees?
Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret
of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could
this love be infectious?



	


The
Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially
prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But
there is this special assignment, could it be their last?



	


Cold
(2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator
following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his
first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will
make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that
he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no
better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives,
and their detective agency, for ever.



	


The
Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud
has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life.
Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a
knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after
nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one
tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really
given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much
so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any
sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to
change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life.
But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer
it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it
all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?



	


Lumen
in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with
being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a
problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy
go?



	


Book
Woman (2010)
Mary is the Manager of a private lending library in the sleepy
Suffolk coastal town of Eastburgh. She originally wanted to be a
journalist, but following a dreadful accident that she was forced
to realign her career aspirations. Mary has a reputation of being
rather short with people and fending off chances of friendship, not
that she has much chance of friendships as she works full time and
cares for her elderly mother.

However, Mary’s nicely ordered world of books and home is slowly
turned round thanks to an unexpected discovery, a young girl and
Mary’s changing inner needs.



	


Trembine
Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small
villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they
have learnt to live together and support one another when
necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However,
lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships,
suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one
snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the
addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will
have long term repercussions.



	


Nocturnus
(2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are
ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer
and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of
events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events
are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a
corpse.

The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's
not just the police after them.

But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and
misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons
(well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at
home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their
lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are
they redundant?



	


The
Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and
dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same
teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer
holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer,
after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to
change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is
more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of
control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that
way.



	


Botanago
(2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented
within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged
research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.

All would be well if they left him alone to think his
mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with
ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert
detests.

So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must
also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as
easy.



	


Ruth
(2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in
almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little
and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is
enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's
head...



	


Bitter
(2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine
in their detective agency following their marriage.



They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for
military intelligence involving two dead service personnel
discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of
his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no
matter what it costs.



However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple
objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high
wants revealed.

Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation
lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is
not worth the trouble involved.

(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')



	


Sydney takes
a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now
the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every
frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is
against a giant digger; can he survive?



	


Barnabus can
Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again!
He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't
find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there
be a solution?



	


Barnabus and
the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off
their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red
Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something
very different...
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